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				Chapter One
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				The briny breeze slipped through the cracked windows of my Jeep, carrying with it the smell of salt and something vaguely fishy. It reminded me of summers spent in Cornelia Cove, running barefoot along the shore and collecting shells with my grandmother and her two best friends, Bea Harper and Sunny Rayburn. I remembered it all too well. Bea wasn’t family by blood, but she was my grandmother’s best friend and had always been an anchor in my life when things got stormy. Now, Bea was gone, and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to feel driving back into her world. My grandmother passed away years before and with it my reason to return to Cornelia Cove. But now, Bea summoned me back in the weirdest chain of events.
			

			
				Gus, my golden retriever mix, rested his chin on the center console, his big brown eyes scanning the oak-lined road ahead. He had perked up and his nose had twitched ever since we left the sprawling metropolis that was Atlanta. Once we crossed over to the island he seemed to know that everything would be slower here. He let out a low whine as the velvet canopy of trees opened to reveal the town’s main street. Cornelia Cove’s Main Street stretched out like a picturesque postcard come to life. Brick sidewalks lined with gas lantern-style streetlights flickered to life at dusk, casting golden light onto the worn cobblestones that wound their way toward the beach. The buildings, a row of lovingly preserved clapboard storefronts and weathered brick facades, stood shoulder to shoulder like old friends sharing secrets. Painted signs swung lazily in the coastal breeze, advertising everything from homemade taffy and antiques to the local art gallery, where driftwood sculptures filled the window.
			

			
				The scent of salt mingled with the faint aroma of fried seafood drifting from the dockside restaurants, while a faint trail of honeysuckle wound its way down from the trellised garden in front of The Cozy Café. At the far end of the street, the distant call of gulls echoed over the dunes, and the sight of the sea stretching to the horizon felt like an old promise the town never broke.
			

			
				Main Street was a place where time slowed just enough to savor. Kids ran barefoot between shops, chasing after melting ice cream cones, while elderly couples sat on benches, their laughter weaving through the air like music. Every detail whispered of history, but the town wore it lightly—like a sun hat tilted just so, practical but with undeniable flair.
			

			
				It was charming, a little rough around the edges, but undeniably welcoming—just like Cornelia Cove itself.
			

			
				“We’re really doing this, huh?” I said, glancing at him. Gus’s tail thumped half-heartedly against the seat.
			

			
				I didn’t need his approval; I needed my own. Six months had passed since Bea died, leaving me The Velvet Anchor Pub in her will, along with a string of cryptic letters that felt more like a challenge than a gift. “It’s yours now,” the lawyer had said. “She wanted you to have it.”
			

			
				What Bea really wanted, I thought as I turned into the crushed shell lot behind the ocean facing pub, was for me to come back here. Cornelia Cove wasn’t supposed to be part of my life anymore. Yet here I was, staring at the weathered clapboard building like it might swallow me whole.
			

			
				Bea hadn’t just left me her pub; she’d left me questions. The kind that stuck in the back of your mind like a burr. The lawyer called her death “unexpected.” Sunny called it “a shame.” But something about the way Bea’s letters had danced around specifics made me wonder if “unexpected” was just a polite way of saying “suspicious.”
			

			
				The pub looked the same as it had when I was a kid—navy blue with white shutters and the anchor sign swinging lazily in the breeze. The paint was a little more flaked now, the edges of the windows a little more warped. Gus perked up, barking once like he was announcing our arrival.
			

			
				“All right, all right,” I muttered, shutting off the engine. “Let’s see what kind of mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.”
			

			
				Gus barked, his version of moral support, as I swung open the Jeep door. “That’s right,” I told him, patting his head. “We’re going to solve the great mystery of why Bea thought I could run a bar. Spoiler alert: I’m sure I can, the question remains, do I want to?”
			

			
				The inside of The Velvet Anchor smelled exactly as I remembered: old wood, lemon polish, and the faintest trace of beer. It had the kind of smell that made you think of porch swings and summers that lasted forever. Cornelia Cove had always been like that—sticky-sweet with charm, but as layered as a good buttermilk biscuit. You couldn’t dig too deep without hitting something salty. The pub, the center of the small town social life, was warm and inviting, and slightly rough around the edges, just like Bea had been.
			

			
				“Elle Harper! Well, don’t you look like a breath of fresh air,” Sunny said, pulling back and sizing me up. Sunny had been Bea’s friend since elementary school, and was promoted to Bea’s Bestie status when my grandmother died. “A little wrinkled, maybe, but fresh nonetheless. Guess big-city living can’t ruin good genetics.”
			

			
				The booming voice startled me, and I turned just in time to be crushed in a hug by Opal “Sunny” Rayburn, the town’s resident free spirit. Sunny smelled like patchouli and lavender, and her bangles jingled as she pulled back to get a good look at me.
			

			
				“Look at you,” she said, her voice softening. “All grown up and fancy-looking. Don’t think for a second I’m letting you sell this place without a fight.”
			

			
				I blinked. “Who said anything about selling?” Of course, the thought crossed my mind regularly in these past months, but I hadn’t spoken it aloud to anyone. Not yet, anyway. 
			

			
				Sunny gave me a look like I’d just confessed to a terrible lie. “Bea knew you’d say that. She also knew you’d change your mind once you got back here.”
			

			
				Before I could argue, Gus barked again and bounded toward the bar, where a lean man in an Eras Tour t-shirt was wiping down the counter.
			

			
				“Hey, buddy,” the man said, crouching to scratch Gus behind the ears. His smile was disarming, and there was an easy charm in the way he carried himself, like he’d always belonged here. “You must be the new boss,” he said, straightening. “Cameron Rivers. Bartender and unofficial keeper of all the town’s dirty secrets.”
			

			
				I stared at him. “I don’t remember hiring anyone.”
			

			
				“You didn’t. Bea did. Don’t worry,” Cam said, flashing me a grin. “I’m self-cleaning and low-maintenance. Plus, I come with a margarita recipe that’ll knock your flip-flops off.”
			

			
				“I don’t wear flip-flops,” I replied dryly.
			

			
				“Give it a week,” he shot back. “Cornelia Cove changes people.”
			

			
				He slid behind the bar and poured himself a glass of water with practiced ease. “And trust me, you’re going to want to keep me around. I make the best margaritas this side of the state line, and I’ve got the dirt on everyone in town. For example, did you know Sunny’s shop rent is two weeks overdue?”
			

			
				Sunny smacked him on the arm, laughing. “Don’t listen to him. The crystals pay when the energy is right.”
			

			
				“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Cam retorted with a wink.
			

			
				I couldn’t help it—I laughed. I hadn’t laughed much since Bea passed, and it felt strange. But good.
			

			
				“You two make quite the welcoming committee,” I said, still smiling. “If Cam is a swiftie, I’ll definitely keep him.”
			

			
				“Oh, Laud,” Cam grinned. “I’m stayin'. You belong with me.”
			

			
				Sunny put a hand on my shoulder. “Honey, you’ve barely scratched the surface of Cornelia Cove. There’s no shortage of swifties here. Just wait until you meet Willow.”
			

			
				“Willow?” I asked.
			

			
				Before she could answer, the front door burst open, and in strode a young woman in ripped jeans, oversized sunglasses, and a phone glued to her hand. Beyond the hand her wrists, I noticed both of them, were laden with friendship bracelets. 
			

			
				“Okay, team, I’m here! Let’s figure out how to save this pub and make it go viral!”
			

			
				My mouth opened, but no words came out. Gus barked twice, his tail wagging wildly.
			

			
				Sunny grinned. “That’s Willow Carter. Social media queen and human whirlwind. Good luck keeping up.”
			

			
				I stared at the trio—Sunny, Cam, and now Willow—each as vibrant and chaotic as the town itself. Gus had already settled into the atmosphere with the ease of someone who knew he belonged.
			

			
				I wasn’t so sure about myself yet.
			

			
				Stepping into The Velvet Anchor was like stepping into a time capsule that refused to be polished up for the future. My eyes trailed over the old dartboards hanging crookedly on the walls, the mismatched stools at the bar, and the ceiling fan that squeaked on every other rotation. It wasn’t perfect, but it had a kind of charm you couldn’t fake. It was… real. Bea’s kind of real.
			

			
				I reached out to touch the edge of the bar, my fingers brushing the worn wood. “She really didn’t change much, did she?”
			

			
				“Not at all,” Sunny said, beaming as if she were personally responsible for preserving Bea’s legacy. “She loved this place just the way it was. Told me once, ‘The Velvet Anchor doesn’t need to keep up with the times. The times will come back around to it.’”
			

			
				Cam snorted. “And yet, she still hired me to run craft cocktail nights. Guess even Bea had her limits.”
			

			
				“She hired you for your margaritas and your nose for gossip,” Sunny shot back. “Not your sass.”
			

			
				Cam winked at me. “She got all three for the price of one.”
			

			
				Before I could stop myself, I smiled again. I felt like an imposter in my own skin. Laughing? Smiling? This wasn’t supposed to feel… easy. How on earth could I digest let alone explain that I felt like I’d found my tribe?
			

			
				Sunny gestured toward a table in the corner where the wood varnish was peeling in a heart-shaped pattern. “That’s where Bea always sat to do her paperwork. And by ‘paperwork,’ I mean drink a bourbon while she pretended to balance the books.”
			

			
				I walked over and ran my hand along the table’s edge. It was easy to imagine her sitting here, her wiry hair pulled back, her sharp eyes scanning the room like she could spot trouble a mile away. Bea had always been the type to see everything, even the things you thought you were hiding.
			

			
				The noise in the pub had grown to a steady hum—Sunny’s laughter rising above Cam’s teasing, Willow’s voice weaving in hashtags and marketing jargon like she was narrating a reality show. Gus was happily sprawled under a table, gnawing on a treat Sunny had bribed him with.
			

			
				I slipped out quietly, deciding I needed a moment of quiet and my laptop to tackle the mess of emails waiting for me. “Just grabbing my laptop,” I called over my shoulder. No one looked up.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Two 
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				The cool evening air hit me as soon as I stepped outside, refreshing after the warmth and noise of the Velvet Anchor. My boots crunched against the crushed shell as I headed toward my Jeep. Gus barked once from inside, as though sensing my absence, but I kept going.
			

			
				When I saw it, I froze.
			

			
				A piece of paper was tucked under the windshield wiper, flapping slightly in the breeze. My stomach dropped. Notes on windshields weren’t part of the quaint, small-town charm Cornelia Cove prided itself on. Did I have a secret admirer already?
			

			
				I reached for it cautiously, my fingers trembling as I pulled it free. The paper was thick, almost like stationary, but the handwriting was jagged and forceful, scrawled in black ink.
			

			
				Go back to Atlanta. You don’t belong here. Leave before you regret it.
			

			
				The words blurred for a moment before snapping back into focus, each one hitting like a punch. My chest tightened as I scanned the empty lot, my gaze darting between the shadows cast by the tall oaks and the dim light spilling from the pub’s back window.
			

			
				Who had written this? And how did they know I was from Atlanta?
			

			
				I turned the note over, as if the back might hold more clues, but it was blank. My pulse pounded in my ears as questions crashed through my mind. How long had they been watching? And why did they care where I was from?
			

			
				The air felt heavier now, charged with something I couldn’t quite name. I clutched the note tightly and glanced around again, half expecting to see someone stepping out from the trees, a shadow moving along the building. But there was nothing. Just the silence of the lot, broken only by the faint rustle of leaves.
			

			
				My instincts told me to get back inside, to figure out what this meant before I let my imagination run wild. Clutching the note, I strode toward the pub, the crushed shell crunching louder underfoot now.
			

			
				I stepped back into the Velvet Anchor, the warmth and chatter inside doing little to ease the cold knot in my stomach. Willow noticed me first, her phone mid-air as she snapped yet another photo of the bar.
			

			
				“Hey, boss lady. What’s up? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said, tilting her head curiously.
			

			
				Sunny and Cam both turned to me, their expressions shifting from cheerful to concerned in a heartbeat. Even Gus looked up from under the table, his tail thumping once before he tilted his head at me, confused.
			

			
				I held up the note. “This was on my car.”
			

			
				Sunny took it from my hand, her bangles jangling as she unfolded it. Her brow furrowed deeper with each word she read. “Well, bless their cowardly little heart,” she said, her voice low and sharp. “What in the world is this?”
			

			
				Cam leaned over her shoulder to read, his easygoing demeanor disappearing in an instant. “Go back to Atlanta? Who the hell wrote this?”
			

			
				“That’s the million-dollar question,” I said, rubbing my temples. “How did they even know I was from Atlanta? I just got here.”
			

			
				“Someone’s been watching,” Sunny said simply, folding the note with a deliberate calm that felt far more unsettling than her usual dramatic flair. “There’s no other way.”
			

			
				“Your license plate,” Cam said. Of course, anyone from Georgia knows that Atlanta is in Fulton county. But there are fourteen other cities in the county too. 
			

			
				Willow hopped onto a stool, crossing her arms as she frowned. “Okay, but why? Are they mad about the pub? Or about Bea?”
			

			
				“Could be both,” Cam said, crossing his arms. “People don’t like change in a place like this. And if someone thinks you’re going to stir up trouble—or worse, that you might find out something they don’t want you to…”
			

			
				His words trailed off, leaving the implication hanging heavy in the room.
			

			
				I sank into a chair, the note still burning in my mind. “What if this is about Bea?” I asked, my voice quieter now. “What if this is connected to everything she left behind?”
			

			
				Sunny pulled a chair up next to me, resting a hand on my arm. “Don’t let this spook you, sugar. Whoever wrote this is just a coward. They’re trying to scare you off before you’ve even unpacked your bags.”
			

			
				Willow smirked. “They clearly don’t know who they’re dealing with. You don’t strike me as the type to back down from a fight.”
			

			
				I let out a breathy laugh, but it felt forced. “It’s not about backing down. If this isn’t just about the pub—if it’s about Bea—I don’t know what I’m walking into.”
			

			
				Cam slid a glass of water across the bar toward me. “Whatever it is, you’re not walking into it alone. You’ve got us, whether you like it or not.”
			

			
				Sunny nodded, her usual warmth tempered by a steely determination. “And I’ve got some sage next door. We’ll clear the energy in no time.”
			

			
				Willow rolled her eyes, but her grin softened. “Or we could install a security camera. You know, modern problems, modern solutions.”
			

			
				I couldn’t help but smile, shaky but genuine. “Thanks. I mean it.”
			

			
				Even as the room filled with their chatter again, the weight of the note lingered. Someone wanted me gone, and the question wasn’t just why—it was how far they’d go to make it happen.
			

			
				“Bea left something for you,” Sunny said gently, breaking my thoughts.
			

			
				I turned, surprised. “What do you mean?”
			

			
				Sunny produced a small, crumpled envelope from the canvas bag slung over her shoulder. “She gave it to me the week before she passed. Told me you’d come back and that I should give it to you when you were ready. Or something about I would know when the time is right. It feels like now might be that time.”
			

			
				I stared at the envelope as if it might catch fire in her hands. Bea always did have a flair for the dramatic. “What’s in it?”
			

			
				Sunny shrugged. “She didn’t tell me, and I didn’t open it. She said you’d understand when the time came.”
			

			
				I hesitated, then took the envelope, the weight of it heavier than the paper should have allowed. Gus nudged my leg with his nose, a low huff escaping him like he was telling me to open it.
			

			
				“Later,” I murmured to him.
			

			
				Cam leaned against the bar, arms crossed. “I’m guessing there’s a mystery brewing here, and not the kind you pour into a pint glass.”
			

			
				“Don’t start,” I said, sliding the envelope into my purse. “I’m just here to figure out what I’m going to do with this place. That’s it.”
			

			
				“Right,” Sunny said, clearly unconvinced. “Just here to figure it out.”
			

			
				The envelope Sunny had given me burned a hole in my bag, but I wasn’t ready to open it yet. Whatever Bea had left me to find, it could wait a little longer.
			

			
				“You all right, boss?” Cam asked, his tone unusually soft.
			

			
				“Yeah,” I said, more to myself than to him. “Just… adjusting.”
			

			
				The truth was, Cornelia Cove felt like a pair of old shoes I’d outgrown but hadn’t been able to throw away. Comfortable, familiar, but a little tight in all the wrong places. I wasn’t sure if I’d come back to fix that or to bury it for good.
			

			
				A faint knock interrupted my thoughts. Sunny glanced at the door and frowned. “That’s odd. No one knocks around here.”
			

			
				Cam reached under the bar, pulling out a flashlight that looked heavy enough to double as a weapon. “You expecting anyone?”
			

			
				I shook my head, my stomach tightening. “But to be fair, I wasn’t expecting to find all of you here.” Gus was already on his feet, ears perked as a soft growl rumbled in his chest.
			

			
				“Stay here,” Cam said, moving toward the door with deliberate steps.
			

			
				“Like hell,” I muttered, grabbing a barstool for backup.
			

			
				Sunny rolled her eyes. “Y’all are so dramatic.” She strode to the door and yanked it open before either of us could stop her.
			

			
				The doorway was empty, the street beyond quiet except for the occasional call of seagulls. But lying on the threshold was a small package, wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine.
			

			
				Sunny picked it up, examining it like it might explode. “Well, that’s not suspicious at all.”
			

			
				Cam leaned over her shoulder. “That’s how horror movies start, you know.”
			

			
				“Let’s hope it’s just a bad rom-com,” I said, stepping closer. My heart thudded in my chest as Sunny handed me the package. It was heavier than it looked.
			

			
				“What’s in it?” Cam asked.
			

			
				I untied the twine, carefully peeling back the paper to reveal an old, leather-bound journal. On the front, a sticky note scrawled in a handwriting I recognized instantly, was a single word: Elle.
			

			
				The sight of Bea’s familiar handwriting on the journal sent a chill down my spine. It wasn’t fear, exactly—it was more like the feeling you get when the past sneaks up behind you and taps you on the shoulder.
			

			
				Sunny and Cam were both staring at me, their expressions ranging from curiosity to concern.
			

			
				“You okay, Elle?” Sunny asked gently, her voice dropping an octave.
			

			
				I nodded, even though I wasn’t sure if I was. “It’s Bea’s,” I said, running my fingers over the cracked leather cover. “She left this for me. But who brought it here?”
			

			
				“What does it say?” Cam leaned closer, practically vibrating with curiosity.
			

			
				I hesitated, the weight of the journal suddenly overwhelming. “I’ll look at it later.”
			

			
				Sunny and Cam exchanged a glance, but neither pushed the issue. Gus, however, nudged me insistently with his nose, as if trying to say, Later isn’t soon enough.
			

			
				“We’ll give you some space,” Sunny said after a moment, patting my arm. “Come on, Cam. Let’s let the lady breathe.”
			

			
				Cam looked like he wanted to argue, but he caught the warning in Sunny’s tone and backed off. “Fine. I’ll be behind the bar, perfecting the fine art of pretending not to eavesdrop.”
			

			
				“Appreciate your honesty,” I muttered.
			

			
				“Let me know when you’re ready to start a reopening campaign,” Willow said closing her laptop and cramming it into a messenger bag. “I’ve already mapped out a plan for you. Toodeloo…” and with that she was out the door.
			

			
				As they drifted away, I settled into Bea’s old table in the corner, the journal resting in front of me like an unspoken challenge. Gus flopped down beside me, his warm weight against my leg grounding me in the moment. The old journal had a lock and of course, it didn’t click open. I recalled the envelope that Sunny gave me earlier and the weird feel of it. I now realized it felt like a key. I dug it out of my bag, opened it, and pulled out a folded piece of paper. As I unfolded it an old fashioned key fell out. The handwritten note said, When the time is right…. I inserted the key in the journal lock and turned it. The lock popped open.
			

			
				“All right, Bea,” I said softly, flipping the cover open. “What have you got for me?”
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Three
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				The first few pages were filled with Bea’s unmistakable handwriting—sharp, bold, and a little hurried, like she’d had too many thoughts and not enough time to get them down. She’d started with a letter addressed to me, and my breath hitched as I read the opening lines.
			

			
				Elle,
If you’re reading this, then I’m gone, and you’ve come back to Cornelia Cove. I always knew you would. Not because I left you the pub, but because this place has always been a part of you, whether you wanted to admit it or not.
			

			
				I’m not going to waste time with sentimentality—you’ve had enough of that from me over the years. What I need you to know is that something’s not right in this town. 
			

			
				My breath hitched as I reread the line. Bea wasn’t one for exaggeration, and the urgency in her words made my chest tighten. What had she seen that had her so spooked? For the first time, I wondered if her death really had been as simple as everyone claimed.
			

			
				 
			

			
				It hasn’t been for a while, and I’ve been trying to figure it out. But I ran out of time. That’s where you come in.
			

			
				I swallowed hard, the words blurring for a moment before I blinked them back into focus. Gus nudged me again, as if sensing my unease. 
			

			
				The journal you’re holding has everything I’ve uncovered—names, places, questions that haven’t been answered yet.
			

			
				“Everything” might’ve been a stretch. Half the entries were vague enough to make a crossword puzzle look like child’s play. Bea had a knack for leaving clues like breadcrumbs in the woods—good luck to anyone who didn’t grow up knowing how to follow her winding train of thought.
			

			
				I’m trusting you to pick up where I left off. You’ve always been good at solving puzzles, Elle. Better than me. And if anyone can untangle this mess, it’s you. I’ve watched you for years pick up on subtle hints left by your pop idol Taylor Swift and spin them into hypothesis of the next album drop or announcement. I need you to use those skills now, but the stakes are a matter of life and death.
			

			
				“Sure, Bea,” I muttered under my breath. “No pressure or anything. Just solve the mystery of the century while also trying not to burn down the pub. Piece of cake.”
			

			
				The next page was filled with scribbled notes—bullet points, half-finished thoughts, and underlined words that screamed important. I scanned the first few lines, my pulse quickening.
			

			
					
					Suspicious accidents near the marina
				

					
					Insurance claims processed too quickly
				

					
					Lighthouse operations—unusual activity reported by locals
				

					
					WHY SO MANY SECRETS?
				

			

			
				A noise at the bar jolted me out of my thoughts. Cam had dropped a glass. The glass hit the floor with a dramatic crash, and Cam didn’t even flinch. He let out a low whistle, staring at the shards like they’d personally offended him.
			

			
				“Well,” he said, “at least it wasn’t the tequila.”
			

			
				Sunny arched a brow. “That’s what you’re worried about?”
			

			
				“I have priorities.” Cam crouched to start picking up the pieces, flashing a grin over his shoulder. “Besides, breaking things adds character. It’s ambiance.”
			

			
				Sunny rolled her eyes but grabbed the broom without hesitation. “Next time, aim for the cheap stuff, Picasso.”
			

			
				I smirked, watching the easy rhythm between them. “Subtle,” I said, just loud enough for Cam to hear.
			

			
				He shrugged. “What can I say? I keep things interesting.”
			

			
				Gus’s ears perked up, but his gaze was locked on the journal, as if he, too, could sense its importance. I flipped another page, finding a sketch Bea had drawn of the lighthouse. Arrows and circles surrounded it, with phrases like misdirected lights? and smuggling routes? scrawled in the margins.
			

			
				“What the hell were you into, Bea?” I whispered, tracing the lines of her sketch.
			

			
				The weight of it all was settling in now—not just the responsibility of the pub, but the realization that Bea had been keeping secrets. Dangerous ones, if her notes were anything to go by. Sunny was Bea’s best friend as far as I knew. I could see why she would have loved Cam, and even Willow. But who did she trust with this journal? Why wasn’t it one of them?
			

			
				Sunny reappeared at my side, her expression softer than before. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
			

			
				I closed the journal quickly, keeping my hand on the cover as if it might spill its secrets to the world if I didn’t. “Just trying to process everything.”
			

			
				Sunny nodded, pulling out a chair and sitting across from me. “Bea had a way of throwing you into the deep end without a life jacket.”
			

			
				“That’s an understatement,” I said, letting out a shaky laugh.
			

			
				“She was good at that,” Sunny said, settling into the chair across from me with the grace of a woman who’d spent years perfecting her porch-sitting posture. “But honey, if Bea threw you in, it’s because she knew you could swim. That woman didn’t waste her time on quitters. You’re not in this alone, you know,” Sunny said, her gaze steady. “You’ve got me, Cam, and now even Willow. This town has a funny way of pulling people together when it matters.”
			

			
				I wanted to believe her. But as I glanced back at the journal, I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever Bea had uncovered, it wasn’t just going to pull people together. It might just tear them apart.
			

			
				The sun had dipped lower, casting a golden glow across the windows of The Velvet Anchor, and the pub had settled into a quiet rhythm. Sunny was fussing with the tables near the door, Cam had returned to his post behind the bar, and Gus had decided my foot was a perfect pillow for a nap.
			

			
				“And here I am,” I muttered, scribbling a list of ‘Things I Don’t Know How to Do’ in my head. Top of the list: run a bar, solve a mystery, and keep a golden retriever mix from eating Sunny’s stash of dried lavender.
			

			
				I couldn’t take my eyes off the journal. Bea’s words swirled in my head, louder than the hum of the ceiling fan or the occasional clink of glassware. This wasn’t just a puzzle; it was a call to action. And if I was being honest with myself, part of me wanted to answer it.
			

			
				Sunny, as if reading my thoughts, walked over and slid into the chair across from me. She set a cup of tea on the table with a flourish. “Chamomile,” she said. “Good for nerves.”
			

			
				“I’m fine,” I said, though my trembling fingers as I closed the journal probably said otherwise.
			

			
				Sunny leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “So? What’s she got you doing from beyond the grave?”
			

			
				I hesitated. Part of me wanted to share, to unload this weight onto someone who knew Bea better than anyone else. But another part of me—the stubborn, self-reliant part that had gotten me through the last few years—held back. “She left some notes,” I said finally. “It’s… complicated.”
			

			
				Sunny’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Honey, everything about Bea was complicated.”
			

			
				She had a point.
			

			
				The front door swung open again, this time revealing Willow, who stormed in like a hurricane with her phone still glued to her hand. “Okay, everyone! We have a problem.”
			

			
				Cam groaned from behind the bar. “Willow, it’s been three hours. How do you already have a problem? Let me guess,” Cam drawled, wiping down the bar, “the Wi-Fi’s down and the world’s ending.”
			

			
				Willow rolled her eyes. “Actually, no. But thanks for your unwavering support, Cam. Remind me to send you a gold star.”
			

			
				“Anytime,” Cam shot back. “Just make sure it sparkles.”
			

			
				“Because the internet never sleeps, Cam.” She snapped a selfie as she walked, her oversized sunglasses perched on her head like a crown. “There’s a post on the Cornelia Cove community page about this pub, and it’s not great.”
			

			
				Sunny rolled her eyes. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. What now?”
			

			
				“It’s weird, though,” Willow added, her tone dropping. “Some of the comments seem almost... rehearsed. Like someone’s trying a little too hard to stir up drama. And not the fun kind.”
			

			
				Sunny frowned, her hand stilling on a napkin she’d been folding. “Bea always said the loudest voices are the ones with the most to hide.”
			

			
				Willow shoved her phone in my face, and I squinted at the screen. Sure enough, there was a grainy photo of the pub’s exterior with the caption: “Velvet Anchor: Beloved landmark or outdated relic? Discuss.”
			

			
				“Seriously?” I muttered, scrolling through the comments. I read them aloud. Most of them were supportive, but a few stood out:
			

			
					
					“Needs a complete overhaul. It’s falling apart.”
				

					
					“This place hasn’t been the same since Bea died.”
				

					
					“Why doesn’t the new owner just sell it and be done?”
				

			

			
				The words hit harder than I expected, and Willow’s dramatic sigh didn’t help. “See what I mean? You’ve got a PR crisis on your hands.”
			

			
				Cam snorted. “It’s Cornelia Cove. Half the people here think ‘PR’ stands for ‘pot roast.’”
			

			
				“Of course it hasn’t been the same since Bea died. It’s been closed!” Sunny said stomping a foot for emphasis.
			

			
				Willow ignored them, turning to me with wide, expectant eyes. “We need to do damage control. A rebranding campaign. Maybe a live-streamed Q&A session with you as the face of the Velvet Anchor 2.0!”
			

			
				Sunny gasped. “Oh, that’s a terrible idea.”
			

			
				“Excuse me?” Willow said, clearly offended.
			

			
				“She’s right,” I said quickly, trying to defuse the tension. “The last thing I need is a live audience while I’m still figuring things out.”
			

			
				Willow huffed but didn’t argue. Instead, she flopped into a chair, crossing her arms like a petulant child. “Fine. But we need a plan. Something to show people this place is worth keeping.”
			

			
				Sunny nodded, her expression thoughtful. “She’s not wrong, Elle. The Velvet Anchor means a lot to this town, but you’ve got to remind people why.”
			

			
				I sighed, rubbing my temples. “I’m not even sure I’m staying, remember?”
			

			
				“Well, you’re here now,” Cam said from the bar. “Might as well make the most of it.”
			

			
				The conversation was interrupted by the sound of footsteps outside, followed by a sharp knock on the door. Everyone froze, and Gus lifted his head, ears swiveling toward the sound.
			

			
				“That’s the second time today,” I muttered, rising from my chair. “What is it with people knocking all of a sudden?”
			

			
				Cam grabbed the flashlight again, but this time I waved him off. “Relax. It’s probably just the welcome wagon bringing a fresh baked pie. That’s what y’all do down here, right?”
			

			
				Sunny chuckled as I approached the door, Gus padding behind me like a shadow.
			

			
				I pulled it open, half expecting another delivery from beyond the grave. Instead, a man I didn’t recognize stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, with a face that could’ve been carved out of stone. His dark eyes fixed on me, and something about the way he stood—rigid, almost military—set my nerves on edge.
			

			
				“Can I help you?” I asked, keeping my voice steady.
			

			
				“You’re Eleanor Harper,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
			

			
				“Depends on who’s asking,” I replied, crossing my arms.
			

			
				His lips twitched into what might’ve been a smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “The name’s Jackson Cole. I used to work with Bea. She told me to come find you.”
			

			
				The name Jackson Cole hung in the air like a storm cloud, heavy and impossible to ignore. Gus took a cautious step forward, sniffing the stranger’s boots before letting out a soft bark. The man didn’t flinch, his dark eyes locked on mine with an intensity that made me want to take a step back—but I didn’t.
			

			
				“What do you mean, Bea told you to find me?” I asked, my voice firmer than I felt.
			

			
				Jackson shifted slightly, his broad shoulders blocking out the golden light from the setting sun behind him. “She told me if anything ever happened to her, I was supposed to come here. To you.”
			

			
				“Right,” I said, drawing out the word. “And you just decided to show up now? Six months after she passed?”
			

			
				His jaw tightened. “I didn’t exactly have a choice. I’ve been… out of touch.”
			

			
				Sunny appeared at my side, her curiosity plain on her face. “Out of touch how? Like off-the-grid out of touch, or the kind of out of touch that involves prison?”
			

			
				“Sunny!” I hissed, shooting her a look.
			

			
				Jackson’s lips twitched—was that almost a smile? “Neither. Let’s just say I’ve been dealing with unfinished business.”
			

			
				“Sounds mysterious,” Cam chimed in from behind the bar, leaning forward like he was watching the start of a soap opera. His gaze landed on Jackson like a real estate appraisal and it was crystal clear that he liked what he saw. But I was certain it wasn’t his character being assessed.
			

			
				“It’s personal,” Jackson said, his tone cutting off any further questions. His gaze returned to me. “Bea trusted you. That means I will, too. But if you want my help, you’re going to have to trust me back.”
			

			
				“Help with what?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest.
			

			
				“That journal,” he said, nodding toward the table where I’d left it.
			

			
				A prickle of unease ran down my spine. “How do you know about the journal?”
			

			
				“She told me about it,” Jackson said simply. “Bea knew she was onto something big, and she was scared. She didn’t tell me everything, but she said if something happened to her, you’d know what to do.”
			

			
				I hesitated. The journal was still mostly a mystery to me, its pages filled with questions I hadn’t had time to process. Whatever Bea had been digging into, it clearly ran deeper than I’d expected. But the idea that she’d entrusted her work to a man like Jackson, someone who radiated trouble, made me uneasy.
			

			
				“What exactly was she scared of?” I asked.
			

			
				Jackson’s expression darkened. “People with power. People who aren’t afraid to use it.”
			

			
				“Vague,” Sunny muttered under her breath.
			

			
				“She didn’t want me to know too much,” Jackson admitted, his voice tight. “Said it was safer that way. For both of us.”
			

			
				I glanced at Sunny, who was clearly struggling not to pepper him with more questions. Gus let out a soft bark, his gaze flicking between me and Jackson like he was trying to gauge whether this man was friend or foe. Or, it’s possible that maybe I was projecting that. If I’m honest, Gus didn’t seem alarmed in the least.
			

			
				“All right,” I said finally. “Let’s talk somewhere more private.”
			

			
				The back office was cramped and musty, a stark contrast to the lively charm of the pub. Gus followed us inside, settling by the door like a guard dog on duty. Jackson leaned against the desk, his arms crossed, as I perched on the edge of a chair.
			

			
				“Okay,” I said. “Start from the beginning. What do you know?”
			

			
				“Not much more than you do,” Jackson admitted. “I was helping Bea look into some suspicious activity around town—accidents that didn’t add up, strange behavior at the marina, things like that. She said it all connected, but I couldn’t see how.”
			

			
				“And now you think her death is connected to all this?” I asked, my stomach tightening.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Jackson said. “But I know Bea. She wouldn’t have stopped unless someone forced her to.”
			

			
				The room felt colder suddenly, the weight of his words sinking in. I looked down at the journal, my fingers brushing the leather cover. It felt like a lifeline and a trap all at once.
			

			
				“Why me?” I asked quietly.
			

			
				“She believed in you,” Jackson said simply. “Said you had a way of putting pieces together that most people miss. She called you the key.”
			

			
				I let out a shaky breath, the weight of Bea’s trust settling on my shoulders like a lead blanket. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”
			

			
				“Ready or not,” Jackson said, his tone steady, “it’s already started.”
			

			
				I stared at the journal in front of me, the leather cover now warm under my palm, like it had absorbed the weight of all the questions swirling in my head. Bea’s notes felt more like riddles than answers, a labyrinth of half-finished thoughts and cryptic doodles. She’d always had a dramatic streak, but this was next-level.
			

			
				“She was leaving me clues,” I muttered to myself.
			

			
				Sunny perked up from her spot at the bar, where she’d been arranging an unnecessary pile of coasters. “What’s that, hon?”
			

			
				“Bea,” I said, louder this time and walking out of the tiny office into the pub. “She wasn’t just writing this stuff down for herself—she wanted me to find something. This whole journal is one big Easter egg hunt.”
			

			
				Cam’s head popped up, interest flashing in his eyes. “Wait, like Easter eggs, Easter eggs? Or the Taylor Swift kind of Easter eggs?”
			

			
				I froze, caught off guard by his question. “The Taylor Swift kind,” I said cautiously, gauging his reaction. “Bea and I used to joke about them all the time. She loved the way Taylor hid clues in her music and videos—said it was the mark of a brilliant mind.”
			

			
				Cam grinned, leaning over the bar. “Okay, this just got interesting. Which era are we talking? Like, Fearless cryptic, or Midnights cryptic?”
			

			
				Sunny clapped her hands together. “I knew Bea had that vibe about her. She always said Folklore was the only album that ever truly captured the soul of the universe.”
			

			
				“Wait,” I said, my eyebrows shooting up. “You’re a Swiftie?”
			

			
				“Of course, honey,” Sunny said, her bangles jingling as she adjusted her scarf. “But I don’t advertise it. I let my chakras do the talking.”
			

			
				Cam let out a dramatic gasp. “Sunny, I thought I knew you. You’ve been holding out on me.”
			

			
				“Oh, hush,” she said, waving him off. “You’re not the only one who knows the words to Enchanted.”
			

			
				I stared at the two of them, my mouth half-open. “So… you’re both Swifties? This is a real thing?”
			

			
				“Don’t act surprised,” Cam said, feigning offense. “Taylor transcends generations. Although I will admit, 1989 is where her genius really shines.”
			

			
				Sunny rolled her eyes. “Please. Everyone knows Evermore is her magnum opus.”
			

			
				Before I could respond, Willow breezed in, her phone in hand as usual. “What’s going on? Did I miss something?”
			

			
				“Apparently, we’re all Swifties now,” I said dryly.
			

			
				Willow’s jaw dropped. “Wait—are you serious? Are you telling me you’re a swiftie too? Sick!”
			

			
				I blinked at her. “You’re a Swiftie, too? I wondered when I saw your bracelets.”
			

			
				“Duh,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Do you know how many Easter eggs Taylor has dropped in the last three years alone? Being a Swiftie is basically a full-time job. And don’t even get me started on the Eras Tour. LA night three- it was rare, I was there, it was magical. But it didn’t have TTPD.”
			

			
				She plopped into the chair across from me, looking at the journal with newfound enthusiasm. 
			

			
				Jackson followed me from the office. “I have no idea what she just said. Was that English?”
			

			
				The four of us stared at him, Sunny scoffed, Willow and Cam shook their heads as if he’d committed some cultural faux pas and then they all looked to me. I wasn’t about to berate the man for not being a swiftie. That’s not how we rolled. 
			

			
				“So, what are we talking about?” Willow asked. “Clues? A treasure hunt? A secret message in invisible ink?”
			

			
				“It’s Bea’s journal,” I said, still reeling from the fact that my entire so-called team apparently shared this raging fandom with me. “She left it full of notes, but it’s all over the place. I’m trying to figure out what she wanted me to see. And the weirdest part is that someone dropped it at the door. Who had it? Who was waiting for me? Besides Jackson, that is.”
			

			
				Willow’s eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “Oh my God, this is amazing. Bea left you a real-life Easter egg hunt. We’re going to crush this,” Willow continued, typing furiously on her phone. “It’ll be like a Netflix docuseries, except without the Netflix part. Or the camera crew. But it’s got all the drama and intrigue!”
			

			
				“Great,” I said dryly. “All we’re missing is a murder confession and a slow-mo reenactment.”
			

			
				“Don’t tempt me,” she shot back. “I’ve got an app for that.”
			

			
				Cam tilted his head. “Are we sure Bea didn’t accidentally start a secret Swiftie fan club before she died? Because I feel like that’s where this is heading.”
			

			
				Sunny laughed, shaking her head. “Bea was always a little ahead of her time. She’d be thrilled knowing we’re solving her mystery Taylor-style.”
			

			
				I leaned back in my chair, watching the three of them with a mix of amusement and disbelief. Gus wagged his tail at my feet, clearly pleased with the sudden burst of energy in the room. Jackson looked completely uncomfortable. I kind of felt bad for him. A little bit. But he would catch on, I was sure of it.
			

			
				Bea had always loved puzzles, and Taylor’s penchant for hidden meanings had been one of her favorite conversation topics. It made sense, in a strange way, that she’d use the same approach to leave me a trail of breadcrumbs.
			

			
				“I can’t believe this,” I said, half to myself. “You’re all Swifties. This is ridiculous.”
			

			
				Sunny raised an eyebrow. “And you’re not?”
			

			
				“Oh, I am,” I admitted, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “I just didn’t expect to find an entire gang of them here in Cornelia Cove.”
			

			
				Willow leaned forward, her phone already out to start taking notes. “Okay, so what’s the first clue? Where do we start?”
			

			
				I opened the journal again, flipping to a page where Bea had drawn a rough map of the marina. “Here,” I said, pointing to the sketch. “This keeps coming up in her notes. Something about the marina, the lighthouse, and… patterns in the accidents.”
			

			
				Willow squinted at the page. “This feels like the Look What You Made Me Do video all over again. Like, what’s with the arrows? Is she pointing to something or trying to distract us?”
			

			
				Cam leaned over her shoulder. “I’m telling you, it’s like trying to decode All Too Well (10 Minute Version). We need a flowchart.”
			

			
				Sunny laughed. “Well, Elle, you’ve got your crew. Let’s figure out what Bea left behind—and do it in style.”
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Four
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				I sat back, letting the gang pore over Bea’s journal like it was a newly discovered treasure map. Willow, predictably, had already snapped a dozen pictures with her phone, zooming in and out like a detective in a crime drama. Cam hovered close, adding his two cents every thirty seconds, while Sunny took a more laid-back approach, sipping tea and throwing in the occasional observation that somehow always made sense.
			

			
				Gus yawned at my feet, completely unbothered by the chaos.
			

			
				“Okay,” Willow said, pointing to a series of scribbles in the margin. “What’s this supposed to mean? ‘Shadow by the light’—is that poetic, or did Bea turn into a full-blown mystery writer before she died?”
			

			
				Cam peered over her shoulder. “Could be referring to the lighthouse. Shadows would be pretty noticeable there at certain times of day, right?”
			

			
				I frowned, running my finger along the jagged lines of Bea’s map. “Maybe. She definitely mentions the lighthouse more than once. But what about this part?” I pointed to another line: ‘Movement at dusk—always the same pattern.’
			

			
				Sunny tilted her head, setting her tea down with a decisive clink. “Sounds like she was watching something—or someone.”
			

			
				A chill ran down my spine, but I shook it off. This was just Bea’s way of being thorough. Probably.
			

			
				Willow tapped her chin, her expression serious for once. “If she was watching something at the lighthouse, wouldn’t there be logs? Like, the kind the coast guard or local officials keep? Maybe Bea was tracking something official.”
			

			
				“Or unofficial,” Cam said, raising an eyebrow. “She always had a knack for noticing what she wasn’t supposed to.”
			

			
				I nodded, filing their ideas away. The journal was a maze of questions, and while it felt good to have the gang helping me untangle it, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just the beginning. Bea had left breadcrumbs, sure—but where they led was anyone’s guess.
			

			
				The rest of the evening passed in a blur. Sunny insisted on making a pot of herbal tea for “clarity,” which Cam promptly ruined by adding honey and whiskey. 
			

			
				I laughed and when prompted shared my thought. 
			

			
				“That’s not ruining it,” Sunny said, her tone sharp as a butter knife. “It’s called improvisation, and Bea would’ve appreciated it. You don’t grow up in the South without learning how to ‘fix’ a drink or two.”
			

			
				“Improvisation, my foot,” Cam retorted. “This is craftsmanship. There’s a difference.”
			

			
				Willow alternated between researching local lighthouse history on her phone and pitching increasingly ridiculous theories, ranging from smugglers, to modern day pirates, to ghost ships.
			

			
				By the time the journal was safely tucked back into my bag, the pub felt warmer, more alive, like the gang’s presence had pushed out some of the lingering silence that had settled here after Bea’s death.
			

			
				“Are you staying upstairs tonight?” Sunny asked as we locked up, her question casual but laced with concern.
			

			
				I hesitated, glancing at the staircase that led to the apartment above the pub. “I don’t know yet.”
			

			
				“You should,” Cam said, pocketing his keys. “The place has been cleaned up. I made sure of it.”
			

			
				I gave him a look. “You? Cleaned?”
			

			
				“Don’t sound so surprised,” he said with a grin. “I’m an artist of many talents.”
			

			
				Sunny shook her head, laughing softly. “Just take it one step at a time, Elle. Bea trusted you with this place for a reason.”
			

			
				“I know,” I said, the words heavy on my tongue. “I just… need some time to figure out what that reason is.”
			

			
				Later, as I climbed the creaking stairs to the apartment, Gus trotting ahead of me, I felt the weight of the day settle on my shoulders. The apartment smelled of lavender and lemon, but the air felt heavy, like it was still carrying pieces of Bea’s presence.
			

			
				I dropped my bag on the small kitchen table and sank into one of the mismatched chairs. Gus hopped up onto the worn couch, circling three times before flopping down with a satisfied grunt.
			

			
				The journal sat in front of me, its leather cover catching the light from the overhead lamp. My fingers hovered over it, but I didn’t open it again. Not tonight.
			

			
				Instead, I let my gaze wander to the window. From this angle, I could just make out the top of the lighthouse in the distance, its beam slicing through the night like a silent metronome. Bea’s words echoed in my mind: Movement at dusk. Always the same pattern.
			

			
				One note stood out from the rest, written in Bea’s crisp, no-nonsense handwriting:
			

			
				“D. keeps asking questions about the marina. Too close to the numbers. Why now?”
			

			
				I stared at it for a long time, the words gnawing at me. Bea had circled the word “numbers” twice, underlining it as if trying to drive home its importance.
			

			
				Who was D.? And why was Bea worried about him or her?
			

			
				“What were you trying to tell me, Bea?” I whispered.
			

			
				Gus snored softly in response, his tail twitching in his sleep.
			

			
				Downstairs, the pub creaked and groaned as it settled into its nightly rhythm. The sound was oddly comforting, a reminder that this place, for all its history and quirks, was alive in its own way. It wasn’t just a building. It was a part of Bea, a part of Cornelia Cove. And, like it or not, it was now a part of me.
			

			
				The apartment was too quiet. Even Gus, sprawled out on the couch, seemed unnerved by the silence, his ears twitching every so often at the creaks and groans of the old building.
			

			
				I couldn’t sleep. My thoughts were a tangled mess of Bea’s journal, Jackson’s cryptic warnings.
			

			
				Finally, I gave up on rest and headed downstairs, Gus padding along behind me. The pub smelled of lemon polish, but there was something else beneath it—a faint trace of old wood and memory.
			

			
				I leaned on the bar, staring at the empty space. It felt strange, the stillness of it. The Velvet Anchor had always been alive in my memories, full of laughter, music, and the low hum of conversation. Now, it was just… empty.
			

			
				The sound of footsteps startled me, and I turned to see Willow emerging from the kitchen, her phone tucked into her back pocket for once.
			

			
				“Willow,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended. “What are you doing here?”
			

			
				“Oh, sorry. Bea always left the back kitchen door unlocked. I thought I would come here to think. It didn’t occur to me that I might startle you,” she said, plopping onto a stool and rubbing her temples. “I went into full brainstorming mode earlier, and I guess I lost track of time. Don’t tell Sunny—I’ll never hear the end of it.”
			

			
				I laughed despite myself. “Why did you come back?”
			

			
				“Thinking,” she said. “This place is kind of inspiring, you know? It feels like something big is about to happen.”
			

			
				“That makes one of us,” I muttered, glancing around the empty room. “I’m not sure I even know where to start with this place. It’s been closed since Bea passed, and it feels… wrong, somehow. Like I’m supposed to be fixing something, but I don’t know what.”
			

			
				Willow tilted her head. “Maybe the first step is reopening. You can’t fix something that isn’t running.”
			

			
				I opened my mouth to argue but paused. She wasn’t wrong. The Velvet Anchor couldn’t stay in limbo forever. And as much as the idea of running a pub terrified me, the thought of letting it go felt worse.
			

			
				“You think people would come back?” I asked.
			

			
				“Of course,” Willow said without hesitation. “This place was Bea’s heart and soul. People loved her. They loved the Anchor. And they’ll love you too—eventually.”
			

			
				I snorted. “Eventually?”
			

			
				“Give it time, boss,” she said with a grin. “Rome wasn’t built in a day. Neither was Taylor’s fan base. You just need a good launch plan—and maybe a cook.”
			

			
				I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “You’ve got a point. If I’m reopening, I’m going to need more than just Cam slinging drinks and Sunny burning sage in the corners.”
			

			
				“Don’t forget me,” she said, winking. “I’ll keep the internet talking about this place for months.”
			

			
				“Terrifying,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling.
			

			
				By the time Willow finally headed out, the first hints of dawn were creeping through the windows. Gus let out a long, dramatic yawn and rested his head on my knee.
			

			
				“Guess it’s time for us to get some sleep too,” I murmured, scratching behind his ears. But even as I climbed the stairs to the apartment again, my mind was racing with possibilities.
			

			
				Back in the apartment, the silence returned, heavier now. Gus curled up on the couch, but I stayed at the kitchen table, staring at Bea’s journal. Flipping through the pages again, I searched for anything that might explain Jackson’s sudden appearance.
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				No notes, no names, no vague references that could’ve pointed to him. It was like he didn’t exist in Bea’s world at all, which made no sense if he’d been helping her as he claimed.
			

			
				I leaned back, chewing the inside of my cheek. Jackson had said Bea trusted him, but what if that wasn’t true? What if he wasn’t here to help at all?
			

			
				The thought was unsettling, and I couldn’t shake it. For all I knew, he could be digging for information—or worse, covering his tracks. Bea hadn’t mentioned him, good or bad, and that absence felt louder than anything she could’ve written.
			

			
				Gus let out a low, sleepy huff, his tail thumping once against the couch. “What do you think, boy?” I asked softly. “Is he a friend, or is he trouble?”
			

			
				Gus didn’t answer, of course, but his ears twitched, like he was weighing the question too.
			

			
				The next morning came too quickly, sunlight streaming through the thin curtains and I made a mental note to replace them with something heavier. If I was staying. Gus stretched lazily on the couch, his tail thumping against the cushions as if he’d been up all night finding buried treasure. I envied his ability to sleep through my overthinking.
			

			
				I brewed a pot of coffee in the tiny kitchen, the aroma doing little to chase away the mental fog left over from the night before. Jackson’s sudden appearance, Bea’s cryptic notes, the looming question of reopening the pub—it was all swirling together like a storm I wasn’t ready to face.
			

			
				“You can do this,” I muttered to myself, pouring a mug of coffee and heading downstairs. Gus followed me, his nails clicking on the wooden steps.
			

			
				The pub was eerily quiet in the early morning light, the beams of sun catching the dust motes in the air. The stillness was comforting, in a way, but it also felt like a challenge.
			

			
				I didn’t have long to linger. The front door swung open, and Sunny walked in, carrying a basket of muffins like she was auditioning for a small-town community theatre rendition of Little Red Riding Hood.
			

			
				“Good morning, sunshine!” she said, her voice brighter than the sun.
			

			
				I raised an eyebrow. “Do you always make unannounced muffin deliveries, or is this a special occasion?”
			

			
				“Special occasion,” she said, setting the basket on the bar with a flourish. “Today is the first day of your new adventure.”
			

			
				I blinked at her. “I haven’t decided if I’m reopening yet.”
			

			
				Sunny ignored me, pulling a muffin out of the basket and handing it to Gus, who took it delicately before trotting off to his favorite spot under a table.
			

			
				“You’re reopening,” she said with absolute certainty. “You just haven’t admitted it to yourself yet.”
			

			
				Before I could argue, the door opened again, and Cam strolled in, holding a clipboard.
			

			
				“Morning, boss,” he said, his tone annoyingly cheerful. “Thought I’d get a head start on the inventory. You know, since we’re reopening. The prodigal pub returns. Now all we need is a parade and a catchy slogan. How about ‘Drink Like Your Grandma’s Watching’?”
			

			
				“That’s terrible,” Willow chimed in, barely looking up from her phone as she followed him in.
			

			
				“Which makes it perfect for this town,” Cam replied with a grin.
			

			
				I glared at him. “Did Sunny put you up to this?”
			

			
				“Nope,” he said, flashing a grin. “I put myself up to it. Someone’s gotta make sure we have enough tequila for the grand re-opening party.”
			

			
				I groaned, rubbing my temples. “You’re both insane. I haven’t even—”
			

			
				The door opened a third time, cutting me off. This time, it was a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and a weathered expression. He wore a grease-stained apron and carried a toolbox in one hand.
			

			
				“You Elle Harper?” he asked, his voice gruff but not unfriendly.
			

			
				“Depends on who’s asking,” I said, instantly on guard.
			

			
				“Name’s Joe,” he said, setting the toolbox down with a thud. “I was the cook here before Bea passed. Heard you were thinking about reopening. Figured I’d stop by and see if you needed someone to work the kitchen.”
			

			
				Sunny beamed. “Joe! I was just telling Elle how much the pub missed your fried catfish.”
			

			
				“And my gumbo,” Joe said, his tone matter-of-fact.
			

			
				“And your gumbo,” Sunny echoed solemnly.
			

			
				I stared at him, caught off guard by his straightforwardness. “You’re volunteering to come back? Just like that?”
			

			
				He shrugged. “Bea always treated me right. Figured I’d return the favor. Besides, this place deserves to stay open. It’s part of the town.”
			

			
				I glanced at Sunny, who was looking at me like a proud mother hen. “See? Even Joe knows you’re reopening.”
			

			
				By the time noon rolled around, I’d somehow gone from “considering” reopening to having Sunny, Cam, and Joe laying out plans like we were planning a wedding instead of a pub launch. Gus supervised from his spot under the bar, clearly content with the direction things were headed.
			

			
				Willow returned around lunchtime, armed with a notepad and a half-eaten bagel. “I’ve been brainstorming marketing ideas all morning,” she announced, setting the notepad down in front of me.
			

			
				I glanced at it. “What’s this?”
			

			
				“Promo ideas,” she said. “You’re going to need a killer social media strategy if we’re going to make the Anchor the hottest spot in town again. I’m thinking we lean into the nostalgia angle—make it feel like a homecoming for everyone who walks through the door.”
			

			
				Cam leaned over her shoulder, squinting at the list. “And what’s this one? ‘Live-streamed oyster eating contest’? That’s... ambitious.”
			

			
				Willow smirked. “It’s called thinking outside the box.”
			

			
				“More like outside the realm of sanity,” he muttered, earning a playful elbow to the ribs.
			

			
				I watched them bicker, my coffee growing cold in my hands. For the first time in weeks, I felt something other than dread—a tiny flicker of hope. Maybe this could work. Maybe reopening the Velvet Anchor wasn’t just about honoring Bea’s memory. Maybe it was about finding my own footing in Cornelia Cove.
			

			
				The thought was interrupted by the sound of the back door creaking open. Jackson stepped inside, his expression unreadable as he took in the bustling pub.
			

			
				“What’s going on?” he asked, his gaze settling on me.
			

			
				I hesitated, suddenly unsure how to explain the whirlwind of activity around me. “We’re, uh… making plans. For the pub.”
			

			
				“Plans,” Jackson repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Is that what they’re calling it now?”
			

			
				“Oh, don’t start,” I shot back. “Not everyone can be a master of cryptic one-liners and brooding stares.”
			

			
				“It’s an art,” he said, smirking. “Some of us are just born with it.” He raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re reopening?”
			

			
				I shrugged. “Looks like it.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded slowly, but his eyes lingered on me a moment longer, like he was trying to figure something out. “Good. You’ll need the distractions.”
			

			
				“Distractions from what?” I asked, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he moved to the bar, where Cam was already sizing him up like he was deciding whether or not to pour him a drink.
			

			
				As the day wore on, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Jackson wasn’t just here to help. His presence, his vague answers, the way Bea’s journal didn’t mention him at all—it didn’t add up.
			

			
				But for now, I had more immediate concerns. Like figuring out how to turn a closed pub into the heartbeat of Cornelia Cove again.
			

			
				One thing was clear: I wasn’t doing it alone.
			

			
				That night, the pub was quiet again. Sunny had headed through the shared door to her shop next door, her parting words trailing behind her like a soft warning. “Keep your eyes open, sugar. Not everything in this town is as it seems.”
			

			
				I’d brushed it off at the time—Sunny always had a way of making even mundane advice sound ominous—but now, standing behind the bar and locking up for the night, I couldn’t shake the feeling that her words were more than idle chatter.
			

			
				Gus trotted to the door and let out a low growl, his ears pricked.
			

			
				“What is it, buddy?” I followed his gaze to the window, where the faint glow of moonlight reflected off the glass. For a moment, I thought I saw movement—just a shadow shifting near the edge of the lot. I leaned closer, squinting, but whatever it was had disappeared into the night.
			

			
				Gus growled again, this time sharper, and I grabbed my phone, the note I’d found on my windshield earlier still fresh in my mind. “Stay here,” I murmured to him, though his tail wagged as if he had every intention of doing the opposite.
			

			
				I stepped out into the cool night air, the soft crunch of crushed shell under my boots the only sound. The wind carried the faint smell of salt and damp earth, and the streetlights cast long, uneven shadows across the lot.
			

			
				That’s when I saw him—Jackson, standing at the far end of the lot near the side of the pub. He was hunched over something, his back to me, but the faint glow of a flashlight gave him away. His jacket fluttered in the breeze, and I caught the faint glint of something metallic in his hand.
			

			
				“Jackson?” I called, my voice sharper than I intended.
			

			
				He startled, jerking upright like a kid caught stealing cookies. The flashlight clicked off, and he turned to face me, his features unreadable in the dim light. “Elle,” he said, his voice calm but strained. “Didn’t mean to spook you.”
			

			
				“What are you doing?” I asked, crossing my arms as I stepped closer. “And why are you creeping around my pub in the middle of the night?”
			

			
				He glanced at the side of the building, then back at me, tucking whatever he was holding into his pocket. “Just... following up on something Bea mentioned.”
			

			
				I raised an eyebrow. “And you didn’t think to mention it earlier?”
			

			
				“It didn’t seem important then,” he said, his tone clipped. “But now... I’m not so sure.”
			

			
				“Not so sure about what?” I pressed, the note crumpled in my pocket suddenly feeling heavier. “What exactly are you looking for, Jackson?”
			

			
				He hesitated, his gaze shifting to the ground for just a fraction of a second before meeting mine again. “Let’s just say there are things about Bea’s death that don’t add up. I’m trying to figure out why.”
			

			
				“And sneaking around my pub is part of that?” I couldn’t keep the edge out of my voice.
			

			
				“I wasn’t sneaking,” he said, though his tone made it sound more like a defense than a denial. “And if I’m right, you’ll thank me later.”
			

			
				He turned before I could respond, disappearing into the shadows like he’d never been there. Gus barked sharply from inside, his tail thumping against the door, and I felt the knot in my stomach tighten.
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Five
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				The next few days passed in a blur of preparation and half-organized chaos. Sunny appointed herself as my “spiritual consultant,” burning sage in every corner of the pub and mumbling about “clearing the energy.” Cam worked tirelessly behind the bar, cataloging inventory and fixing the ancient taps, while Willow turned the pub into her personal headquarters for social media domination.
			

			
				Joe arrived each morning like clockwork, testing the equipment in the kitchen and making a list of everything we’d need to order. The man was a culinary whirlwind, muttering about seasoning blends and grease traps while shooing Gus out from underfoot.
			

			
				As for me, I spent most of my time juggling decisions I didn’t feel qualified to make. New menus, updated seating arrangements, and deciding whether or not to replace the creaky ceiling fan that seemed determined to throw a blade at some point.
			

			
				“It’s not about being perfect,” Sunny said one afternoon as she rearranged a vase of flowers on the bar. “It’s about heart. This place has plenty of it, thanks to Bea—and now, thanks to you.”
			

			
				I wasn’t sure I agreed, but I didn’t have time to argue.
			

			
				The sound of heavy boots on the wooden floor pulled all of our attention toward the door. A tall man with a weather-beaten face and sharp green eyes stepped inside, tipping his cap toward me.
			

			
				“You must be Elle Harper,” he said, his voice deep and slow, like honey dripping off a spoon. “I’m Sheriff Boone Hayes. Welcome back to Cornelia Cove.”
			

			
				I didn’t miss the way Cam straightened a little, his shoulders stiffening. Sunny shot me a look that was part warning, part intrigue.
			

			
				“Thank you,” I said cautiously, unsure of what to make of the man in front of me.
			

			
				Boone’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his gaze—curiosity, maybe. “If you need anything, let me know. Bea’s business was important to this community. We’d like to see it stay that way.”
			

			
				“Noted,” I said.
			

			
				He nodded once, then turned on his heel and left as quickly as he’d arrived.
			

			
				Cam let out a low whistle. “That man could win a staring contest with a statue.”
			

			
				Sunny laughed. “That’s just Boone. He’s got his eye on everything in this town, and not always in a bad way.”
			

			
				I wasn’t so sure.
			

			
				Gus let out a soft growl, his tail wagging hesitantly as he stared at the door. I crouched down, scratching behind his ears. “What do you think, boy? Do I need to watch my back?”
			

			
				Sunny leaned on the bar, her grin widening. “Oh, honey. If you’re going to stick around here, you’ll need eyes in the back of your head. In a small town like this, you’re always one rung lower than someone and one rung higher than someone else. The only way up is to knock someone off the ladder.”
			

			
				I opened my mouth to ask what happens if I didn’t want to knock anyone off the ladder and she was gliding through the doorway that lead to her own shop next door. “Just saying,” she called over her shoulder, “It’s the circle of life. Keep your wits about you, sugar.”
			

			
				The late afternoon sunlight slanted through the dusty windows of the pub, casting long shadows that made the place feel both cozy and just a little eerie. Gus had claimed a spot under my feet, his chin resting on my boot as if to remind me he was there to protect me from the ghost of decisions past.
			

			
				“Eyes in the back of my head,” I murmured to myself, repeating Sunny’s words. Was that meant to be advice or a warning?
			

			
				Sunny and Cam had shifted into their own rhythm—Sunny flitting back and forth from her store to the pub and Cam pouring himself what looked suspiciously like a lemonade with extra personality. Meanwhile, I busied myself with a slow circuit of the pub, running my hands along the surfaces, half expecting Bea to materialize out of thin air and demand to know what I thought I was doing.
			

			
				“This place has so much history,” Sunny said, her voice taking on that dreamy quality I’d always associated with her. “If walls could talk, honey, the stories they’d tell would curl your hair.”
			

			
				“I think the stories from this floor alone could curl my hair,” I said, my tone drier than I intended.
			

			
				Cam smirked. “Don’t worry. I disinfect it religiously. Most of the time.”
			

			
				“Most of the time?” I turned to him, one eyebrow arched.
			

			
				“Hey, I’m a bartender, not a miracle worker.”
			

			
				Before I could respond, the front door swung open again, this time with less dramatic flair than Willow’s entrance but no less authority. A small woman, no older than sixty but with a stride that could silence a room, walked in like she owned the place. Her pressed blouse and perfectly cropped pants made her look more ready for a garden party than a dusty pub.
			

			
				“Elle Harper.” The way she said my name felt like a sentence. “I’m Mabel Ashby, chairwoman of the Cornelia Cove Historical Preservation Society.”
			

			
				Oh boy. I straightened automatically, as if she’d already decided I was failing some sort of civic duty. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Ashby.”
			

			
				“Mabel,” she corrected with a tight smile, her eyes scanning the room like a hawk assessing prey. “Bea spoke highly of you. I’m… surprised it took you this long to come back.”
			

			
				Gus let out a low huff, as if voicing the irritation I didn’t dare show. “I had some things to take care of in Atlanta first,” I said evenly.
			

			
				She nodded, though I wasn’t convinced she bought it. “Well, the Historical Preservation Society is very interested in what happens to this building. Bea’s work here was more than just serving drinks. The pub is a piece of Cornelia Cove’s history.”
			

			
				“And you’re worried I’m going to turn it into a nail salon?”
			

			
				Cam snorted into his glass, and Sunny gave me a wide-eyed look that was part horror, part admiration. Mabel, to her credit, didn’t even blink.
			

			
				“I’m simply here to remind you that this establishment is an integral part of our town’s culture. It deserves to be preserved. Rest assured, the society will be keeping a close eye on any changes.”
			

			
				“Good to know,” I said with a smile so forced it hurt my cheeks. “Thanks for stopping by.”
			

			
				Mabel hesitated, her eyes narrowing slightly, before nodding. “Enjoy your stay.” With that, she turned and left, the door swinging closed behind her with a muted thud.
			

			
				Sunny let out a low whistle. “Well, bless her heart.”
			

			
				“Translation: run,” Cam added.
			

			
				I laughed despite myself. “Is she always like that?”
			

			
				“Worse,” Sunny said. “She once petitioned to ban neon lights in town because they disrupted the ‘historical integrity.’”
			

			
				“Let me guess,” I said, glancing at Cam. “You have neon lights.”
			

			
				“Bright pink martini glass. It’s a masterpiece,” he said with mock seriousness. “And it drives her up the wall.”
			

			
				I shook my head, walking back to the bar where Gus had repositioned himself, sprawled on the floor like he’d been working all day.
			

			
				By the third day, the pub started to look less like a relic and more like the Velvet Anchor I remembered. 
			

			
				“It’s coming together like a church potluck,” Sunny declared, her hands on her hips. “Messy, chaotic, and full of surprises, but somehow it works.”
			

			
				“Let’s hope the surprises don’t involve a fire marshal,” I muttered, nudging Gus away from a stray mop bucket.
			

			
				The walls were cleaned, the windows polished, and the bar stocked. Gus had claimed the sunny spot by the front door as his throne, greeting anyone who wandered in like they were his personal guest.
			

			
				I stood behind the bar with Cam, staring at the newly arranged shelves.
			

			
				“Well,” I said, crossing my arms. “It’s a start.”
			

			
				Cam snorted. “A start? This place is practically glowing. You’re giving Bea a run for her money already.”
			

			
				I rolled my eyes. “Let’s not get carried away.”
			

			
				Willow appeared from the corner booth, waving her phone like a wand. “Okay, big news! The grand reopening is officially trending on the Cornelia Cove community page. People are buzzing about it.”
			

			
				I raised an eyebrow. “Buzzing how?”
			

			
				“Mostly good,” she said, scrolling through the comments. “Although someone did suggest turning it into a smoothie bar. But don’t worry—I blocked them.”
			

			
				“Willow!”
			

			
				“Kidding,” she said, grinning. “Mostly.”
			

			
				The sense of progress was short-lived. That afternoon, while Cam and Joe debated the merits of lime wedges versus lemon slices for garnish, I found myself back at Bea’s journal. I’d been avoiding it, using the excuse of being too busy, but it had been nagging at me, whispering from the edge of my thoughts.
			

			
				I flipped through the pages, tracing Bea’s handwriting with my fingers. The entries grew more frantic the closer she got to the end, her notes turning into fragments that didn’t always make sense.
			

			
					
					Marina activity odd. Same boats, same times.
				

					
					Insurance claims processed too fast—why?
				

					
					Patterns in accidents. What’s the connection?
				

					
					Lighthouse. Shadow. Dusk. Movement.
				

			

			
				I frowned at the last line, my mind circling back to Jackson. For someone who claimed to have been helping Bea, his absence in the journal was glaring. Not even a passing mention.
			

			
				“What were you hiding, Bea?” I murmured.
			

			
				Gus, sprawled on the floor beside me, thumped his tail once but didn’t stir.
			

			
				The sound of the front door opening pulled me out of my thoughts. Jackson walked in, his dark eyes scanning the room before settling on me.
			

			
				“Busy?” he asked.
			

			
				“Always,” I said, closing the journal and setting it aside. “What’s up?”
			

			
				He hesitated, which wasn’t like him. “Thought you’d want to know—there’s been another accident near the marina. Similar to the others Bea mentioned.”
			

			
				My heart skipped a beat. “What kind of accident?”
			

			
				“Fishing boat ran aground,” he said, his voice measured. “No injuries, but the story doesn’t add up. Locals are already talking.”
			

			
				I leaned back in my chair, the weight of the journal suddenly heavier. “And you think it’s connected to whatever Bea was looking into?”
			

			
				“I don’t think,” he said. “I know.”
			

			
				The certainty in his voice set my nerves on edge.
			

			
				“Elle,” he said, his tone softer now. “You’re in the middle of this whether you like it or not. Bea left you the pub for a reason. She trusted you to figure this out.”
			

			
				I glanced at the journal, then back at him. “That’s what scares me.”
			

			
				As Jackson left, the door swinging closed behind him, I turned to Gus, who had finally stirred from his nap.
			

			
				“What do you think, boy?” I asked. “Is he telling the truth, or is he playing us?”
			

			
				Gus tilted his head, his ears twitching. It wasn’t an answer, but it felt like one all the same.
			

			
				I picked up the journal again, flipping to a page I hadn’t noticed before. Bea had underlined one phrase three times: Look for what’s missing.
			

			
				For the first time, I realized it wasn’t just about the accidents or the marina. It was about the gaps, the things she hadn’t said. And that included Jackson.
			

			
				The phrase look for what’s missing echoed in my mind like a riddle that refused to be solved. Bea’s journal had been my lifeline since I’d found it, but the more I read, the more I realized how much she hadn’t said. It wasn’t just about what was there—it was about what wasn’t.
			

			
				And right now, Jackson wasn’t making any sense.
			

			
				I tucked the journal into my bag and headed downstairs. The pub was alive with movement, Sunny wiping down the tables with a floral-scented cleaner while Willow sat cross-legged on the counter, drafting what I could only assume were more outrageous marketing ideas. Joe was in the kitchen, clanging pots and pans, and Gus was making his usual rounds, earning head pats and scraps in equal measure.
			

			
				“You know,” Sunny said as she rearranged a vase of wilting daisies, “the Velvet Anchor doesn’t need to be perfect to be loved. It just needs to feel like home. Bea always said that’s what mattered most.”
			

			
				“Good thing,” I said, eyeing the still-squeaky ceiling fan. “Because perfect isn’t in my budget.”
			

			
				Cam caught my eye from behind the bar, where he was rearranging the bottles for the third time that day. “You’ve got your thinking face on,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “What’s eating you?”
			

			
				“Jackson,” I said bluntly, sliding onto one of the stools.
			

			
				Cam smirked. “I mean, sure, he’s handsome, but I didn’t think he was your type.”
			

			
				“Not like that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Something about him doesn’t add up. He claims Bea trusted him, but she doesn’t mention him in her journal. Not once.”
			

			
				Cam leaned on the bar, his smirk fading. “Okay, that’s weird. You think he’s lying?”
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But if he’s telling the truth, why wouldn’t she write about him? Bea wasn’t exactly the type to keep things to herself.”
			

			
				Sunny appeared at my side, a dishrag in one hand and a knowing look in her eyes. “Maybe she didn’t trust him as much as he thinks.”
			

			
				“Or maybe he’s trying to make himself look like the hero,” Cam added.
			

			
				Willow looked up from her phone, her expression unusually serious. “Or maybe she didn’t mention him because she was trying to protect him. You ever think of that?”
			

			
				The thought hadn’t occurred to me, and it landed with an uncomfortable weight.
			

			
				“That’s the problem,” I said finally. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what’s missing.”
			

			
				The door creaked open, and everyone froze, their gazes snapping toward the entrance. It wasn’t Jackson this time—it was a woman, tall and willowy, with auburn hair pulled into a loose braid. She looked vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t place her.
			

			
				“Elle Harper?” she asked, her voice soft but firm.
			

			
				“That’s me,” I said, standing. “Can I help you?”
			

			
				“My name’s Audrey,” she said, stepping inside and letting the door close behind her. “I heard you were reopening the Velvet Anchor. I wanted to see if you needed staff.”
			

			
				“Staff?” I repeated, glancing at Sunny and Cam.
			

			
				Audrey nodded. “I used to work here, a long time ago. Back when Bea first took over. I’m a server by trade, but I can bartend too.”
			

			
				Sunny’s face lit up. “Audrey? Is that really you?”
			

			
				The woman smiled. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Sunny?”
			

			
				“A while? Honey, it’s been forever! I thought you moved out of town years ago.”
			

			
				“I did,” Audrey said. “But I’m back now. And I thought… maybe this was a good place to start over.”
			

			
				There was something in her voice, a hint of something she wasn’t saying, but I didn’t push.
			

			
				“Well,” I said, after a pause. “If you’re half as good as Sunny says, we’d be lucky to have you.”
			

			
				Audrey’s smile widened, and for the first time, I saw the warmth behind her reserved demeanor. “Thank you. I won’t let you down.”
			

			
				The rest of the afternoon passed in a flurry of planning and preparation. By the time the sun dipped below the horizon, the Velvet Anchor was starting to feel like it had a heartbeat again.
			

			
				I leaned against the bar, watching Gus weave between the tables like he owned the place. Cam was behind the bar, making drinks for Sunny and Joe, while Willow tapped away on her phone, no doubt posting something dramatic and entirely over the top. Audrey was wiping down tables, her movements efficient and practiced.
			

			
				It was chaos, but it was my chaos. And for the first time since I’d arrived in Cornelia Cove, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
			

			
				Later that night, after everyone had gone home, I found myself back in the apartment, staring at the journal again.
			

			
				I flipped through the pages, stopping on one that had been marked with a folded corner. Bea’s handwriting was smaller here, more deliberate.
			

			
					
					Trust is earned, not given.
				

					
					Look for the gaps. They tell you more than the words do.
				

			

			
				I stared at the lines, my pulse quickening. Bea hadn’t just been talking about the mystery she’d uncovered—she’d been talking about people. About who to trust, and who not to.
			

			
				I leaned back in my chair, the weight of her words settling on me. Jackson’s face flashed through my mind, followed by Audrey’s, then Sunny’s, Cam’s, and even Willow’s.
			

			
				“Who do I trust?” I asked aloud, my voice barely more than a whisper.
			

			
				Gus let out a soft huff, his head resting on my foot. It wasn’t an answer, but it felt like one all the same.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The pub had settled into a quiet hum, the kind that came with the late-night stillness of small towns. Gus was sprawled out on the floor, snoring softly, and I was back at Bea’s table in the corner, staring at the journal. My coffee had gone cold an hour ago, but I hadn’t noticed.
			

			
				Something was tugging at the edge of my mind, a sense of unease I couldn’t quite shake. Jackson’s warning about the marina accident played on repeat in my head, mingling with Bea’s notes like a bad remix.
			

			
				I flipped back to the page with Bea’s sketch of the marina. It was rough, little more than a few lines and arrows pointing to key areas: the docks, the lighthouse, and what looked like an empty storage facility.
			

			
				“Patterns in accidents,” I murmured, tracing the words with my finger.
			

			
				The faint creak of the wooden floor made me look up. Jackson came through the doorway from the kitchen, his expression unreadable as usual.
			

			
				“Jackson! You scared me to death. I’m going to have to do better about locking that kitchen door. Does everyone in town know it’s open?”
			

			
				“Nobody locks doors around here,” Jackson said dismissively as if it was the silliest thing he’s ever heard.
			

			
				“Yeah, well if Bea had locked up better maybe I wouldn’t be here,” I grumbled.
			

			
				“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked.
			

			
				“Not with all this rattling around in my head,” I admitted, gesturing to the journal.
			

			
				He walked over, pulling out the chair across from me. “Find anything new?”
			

			
				“Not exactly,” I said, leaning back. “But I keep coming back to the marina. Bea was obsessed with it. She wrote about ‘patterns’ and ‘movement at dusk,’ but I can’t figure out what she was looking at.”
			

			
				Jackson’s jaw tightened. “She thought someone was using the marina for something illegal. She didn’t know what, but she was sure it wasn’t on the up-and-up.”
			

			
				“Like what?”
			

			
				“Smuggling, maybe. Or insurance fraud.” He hesitated, his eyes narrowing. “There were a lot of accidents reported in the area—too many, too close together. Bea thought they were staged to cover something up.”
			

			
				I frowned, flipping back through the journal. “She mentioned insurance claims being processed quickly. Do you think that’s connected?”
			

			
				“Probably,” Jackson said. “But the question is, who’s behind it? And why was Bea so close to figuring it out?”
			

			
				A knock at the door interrupted us, sharp and insistent. Gus barked, springing to his feet.
			

			
				I glanced at Jackson, whose posture had gone rigid. “Expecting anyone?”
			

			
				“No,” I said, standing.
			

			
				Jackson followed me to the door, his hand resting near his hip like he was ready for a fight. I opened it cautiously, only to find a man I didn’t recognize standing on the other side.
			

			
				He was in his fifties, with a weathered face and piercing blue eyes that seemed to take in everything at once.
			

			
				“Eleanor Harper?” he asked, his voice gravelly.
			

			
				“Yes,” I said warily.
			

			
				“I’m Deputy Mark Evers,” he said, holding up a badge. “I was a friend of Bea’s. Mind if I come in?”
			

			
				Jackson stiffened beside me, but I stepped aside, letting the deputy enter. He glanced around the pub like he was cataloging every detail before turning back to me.
			

			
				“I heard you were asking questions about the marina,” he said.
			

			
				“Not exactly,” I said, folding my arms. “But Bea was. I’m just trying to figure out what she was looking into.”
			

			
				Deputy Evers nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful. “Bea was one of the sharpest people I ever met. She had a way of noticing things other people missed.”
			

			
				“Like what?”
			

			
				He hesitated, glancing at Jackson before answering. “There’s been a string of accidents down at the marina—boats running aground, small fires, things like that. On paper, they look random, but Bea thought otherwise. She asked me to keep an eye on things, but… she never told me exactly what she was onto.”
			

			
				“Do you think she was right?” I asked.
			

			
				Evers sighed, pulling out a small notebook from his pocket. “I don’t know. But I can tell you this: the accidents started happening more often after the old lighthouse keeper retired. The new guy, Dean Latham, took over about a year ago. Nice enough guy, but Bea didn’t trust him.”
			

			
				“Why not?” Jackson asked, his tone sharp.
			

			
				“She didn’t say,” Evers admitted. “But she was watching him. Said there was something off about the way he ran things.”
			

			
				I exchanged a glance with Jackson, my pulse quickening. “Do you think he’s involved in the accidents?”
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Evers said. “But if you’re serious about picking up where Bea left off, he’d be a good place to start.”
			

			
				After Evers left, the pub felt colder, like the air had shifted with his departure.
			

			
				Jackson leaned against the bar, his arms crossed. “You trust him?”
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But at least he gave us something to work with.”
			

			
				“Dean Latham,” Jackson said, his voice thoughtful. “If Bea was watching him, there’s a reason. We should pay him a visit.”
			

			
				I hesitated, glancing at the journal. Bea’s notes swirled in my mind, fragments of a puzzle that refused to come together.
			

			
				The Velvet Anchor was quiet, the hum of conversation from earlier replaced by the steady ticking of the clock behind the bar. Gus lay stretched out near my feet, his ears occasionally twitching as he sensed my unease. I glanced at Jackson as he flipped through one of Bea’s old notebooks. His brow furrowed slightly, his lips pressing into a tight line like he was trying to solve a puzzle no one else could see. There was something about him that didn’t sit right. He always seemed to be on the edges of things—watching, waiting—but never fully stepping in.
			

			
				“You’re awfully quiet,” I said, trying to sound casual. “What’s on your mind?”
			

			
				“Just thinking,” he said, not looking up.
			

			
				“About what?” I pressed.
			

			
				He paused, his fingers tightening on the edge of the notebook. “About how complicated this is getting.”
			

			
				I crossed my arms, leaning back in my chair. “That’s a nice way of avoiding the question.”
			

			
				Jackson sighed, setting the notebook down and finally meeting my gaze. “What do you want me to say, Elle?”
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I shot back, the frustration bubbling over. “Maybe start with why you’ve been sneaking around ever since you got here. Or how you were so close to Bea, but you’re not mentioned once in her journal. Or better yet, why I keep catching you poking around places you don’t belong.”
			

			
				For a moment, he didn’t say anything. His jaw tightened, and his gaze dropped to the floor, as if he were debating whether or not to answer. Then, slowly, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small leather case.
			

			
				He flipped it open, and the silver badge inside caught the light. “Special Agent Jackson Cole,” he said quietly. “Coastal Organized Crime Task Force.”
			

			
				I stared at the badge, my thoughts spinning. “You’re... a cop?”
			

			
				“Undercover,” he clarified, tucking the badge away again. “I’ve been investigating smuggling operations along the coast for the past six months. Bea got tangled up in it when she started looking into the marina’s finances. She didn’t know what she was walking into.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice wavered between anger and disbelief. “Why let me think you were just some guy who knew her?”
			

			
				“I couldn’t blow my cover,” he said, his tone steady but not unkind. “Not until I knew I could trust you.”
			

			
				“And you weren’t sure?” I asked, the weight of his words pressing down on me.
			

			
				“I had to consider every possibility,” he admitted. “You showed up out of nowhere, inherited the pub, and started asking the same questions Bea did. I didn’t know if you were part of the problem—or about to walk into the same trap she did.”
			

			
				I swallowed hard, the journal in my hands suddenly feeling heavier. “So what now?”
			

			
				“Now,” Jackson said, leaning forward, “we focus on the real problem. Bea was onto something big, and whoever’s behind it is still out there. They’re the ones you should be worried about—not me.”
			

			
				Gus let out a soft whine, and I reached down to scratch behind his ears, my thoughts racing. “If what you’re saying is true... then Dean Latham has to be part of it. Bea didn’t trust him, and he’s connected to the marina.”
			

			
				Jackson’s expression darkened, but he nodded. “He’s definitely worth looking into. But tread carefully. If Dean is involved, he’s not going to make it easy for us.”
			

			
				I nodded slowly, the pieces of the puzzle starting to shift into place. “Guess it’s time to pay Dean a visit.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				My phone buzzed on the table, making Gus lift his head. The text was from an unknown number:
			

			
				You’re digging in the wrong place. Stop now, or you’ll regret it.
			

			
				“Elle,” Jackson said, his voice softer now. “This isn’t just about Bea anymore. If someone’s staging accidents, people could get hurt. If you don’t want to dig into this, I will. But you need to decide if you’re in or out.”
			

			
				I looked at him, my stomach twisting. This wasn’t just a mystery anymore—it was real, and it was dangerous. But as I thought about Bea, about the trust she’d placed in me, I realized there wasn’t a choice at all.
			

			
				“I’m in,” I said quietly.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Six
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				The marina looked like something out of a postcard, its weathered docks stretching into the calm waters of Cornelia Cove. Boats of all shapes and sizes bobbed gently in their berths, their polished surfaces glinting in the afternoon sun. It was picturesque—almost too picturesque.
			

			
				Gus trotted beside me, his tail wagging as he sniffed the salty air. Jackson was a few steps ahead, his gaze sweeping the docks like he expected trouble to appear at any moment.
			

			
				“This guy,” Jackson said, nodding toward a small shack near the edge of the marina. “Dean Latham. He’s usually hanging around there.”
			

			
				The shack looked as weathered as the rest of the marina, its paint peeling and its windows fogged with grime. A sign that read Marina Office hung crookedly above the door.
			

			
				I hesitated, a knot of unease tightening in my stomach. “And you’re sure this is a good idea?”
			

			
				Jackson glanced back at me, his expression unreadable. “Not really. But if Bea thought he was worth watching, he’s our best lead.”
			

			
				I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
			

			
				Dean Latham turned out to be a wiry man in his late forties, his sun-weathered face framed by a scruffy beard. He was hunched over a desk cluttered with papers and half-empty coffee cups, muttering to himself as he scribbled something on a clipboard.
			

			
				“Mr. Latham?” I said, stepping into the shack.
			

			
				He looked up, startled, his blue eyes narrowing as they settled on me and Jackson. “Who’s asking?”
			

			
				“I’m Elle Harper,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I’m the new owner of The Velvet Anchor Pub. I wanted to ask you a few questions about the marina.”
			

			
				Dean’s expression tightened. “What about the marina?”
			

			
				Jackson stepped forward, his tone firm but calm. “We’ve heard there’ve been some… unusual accidents around here. Boats running aground, fires, things like that. We’re trying to figure out if there’s a connection.”
			

			
				Dean leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Accidents happen. This is a working marina, not a country club.”
			

			
				I glanced at Jackson, who met Dean’s defensive posture with a steady gaze. “We’re not accusing anyone,” I said quickly. “I just want to understand what Bea was looking into. She thought something was off here.”
			

			
				Dean’s eyes flicked to me at the mention of Bea’s name, a flicker of something—guilt? Annoyance?—crossing his face.
			

			
				That flicker wasn’t nothing. Bea’s name carried weight in Cornelia Cove, and the way Dean’s expression tightened told me he wasn’t just annoyed. He was hiding something. Bea always said guilt had a way of bubbling up, no matter how deep you buried it.
			

			
				“Bea Harper was a meddler,” he said after a moment. “She liked to stick her nose where it didn’t belong. Got herself worked up over nothing.”
			

			
				“Nothing?” Jackson repeated, his tone sharp. “She thought people were getting hurt on purpose. Doesn’t sound like nothing to me.”
			

			
				Dean scowled, standing so abruptly that his chair scraped against the floor. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve got work to do.”
			

			
				I stepped forward, trying to keep the conversation from spiraling. “Please, Mr. Latham. If you know anything—even if it seems small—it could help.”
			

			
				For a moment, I thought he might soften. But then his expression hardened again, and he shook his head.
			

			
				“Leave it alone,” he said, his voice low. “Whatever Bea was chasing, it’s not worth it. Trust me.”
			

			
				“Well, bless your heart,” I said, forcing a smile so sweet it could’ve frosted a cake. “You sound like a man who knows a whole lot more than he’s saying.”
			

			
				He turned away, grabbing his clipboard and heading out the back door without another word.
			

			
				I let out a frustrated sigh, running a hand through my hair. “Well, that went great.”
			

			
				Jackson crossed his arms, watching the door Dean had disappeared through. “He’s hiding something.”
			

			
				“You think?” I muttered, glancing around the cluttered office. It smelled of salt and coffee, with a hint of something metallic.
			

			
				Gus let out a soft growl, his nose pressed to the floor as he sniffed a trail near the desk.
			

			
				“What is it, boy?” I asked, crouching beside him.
			

			
				He sniffed again, pawing at a stack of papers that had fallen to the floor.
			

			
				Jackson knelt beside me, lifting the papers to reveal a small, crumpled map underneath. It was faded and torn at the edges, but a few key details were still visible: the marina, the lighthouse, and several small Xs marked along the coast.
			

			
				“What do you think this is?” I asked, holding the map up to the light.
			

			
				Jackson frowned, studying it closely. “Looks like someone’s been keeping track of something. Those Xs—they could be accident sites.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted. “Bea’s notes mentioned patterns. Do you think this is what she was talking about?”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Jackson said. “Or maybe it’s something worse.”
			

			
				As we left the shack, the salty breeze stung my face, carrying with it a sense of unease I couldn’t shake. The map was folded in my pocket, its weight a constant reminder that Bea’s mystery was far from solved.
			

			
				Jackson walked beside me, his silence heavier than the air between us. Gus trotted ahead, his tail wagging like he hadn’t just unearthed our first real clue.
			

			
				“What now?” I asked, breaking the silence.
			

			
				“Now,” Jackson said, his tone grim, “we figure out who’s lying—and why.”
			

			
				The map was spread across the kitchen table in the apartment above the pub, its torn edges and almost illegible ink speaking to years of use. I stared at the faded lines, trying to make sense of the Xs and the barely readable scribbles that marked the coastline.
			

			
				“What are we looking at?” Willow asked, leaning over my shoulder. She had arrived unannounced, as usual, phone in hand and her energy bordering on electric.
			

			
				“A map,” I said flatly.
			

			
				“No kidding, Sherlock,” she quipped. “But a map of what?”
			

			
				“Not sure yet,” I admitted, tapping the paper. “It shows the marina, the lighthouse, and a bunch of Xs along the coast. Jackson thinks they might be accident sites.”
			

			
				Willow’s eyes lit up. “Oh, this is juicy. Do you have photos? We should digitize this and start cross-referencing locations online.”
			

			
				I sighed, sliding the map closer to her. “Knock yourself out. But be careful—it’s old.”
			

			
				She carefully positioned her phone and snapped several photos, muttering something about enhancing the image quality. Gus, who had been dozing under the table, lifted his head and sniffed the air as if he, too, was curious about what Willow was doing.
			

			
				Jackson arrived a few minutes later, his expression as stormy as the sky outside. He barely acknowledged Willow as he pulled out a chair and sat across from me.
			

			
				“Did you hear back from your deputy friend?” I asked, pushing a mug of coffee toward him.
			

			
				Jackson nodded, taking a sip before answering. “Evers checked into the recent marina accident. The insurance claim was filed before the investigation even started. Same thing happened with the last three incidents.”
			

			
				“Too fast,” I said, the pieces starting to click together. “Bea was right—someone’s rushing these claims. Why?”
			

			
				“Could be fraud,” Jackson said. “But it’s big. This isn’t just one guy filing fake claims. This is organized.”
			

			
				Willow looked up from her phone, her fingers still flying across the screen. “If it’s fraud, it’s gotta be tied to someone high up. Insurance companies don’t process claims that fast unless someone’s pulling strings.”
			

			
				“Or paying people off,” Jackson added grimly.
			

			
				The weight of it all pressed down on me. Bea hadn’t just stumbled onto a small-town scandal—she’d uncovered something much bigger.
			

			
				“Okay, here’s what we know,” I said, leaning forward and pointing to the map. “Bea thought the marina accidents were connected. We’ve got a map marking locations along the coast, and the insurance claims are suspiciously fast. What’s the next step?”
			

			
				“We need to figure out who benefits from these claims,” Jackson said. “Follow the money.”
			

			
				Willow nodded. “I can start looking into the companies tied to the claims. If there’s a pattern, I’ll find it.”
			

			
				I glanced at her. “Can you do that without drawing attention to yourself?”
			

			
				“Please,” she said, smirking. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”
			

			
				“While she’s doing that,” Jackson said, “we should check out some of these locations. If Bea marked them, there’s a reason.”
			

			
				The first X on the map was a spot just outside the marina, where a fishing boat had reportedly run aground. The wreckage was still there, its hull splintered and half-submerged in the shallows.
			

			
				“Looks like a normal accident,” I said, squinting at the scene.
			

			
				Jackson crouched near the water’s edge, studying the wreckage. “It does. But accidents don’t usually happen in calm waters like these.”
			

			
				Gus barked once, sniffing around the edge of the shore. He stopped suddenly, pawing at something buried in the sand.
			

			
				“What is it, boy?” I asked, crouching beside him.
			

			
				Jackson joined me, brushing the sand away to reveal a small, rusted device. It looked like a beacon or a signal light, its casing dented and corroded.
			

			
				“This shouldn’t be here,” Jackson said, turning the device over in his hands.
			

			
				“What is it?”
			

			
				“Portable navigation light,” he said. “They’re used to mark hazards or guide boats. But if someone used this to misdirect a boat…”
			

			
				My stomach dropped. “You’re saying someone caused this accident on purpose?”
			

			
				“Looks that way,” Jackson said, his tone grim. “And if they did it once, they’ve probably done it before.”
			

			
				Back at the pub, Willow was waiting for us, her laptop open and her expression triumphant.
			

			
				“I found something,” she said, waving us over.
			

			
				Jackson and I crowded around the screen as she pulled up a series of documents. “These are records of the insurance claims for the last three marina accidents. All of them were processed by the same adjuster—a guy named Paul Everett.”
			

			
				“Everett,” Jackson repeated. “Who is he?”
			

			
				“He works for Coastal Assurance,” Willow said. “But here’s the kicker—he’s not just an adjuster. He’s also part owner of a salvage company that’s been buying up wrecked boats at a discount and flipping them for a profit.”
			

			
				I stared at the screen, the pieces snapping into place. “So, if he causes the accidents, he gets a payout from the insurance claim and cheap boats to sell.”
			

			
				“Exactly,” Willow said. “And it’s all hidden under layers of corporate paperwork. It’s sneaky, but not sneaky enough for me.”
			

			
				Jackson straightened, his expression darker than ever. “If Bea found out about this, she would’ve been a threat to him. A big one.”
			

			
				I felt a chill run through me. “You think he’s the reason she’s dead?”
			

			
				Jackson didn’t answer, but his silence said enough.
			

			
				The pub had turned into a makeshift war room. The map marked with Xs was spread across one table, surrounded by empty coffee mugs, half-eaten muffins, and a scattering of hastily scrawled notes. Sunny sat cross-legged on one of the chairs, absentmindedly twirling a crystal between her fingers, while Cam leaned against the bar, sipping something that smelled suspiciously like whiskey.
			

			
				Willow, naturally, was front and center with her laptop, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she toggled between windows. Gus snored softly under the table, blissfully unaware of the brewing chaos.
			

			
				“Okay,” Willow said, snapping the lid of her laptop shut. “Here’s where we’re at: Paul Everett is connected to the marina accidents through his insurance company, Coastal Assurance. He’s making money off the claims and flipping the wrecks through his salvage business. But why the lighthouse?”
			

			
				Sunny raised an eyebrow. “Well, lighthouses are all about guiding people, right? Maybe it’s symbolic. Like, the light represents clarity, but these guys are using it to cause confusion.”
			

			
				Cam snorted. “Sunny, we’re not writing poetry. We’re solving a mystery.”
			

			
				“Oh, hush,” Sunny said, tossing a coaster at him. “Symbols are important. Bea understood that. Why else would she leave Elle a journal full of cryptic clues? She was nudging you toward something deeper.”
			

			
				“Like what?” I asked, leaning forward.
			

			
				Sunny narrowed her eyes, clearly revving up for a monologue. “Think about it. The lighthouse is the focal point of this whole scheme. It’s literally a beacon, but it’s also a distraction. If Everett’s company is leasing it, they could be using it to control the narrative—or hide something bigger.”
			

			
				Cam tilted his head. “What if they’re using the lighthouse to misdirect boats? Like, they make it seem like a hazard to force accidents, then cash in on the insurance claims.”
			

			
				“That’s not bad,” Willow said, jotting it down. “But it feels… too obvious. What if it’s more layered than that?”
			

			
				I frowned at the map, tracing the lines Bea had drawn. “Bea’s notes keep coming back to patterns. Accidents, insurance claims, the lighthouse—it all fits, but there’s something missing. Something she saw that we’re not seeing.”
			

			
				Sunny gasped, clutching her crystal like it had suddenly come to life. “Wait! What if it’s about timing?”
			

			
				“Timing?” Cam repeated, skeptical.
			

			
				“Yes! Look at this,” Sunny said, pointing at the map. “The Xs aren’t random. They’re clustered near the lighthouse, but they’re all at different distances. What if they correspond to certain times of day—like when the light hits specific areas?”
			

			
				“That’s a stretch,” Cam said, though he looked intrigued.
			

			
				“Not necessarily,” Willow interjected. “If they’re using the lighthouse to stage accidents, they’d need precise control. Maybe the timing of the light’s rotation creates blind spots or tricks the navigation systems.”
			

			
				Sunny grinned triumphantly. “See? It’s all about the light.”
			

			
				Cam straightened, his expression suddenly thoughtful. “What if it’s not just the light? What if it’s the sound?”
			

			
				We all turned to stare at him.
			

			
				“Hear me out,” he said, raising his hands. “Lighthouses used to use foghorns to warn ships, right? If they’re messing with navigation, they could also be using sound to mislead people. Like, set off a horn at the wrong time to throw captains off course.”
			

			
				“That… actually makes sense,” I said, my mind racing. “Bea did mention ‘patterns at dusk.’ If the lighthouse is being manipulated, it could explain why the accidents seem so deliberate.”
			

			
				Sunny clapped her hands together. “Oh, I love where this is going. It’s like a symphony of misdirection!”
			

			
				Cam rolled his eyes. “Let’s not get carried away.”
			

			
				Willow was typing furiously, her excitement palpable. “Okay, let’s break this down. If they’re using the lighthouse to misdirect boats, we need to figure out how they’re doing it. Is it the light, the sound, or both? And who’s actually pulling the strings—Everett, Latham, or someone else?”
			

			
				“Don’t forget the insurance claims,” I added. “If Everett’s profiting off the accidents, he’s got motive. But Latham runs the lighthouse. How do they connect?”
			

			
				Sunny leaned back, her crystal glowing faintly in the lamplight. “Maybe Latham doesn’t even know he’s part of it. He could just be a pawn in Everett’s game.”
			

			
				“Or,” Cam said, “he knows exactly what he’s doing and he’s getting a cut of the profits.”
			

			
				“Either way,” I said, standing, “we need to get inside that lighthouse and figure out what’s really going on.”
			

			
				Willow grinned. “Now you’re talking. Let me know when you’re ready for some recon. I’ll bring snacks.”
			

			
				As the group dispersed, the theories still swirling in the air, I felt a flicker of something I hadn’t felt in a long time: determination. Bea had trusted me to finish what she started, and for the first time, I felt like I was getting closer to the truth.
			

			
				[image: A hand making a heart shape with a black background  Description automatically generated]
			

			
				The lighthouse loomed over the coastline, its stark white exterior glowing in the moonlight. From a distance, it was picturesque—practically a postcard image of Cornelia Cove’s charm. Up close, though, it felt less like a beacon and more like a silent sentinel, keeping watch over secrets it wasn’t ready to share.
			

			
				Jackson parked the truck at the base of the hill, cutting the engine. “This is the closest we can get without being seen,” he said, his voice low.
			

			
				Gus let out a soft whine from the back seat, his tail thumping against the leather.
			

			
				“Sorry, boy,” I said, scratching behind his ears. “This one’s too risky for you.”
			

			
				He huffed dramatically, curling into a ball as if to sulk.
			

			
				Willow peered out the window, her phone glowing in her hands. “Okay, here’s the plan,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll stay here and monitor the lighthouse’s rotation patterns. If something weird happens, I’ll text you.”
			

			
				“And if something weird happens to us?” I asked.
			

			
				She smirked. “Run fast.”
			

			
				“Comforting,” Jackson muttered, slipping a flashlight into his pocket.
			

			
				Sunny and Cam had stayed behind at the pub—Cam to hold down the fort and Sunny because, as she put it, “breaking into a lighthouse isn’t exactly my spiritual calling.” It was probably for the best. The fewer people involved, the less likely we were to get caught.
			

			
				Jackson and I climbed the narrow trail leading to the lighthouse, our footsteps muffled by the damp earth. The wind carried the faint scent of salt and something metallic, almost like rust.
			

			
				“Does it seem… off to you?” I whispered, glancing at Jackson.
			

			
				He nodded, his eyes scanning the horizon. “This place gives me the creeps.”
			

			
				“Great,” I said, my voice dry. “Glad I’m not the only one.”
			

			
				The lighthouse door was locked, of course, but Jackson produced a set of slim metal tools from his pocket and began working the mechanism with practiced precision.
			

			
				“Should I be concerned that you’re so good at this?” I asked, crossing my arms.
			

			
				“Depends on how much you want to know,” he said with a faint smirk.
			

			
				Before I could reply, the lock clicked, and the door creaked open, revealing a narrow staircase spiraling upward into darkness.
			

			
				“After you,” Jackson said, stepping aside.
			

			
				I hesitated, then stepped inside, the air instantly cooler and heavier. The sound of the ocean faded as the door swung shut behind us, replaced by the faint hum of machinery somewhere above.
			

			
				The climb was steep, the air growing thinner with each step. By the time we reached the top, my legs were burning, and I was silently cursing every decision that had led me here.
			

			
				The observation room was small, dominated by the massive Fresnel lens that rotated slowly in its housing. The light cut through the night, sweeping across the coastline with mechanical precision.
			

			
				“Looks normal,” I said, catching my breath.
			

			
				“Does it?” Jackson asked, pointing to a panel of controls mounted on the wall.
			

			
				I followed his gaze, frowning. The controls were more advanced than I’d expected, a mess of buttons, dials, and digital readouts that looked out of place in such an old structure.
			

			
				“What are these for?” I asked, stepping closer.
			

			
				Jackson examined the panel, his brow furrowed. “These aren’t standard. Someone’s upgraded the system.”
			

			
				“To do what?”
			

			
				“Good question,” he said, flipping a switch.
			

			
				The lens’s rotation slowed, its beam focusing sharply on a specific section of the coastline. It stayed there for a moment before resuming its normal sweep.
			

			
				“That’s not right,” Jackson said, his voice tight.
			

			
				“What do you mean?”
			

			
				“Lighthouses are supposed to rotate evenly. They don’t stop unless there’s a malfunction—or someone’s controlling it manually.”
			

			
				A faint beeping drew my attention to the far corner of the room, where a small device was mounted near the window. It was about the size of a shoebox, with blinking lights and a faint hum that didn’t match the rest of the machinery.
			

			
				“What’s that?” I asked, pointing.
			

			
				Jackson followed my gaze, his expression darkening. “That’s a signal jammer.”
			

			
				“A what?”
			

			
				“It interferes with navigation systems,” he said, crouching to examine it. “If a boat’s GPS is off by even a few degrees, it could easily run aground.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted. “So, someone’s using this to cause the accidents?”
			

			
				“Looks like it,” Jackson said. “And if it’s tied to the lighthouse, whoever’s doing this has control over the entire coastline.”
			

			
				The sound of footsteps echoed from below, and my blood ran cold.
			

			
				“Someone’s coming,” I whispered, my heart pounding.
			

			
				Jackson motioned for me to stay quiet, his hand moving to the flashlight clipped to his belt. The footsteps grew louder, steady and deliberate, until they stopped just below the observation room.
			

			
				The door creaked open, and a figure stepped inside—a man in a weathered jacket and a baseball cap pulled low over his face.
			

			
				Dean Latham.
			

			
				He froze when he saw us, his eyes narrowing. “What the hell are you doing here?”
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Seven
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				Dean’s voice cut through the room like the snap of a storm, sharp and dangerous. He stood framed in the doorway, his shadow stretching toward the lighthouse controls, the low hum of the machinery filling the silence that followed his question.
			

			
				“What are you doing here?” he repeated, his tone colder this time.
			

			
				I glanced at Jackson, whose posture remained casual, but his eyes were locked on Dean with the intensity of a coiled spring.
			

			
				“Could ask you the same thing,” Jackson said evenly, stepping slightly in front of me.
			

			
				Dean’s jaw tightened, his gaze flicking between the two of us. “This is my lighthouse. I don’t need to explain myself.”
			

			
				“Funny,” Jackson said, his tone sharper now. “Because last I checked, this place was leased to Coastal Assurance. Seems like you’ve got some explaining to do after all.”
			

			
				Dean’s face darkened, and for a moment, I thought he might lunge at Jackson. Instead, he stepped closer to the controls, his movements deliberate.
			

			
				“You’re trespassing,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “I could call the cops right now.”
			

			
				“You could,” Jackson said, his voice calm. “But I’m guessing you won’t. Because that jammer over there?” He nodded toward the device near the window. “Pretty sure the cops would have a lot of questions about that.”
			

			
				Dean’s eyes flicked to the jammer for the briefest moment, but it was enough to confirm what I already suspected: he knew exactly what it was.
			

			
				I cleared my throat, stepping forward despite the knot of fear tightening in my stomach. “Look, we’re not here to cause trouble. But someone’s been using this lighthouse to misdirect boats. People are getting hurt.”
			

			
				Dean’s expression shifted, a flicker of something—guilt? Regret?—crossing his face before his defenses snapped back into place.
			

			
				“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, his voice quieter now.
			

			
				“Then help us understand,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “If you’re not involved, tell us what’s going on. We just want the truth.”
			

			
				Dean hesitated, his shoulders slumping slightly. For a moment, I thought he might actually tell us. But then his gaze hardened again, and he shook his head.
			

			
				“You need to leave,” he said, his voice flat. “Now.”
			

			
				Before we could respond, the sound of another pair of footsteps echoed up the staircase. My heart jumped, and I turned to see a man appear in the doorway—tall, broad-shouldered, with a sharp jawline and cold, calculating eyes.
			

			
				“Everything okay up here, Dean?” the man asked, his voice smooth but laced with menace.
			

			
				Dean’s posture stiffened, his gaze darting to the controls before he nodded. “Yeah, Paul. Everything’s fine.”
			

			
				Paul Everett.
			

			
				Jackson’s expression shifted, his jaw tightening as he stepped closer to me.
			

			
				“Interesting place to run into you, Mr. Everett,” Jackson said, his tone cold.
			

			
				Paul’s lips twitched into a faint smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “And who might you be?”
			

			
				“Someone who doesn’t like seeing people get hurt,” Jackson said.
			

			
				Paul’s smile faded, his gaze narrowing. “This is private property. You have no business being here.”
			

			
				“Neither does a signal jammer,” I said before I could stop myself.
			

			
				Paul’s eyes flicked to the device, then back to me, his expression unreadable. “I’d be careful about making accusations you can’t back up.”
			

			
				“Is that a threat?” Jackson asked, his voice low.
			

			
				“Not at all,” Paul said smoothly. “Just friendly advice.”
			

			
				The tension in the room was suffocating, and I could feel my pulse pounding in my ears. Gus wasn’t here to growl at the bad guys, and for the first time, I truly wished he was.
			

			
				“We’re leaving,” I said, grabbing Jackson’s arm. “Come on.”
			

			
				Jackson resisted for a moment, his gaze locked on Paul like he was daring him to make a move. But finally, he relented, stepping back toward the door.
			

			
				“Good choice,” Paul said, his voice smug.
			

			
				I shot him a glare as we passed, resisting the urge to say something that would only make things worse.
			

			
				Outside, the cool night air hit me like a wave, and I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves.
			

			
				“Well, that went great,” I said, my voice shaking slightly.
			

			
				Jackson didn’t respond. He was already heading back toward the truck, his shoulders tense and his movements clipped.
			

			
				“Jackson,” I called, jogging to catch up. “What’s wrong?”
			

			
				He stopped, turning to face me. His expression was darker than I’d ever seen it.
			

			
				“Paul Everett isn’t just part of this,” he said, his voice tight. “He’s running the whole operation. And if he knows we’re onto him…”
			

			
				He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to.
			

			
				As we drove back to the pub, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d just stepped into something much bigger—and much more dangerous—than I’d imagined. Bea’s journal felt heavier in my bag, its pages full of questions I wasn’t sure I wanted answers to anymore.
			

			
				But it was too late to turn back now.
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				The morning sun kissed the beach with golden light, the kind that made the world feel new and untouched. I walked alongside Sunny, the two of us trailing behind Cam and Willow, who had taken off ahead of us with Gus bounding happily between them.
			

			
				Cam stopped suddenly, shielding his eyes as he watched a shirtless jogger run past, his muscles gleaming in the early sunlight.
			

			
				“Oh. My. God,” Cam said, dragging out each word like it was a full sentence. “I don’t care what his name is, but I’m going to marry that man.”
			

			
				Willow didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll be your maid of honor. I’ll even make you a TikTok-worthy playlist for the reception.”
			

			
				“I call best man,” Sunny chimed in, grinning. “Though I might have to fight Elle for the spot.”
			

			
				I laughed, shaking my head. “Don’t look at me. I was too busy checking out his calves to think about his nuptials.”
			

			
				Cam turned to me, hand pressed dramatically over his heart. “Elle Harper, you continue to surprise me.”
			

			
				“Don’t get used to it,” I said, smirking.
			

			
				The conversation shifted as we continued walking, Gus darting in and out of the tide line, chasing the foam as it lapped against the sand. Cam and Willow bantered like siblings, their dynamic full of playful teasing and the occasional exaggerated eye roll.
			

			
				“You know,” Willow said, kicking a small rock down the beach, “this whole town feels like one giant Easter egg. Like, everywhere I look, I expect to find a clue.”
			

			
				“That’s because you’ve spent the last twenty-four hours neck-deep in Bea’s journal,” Cam said. “You’re starting to see conspiracies in everything.”
			

			
				“Yeah, well, that’s how you find stuff,” Willow shot back. “If Bea was alive, she’d back me up.”
			

			
				Sunny chuckled softly, her bangles jingling as she adjusted her scarf. “Willow, honey, not everything is a mystery waiting to be solved. Sometimes a rock is just a rock.”
			

			
				Willow scoffed. “Not in this town.”
			

			
				We stopped near a tide pool, the water clear and still, reflecting the sky above. Gus leaned over the edge, sniffing curiously before hopping back to avoid getting his paws wet.
			

			
				“You know what this reminds me of?” Sunny said, crouching beside the pool. “Bea used to bring me here when we were younger. She said tide pools were like little worlds of their own—completely self-contained, but still connected to the ocean.”
			

			
				I knelt beside her, the memory tugging at my heart. “She brought me here too, once. I remember her saying the same thing.”
			

			
				Cam joined us, his tone lighter. “Okay, not to ruin the moment, but does anyone else think that rock looks like a skull?”
			

			
				Willow squinted at the tide pool, then let out a low whistle. “You’re not wrong. That’s creepy.”
			

			
				“It’s just a rock,” I said, though the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.
			

			
				Sunny stood, brushing the sand from her hands. “Maybe it’s a reminder,” she said softly. “Life and death are two sides of the same coin. Bea always said this place was full of signs—if you knew how to look.”
			

			
				Cam shivered, wrapping his arms around himself. “Okay, can we move on before this turns into the beginning of a horror movie?”
			

			
				We continued walking, the tension breaking as the conversation turned to lighter topics. Cam launched into a passionate defense of 1989 as Taylor Swift’s best album, while Sunny insisted Evermore was her crowning achievement. Willow rolled her eyes at both of them, declaring Reputation the most underrated era.
			

			
				I mostly listened, smiling at their banter. For all their quirks and contradictions, they felt like home in a way I hadn’t realized I needed.
			

			
				As we rounded the bend, the town came back into view, the pub’s sign standing tall against the morning sky. Sunny slowed, her gaze softening as she took in the familiar sight.
			

			
				“You’ve done a lot already, Elle,” she said, her voice warm. “Bea would be proud.”
			

			
				I didn’t know how to respond, so I just nodded, my throat tight.
			

			
				As we reached the edge of the beach, Gus barked suddenly, his ears pricking toward the marina. I followed his gaze, squinting against the sunlight.
			

			
				There, near the docks, a figure was moving—someone tall and broad-shouldered, their posture tense as they scanned the horizon.
			

			
				“Is that…” I trailed off, recognizing the silhouette immediately.
			

			
				Jackson.
			

			
				“What’s he doing out here?” Willow asked, her voice curious.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I said, my pulse quickening. “But I think we’re about to find out.”
			

			
				The peaceful calm of the beach faded as we approached the marina, the tension creeping back like a storm on the horizon. Jackson was standing near one of the docks, his back to us as he stared out at the water.
			

			
				Gus bounded ahead, barking once to announce our arrival. Jackson turned, his expression unreadable, but there was something in his posture—something taut, like a rope pulled too tight.
			

			
				“What’s going on?” I asked as we reached him, the wind tugging at my hair.
			

			
				He nodded toward the dock. “Take a look.”
			

			
				I followed his gaze, squinting against the glare of the sun. At first, I didn’t see anything unusual—just the usual lineup of boats bobbing in the water. But then I noticed it: a small, weathered dinghy tied to one of the farthest slips, its hull covered in scratches and its motor missing entirely.
			

			
				“That boat wasn’t here last night,” Jackson said, his voice low.
			

			
				“So?” Willow asked, crossing her arms. “It’s a marina. Boats come and go.”
			

			
				“Not like this,” Jackson said. “That slip’s been empty for months. No one’s leased it, and no one’s supposed to be using it.”
			

			
				Sunny stepped closer, her sandals dangling from her fingers. “Maybe someone’s squatting. Happens more often than you’d think.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Jackson said, but his tone didn’t sound convinced.
			

			
				I glanced at him, my stomach twisting. “You think it’s connected to the accidents?”
			

			
				“Could be,” he said. “Or it could be nothing. But I’m not big on coincidences.”
			

			
				We made our way down the dock, the wooden planks creaking under our weight. The closer we got to the dinghy, the more out of place it seemed. Its paint was faded and peeling, and the name on its side—Lucky Star—was barely legible.
			

			
				Cam leaned over to get a better look, wrinkling his nose. “This thing’s a mess. No way it’s seaworthy.”
			

			
				“It doesn’t have to be,” Jackson said, crouching to inspect the inside.
			

			
				“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cam asked.
			

			
				Jackson didn’t answer. Instead, he reached into the boat and pulled out a small, rusted metal box, its latch broken and its surface stained with salt.
			

			
				“What’s that?” Willow asked, leaning closer.
			

			
				“Let’s find out,” Jackson said, prying the box open.
			

			
				The contents were strange, to say the least. A set of faded nautical maps, a handful of receipts from a bait shop two towns over, and a small, waterlogged notebook filled with illegible scrawls.
			

			
				Sunny picked up one of the maps, frowning as she studied it. “This is weird. These markings don’t make sense—look.”
			

			
				She held the map out to me, pointing to a series of lines that zigzagged across the page. They didn’t follow the usual shipping lanes, and they didn’t seem to lead anywhere logical.
			

			
				“What do you think they mean?” I asked, my voice low.
			

			
				“No idea,” Sunny said. “But whoever made these maps wasn’t just doodling.”
			

			
				Jackson flipped through the notebook, his brow furrowed. “Most of this is water damage, but there are a few words that stand out—‘lighthouse,’ ‘shipment,’ and…” He trailed off, his jaw tightening.
			

			
				“And what?” I pressed.
			

			
				“‘Bea,’” he said quietly.
			

			
				My breath caught, my mind racing. “You think this belonged to her?”
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said. “But whoever it belonged to knew her. And they knew what she was looking into.”
			

			
				Willow was already snapping photos of the maps and notebook, her excitement barely contained. “This is it,” she said, her voice tinged with triumph. “This is the break we needed.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Jackson said, his tone cautious. “But it’s not enough. We need to figure out where these maps lead—and what shipment they’re talking about.”
			

			
				I nodded, my pulse quickening. “And we need to do it fast. Whoever left this boat here won’t be happy if they find out we’ve been digging through their stuff.”
			

			
				Cam straightened, glancing over his shoulder. “Uh, speaking of which…”
			

			
				We all turned to follow his gaze. At the far end of the dock, a figure was watching us, their face obscured by a baseball cap.
			

			
				“Do we know them?” Willow asked, her voice tight.
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said, his body tensing.
			

			
				The figure didn’t move, didn’t call out—just stood there, their silhouette dark against the shimmering water.
			

			
				“We need to go,” Jackson said, his voice low but urgent.
			

			
				For once, no one argued.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Eight
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				We hurried back toward the truck, the contents of the box clutched tightly in Jackson’s hands. Gus stayed close to my side, his ears pinned back as if sensing the tension.
			

			
				Before we reached our getaway car, a familiar figure caught my eye. Dean stood near a row of boats, his back to us, speaking in low tones to a man I didn’t recognize. He gestured sharply toward the water, his body tense.
			

			
				“What’s he doing here?” I whispered to Jackson.
			

			
				Jackson frowned, his gaze narrowing. “That’s a good question.”
			

			
				When we reached the truck, Jackson tossed the box onto the seat and started the engine without a word.
			

			
				“Who do you think that was who was watching us? And who was that Dean was talking to? Did you recognize either of them?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				“Don’t know,” Jackson said, his tone clipped. “But I don’t like being watched.”
			

			
				“Do you think they saw what we found?” Sunny asked.
			

			
				“Probably,” Jackson said, glancing in the rearview mirror.
			

			
				The road back to the pub felt longer than usual, the silence in the truck heavy with unspoken fears. I clutched Gus’s leash tightly, my mind spinning with questions.
			

			
				Whoever had left that boat wasn’t just careless. They were leaving breadcrumbs—and we’d just picked up the trail.
			

			
				Back at the pub, anxious to dig into what we had found, the sound of the front door opening made us all turn. A woman stood in the entryway, her silhouette framed by the sunlight streaming in behind her. She was tall, with dark hair pulled into a loose bun and an air of quiet confidence that instantly set me on edge.
			

			
				“Eleanor Harper?” she asked, her voice smooth and even.
			

			
				“That’s me,” I said, standing slowly.
			

			
				She stepped forward, her heels clicking against the floor. “My name is Serena Caldwell. I work for Coastal Assurance.”
			

			
				I felt the blood drain from my face, but I forced myself to keep my expression neutral. “What can I do for you, Ms. Caldwell?”
			

			
				She offered a tight smile. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about your recent activities at the marina. Specifically, why you were seen near a boat that doesn’t belong to you.”
			

			
				The air in the room grew heavy, every pair of eyes fixed on me.
			

			
				“Well,” I said, crossing my arms, “you look like someone who already knows the answer to that question.”
			

			
				Her smile didn’t waver, but there was no warmth behind it. “I’m here as a courtesy, Ms. Harper. I’d hate for this to escalate.”
			

			
				Jackson stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. “Is that a threat?”
			

			
				“Not at all,” she said, her gaze flicking to him. “Just friendly advice.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted as her words echoed Paul Everett’s from the night before.
			

			
				Whatever was happening, we were in deeper than I’d thought.
			

			
				The room felt smaller with Serena Caldwell in it, her presence commanding the kind of attention that made my pulse race for all the wrong reasons.
			

			
				“Why don’t you start by telling me what you’re really here for?” I said, my voice steady despite the knot tightening in my stomach.
			

			
				Serena tilted her head, her smile cool and calculated. “I told you. I represent Coastal Assurance, and I’m investigating unauthorized access to property tied to our insurance claims.”
			

			
				“Property,” I repeated, my mind racing. “You’re talking about the boat?”
			

			
				Her gaze flicked to the rusted box on the bar, her expression unreadable. “That’s part of it. The maps, the notebook, anything else you may have found. It all falls under the purview of our investigation.”
			

			
				Jackson stepped forward, his tone sharper than before. “You’re awfully quick to claim ownership for an insurance company. Last I checked, abandoned boats don’t belong to anyone but the tide.”
			

			
				Serena didn’t flinch. “Coastal Assurance has a vested interest in recovering assets tied to our claims. It’s standard procedure.”
			

			
				“Standard procedure,” I echoed, crossing my arms. “Like fast-tracking payouts for wrecked boats that aren’t properly investigated?”
			

			
				Her smile faltered, just for a second, but it was enough.
			

			
				Willow, who had been silent until now, leaned forward, her tone dripping with mock innocence. “So, Serena, are you investigating because you suspect fraud, or are you just here to clean up Paul Everett’s mess?”
			

			
				The question landed like a grenade. Sunny let out a soft gasp, and even Cam raised an eyebrow, impressed by Willow’s audacity.
			

			
				Serena’s eyes narrowed, the veneer of professionalism slipping. “I’m not here to discuss Paul Everett.”
			

			
				“Interesting,” Jackson said, his voice like steel. “Because everything we’ve found ties back to him—and to your company.”
			

			
				The tension in the room was suffocating, and I could feel my pulse pounding in my ears. Gus shifted uneasily at my feet, sensing the shift in energy.
			

			
				“Look,” I said, stepping between Serena and Jackson before things could escalate. “If you’re here to protect Coastal Assurance, you’re wasting your time. Whatever’s happening at the lighthouse, at the marina, it’s bigger than one company.”
			

			
				Serena’s gaze locked onto mine, sharp and searching. For a moment, I thought she might actually tell me something, but then she straightened, smoothing the fabric of her blazer.
			

			
				“This is your final warning,” she said, her voice icy. “Stop interfering, or there will be consequences.”
			

			
				Without another word, she turned on her heel and walked out, the door slamming shut behind her.
			

			
				The room was silent for a long moment, the weight of her words hanging heavy in the air.
			

			
				“Well,” Cam said finally, breaking the tension. “She seems fun.”
			

			
				Willow snorted. “She’s covering for Paul. No doubt about it. The question is, how deep does it go?”
			

			
				“Deep enough that they’re both willing to threaten us,” Jackson said, his jaw tight.
			

			
				Sunny picked up her tea, her hands trembling slightly. “If they’re willing to go this far, what else are they capable of?”
			

			
				The question settled over us like a shadow, the answer too terrifying to say aloud.
			

			
				I glanced at the rusted box on the bar, its contents suddenly feeling like a live wire in my hands. Whatever we’d stumbled onto, it wasn’t just about insurance fraud anymore.
			

			
				“Okay,” I said, my voice steady despite the fear bubbling inside me. “We need a plan.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded. “First, we figure out where these maps lead. If everything points back to the lighthouse, that’s where we’ll get our answers.”
			

			
				“And Serena?” Willow asked.
			

			
				“We keep an eye on her,” Jackson said. “But we don’t let her scare us off.”
			

			
				Cam raised his glass. “Here’s to not getting killed by big insurance.”
			

			
				Sunny frowned. “Not funny, Cam.”
			

			
				“Just trying to lighten the mood,” he said, shrugging. “You look like you could use a laugh.”
			

			
				Despite myself, I smiled. But it faded quickly, my gaze drifting back to the maps.
			

			
				We were chasing shadows, following a trail that had already claimed Bea’s life. And for the first time, I wondered if we were ready for what we’d find.
			

			
				The plan was simple, at least on paper: we’d follow the maps and see where they led, starting with the points closest to the lighthouse. But as we stood outside the Velvet Anchor, staring at the truck packed with supplies and a nervous-looking Gus, the reality felt a lot less straightforward.
			

			
				“You sure this is a good idea?” Sunny asked, clutching a basket of snacks like it was her personal shield against danger.
			

			
				“Nope,” Jackson said bluntly, climbing into the driver’s seat. “But we’re doing it anyway.”
			

			
				Sunny sighed, muttering something about stubborn men, before settling into the back seat beside Gus. Cam slid in next to her, holding a thermos of coffee like his life depended on it.
			

			
				Willow jumped into the passenger seat, her laptop balanced on her knees. “Okay, I’ve mapped out the first two locations,” she said, pointing to the screen. “One’s just off the main road, and the other’s a little farther out, near an old fishing dock. I say we start with the closest one.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a plan,” I said, climbing in beside Sunny.
			

			
				The first location was a bust—a stretch of rocky coastline with no obvious signs of activity. Gus sniffed around the area, wagging his tail like he was just happy to be outside, while the rest of us scoured the rocks for anything that might match Bea’s notes.
			

			
				“Nothing,” I said after half an hour, brushing the sand off my hands.
			

			
				“Don’t get discouraged,” Sunny said, patting my shoulder. “Sometimes the best clues are the ones you don’t see right away.”
			

			
				“Optimism is a choice,” Cam muttered, sipping his coffee.
			

			
				Willow rolled her eyes. “Come on, let’s hit the next spot. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
			

			
				The second location, near the old fishing dock, was more promising—or at least more unsettling. The dock itself was weathered and sagging, its planks creaking ominously under our weight. A faint smell of decay lingered in the air, mixing with the briny tang of the ocean.
			

			
				“This place looks like it belongs in a horror movie,” Cam said, shivering.
			

			
				“Maybe we’ll find the killer in a hockey mask,” Willow said, smirking.
			

			
				Sunny shot them both a look. “Can we not joke about that?”
			

			
				Gus barked suddenly, his ears pricking as he sniffed the air. He darted toward a pile of old fishing nets tangled near the edge of the dock, his tail wagging furiously.
			

			
				“What’s he found?” I asked, hurrying after him.
			

			
				The nets were heavy and damp, their edges frayed from years of use. I pulled them aside, my stomach twisting as something metallic glinted in the sunlight.
			

			
				“It’s a box,” I said, crouching to get a better look.
			

			
				Jackson knelt beside me, his expression grim. “Looks like a lockbox. Help me pull it out.”
			

			
				Together, we wrestled the box free from the tangle of nets, its surface slick with saltwater and grime. The lock was rusted, but the box itself was surprisingly intact.
			

			
				“What do you think’s inside?” Cam asked, peering over my shoulder.
			

			
				“Only one way to find out,” Jackson said, pulling out his multitool.
			

			
				The lock gave way with a satisfying snap, and Jackson lifted the lid carefully, his movements deliberate. Inside, wrapped in layers of plastic, was a collection of documents, each one stamped with the Coastal Assurance logo.
			

			
				Willow’s jaw dropped. “Are those…”
			

			
				“Insurance files,” I said, my heart pounding.
			

			
				Jackson rifled through the papers, his expression darkening with each one. “These are claim forms. Dates, names, payouts… all tied to the marina accidents.”
			

			
				“And look at this,” Willow said, pointing to a smaller stack of papers. “These are purchase agreements. Whoever filed these claims was buying up the wrecked boats immediately after the payouts. It’s all connected.”
			

			
				Sunny’s face paled. “You think Paul Everett left this here?”
			

			
				“Or someone working for him,” Jackson said. “Whoever it was, they didn’t want these papers getting found.”
			

			
				“Too late for that,” I said, though the weight of the discovery settled heavily on my chest.
			

			
				We packed the documents carefully back into the box and carried it to the truck, the mood much heavier than when we’d arrived.
			

			
				“This is it,” Willow said as we climbed inside. “This is the proof we needed.”
			

			
				“Not quite,” Jackson said, his voice grim. “It’s enough to point the finger, but not enough to take them down. We need to figure out what the lighthouse is really being used for—and why they’re so desperate to keep it a secret.”
			

			
				Sunny sighed, her gaze distant. “Whatever it is, Bea was willing to risk everything to uncover it. And now it’s our turn.”
			

			
				As we pulled back onto the road, I glanced out the window, my thoughts swirling. Bea’s notes had led us this far, but the deeper we went, the more dangerous it felt.
			

			
				Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were on the verge of something big.
			

			
				“All’s well that ends well,” I murmured under my breath.
			

			
				Jackson glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Let’s hope it ends well for us.”
			

			
				The documents sat on the table in the pub like a loaded gun, their presence heavy and undeniable. The Coastal Assurance logo at the top of each page felt like a brand, a mark of just how far this web of lies and corruption extended.
			

			
				We had the evidence now—or at least a piece of it. But the real question was what to do with it.
			

			
				“This is solid,” Willow said, flipping through the files. “Dates, payouts, even signatures. If we take this to the cops…”
			

			
				Jackson cut her off with a shake of his head. “Not yet. If Everett’s got people on the inside, this could disappear before anyone looks at it twice.”
			

			
				Sunny frowned, her tea untouched for once. “So what’s the plan? We just sit on this?”
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said. “We find the smoking gun. The one thing that ties all this together.”
			

			
				The room fell into silence, the weight of his words settling over us. Gus, sensing the tension, rested his head on my lap, his warm brown eyes gazing up at me like he understood.
			

			
				“What about the lighthouse?” I asked, breaking the quiet. “The maps point there, and it keeps coming up in Bea’s notes. If we’re going to find answers, that’s the place to look.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded slowly. “Agreed. But we need to be careful. If they’re using the lighthouse as a hub for all this, it won’t be unguarded.”
			

			
				“Unnerving but exciting,” Cam said, grinning nervously. “Kind of like a Taylor Swift surprise album drop.”
			

			
				Willow smirked. “Except this time, we’re the ones doing the dropping.”
			

			
				“Let’s just hope we don’t crash and burn,” I muttered, earning a chorus of groans.
			

			
				As we hashed out the details, the sound of the front door opening made us all turn. A woman walked in, her heels clicking against the wood floor with precision. For a moment, I thought Serena Caldwell had returned, but this woman was younger, with sharp features and an even sharper expression.
			

			
				She looked around the room before her gaze landed on me. “Eleanor Harper?”
			

			
				I stood, my heart already sinking. “Yes.”
			

			
				“I’m Detective Valerie Chase,” she said, holding up a badge. “Mind if we talk?”
			

			
				The room froze, the others exchanging uneasy glances as I stepped forward.
			

			
				“Is there a problem, Detective?” I asked, keeping my voice calm.
			

			
				“Depends,” she said, her tone flat. “I understand you’ve been asking a lot of questions about Coastal Assurance—and about Paul Everett.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted. “So?”
			

			
				“So,” she said, crossing her arms, “I’d like to know what you’ve found. Because if you’re poking around where you shouldn’t be, you might find yourself in more trouble than you bargained for.”
			

			
				Jackson stepped forward, his presence solid and steady beside me. “And what exactly does that mean?”
			

			
				The detective didn’t flinch. “It means I’d hate to see anyone get hurt over a misunderstanding.”
			

			
				Her words hung in the air, a veiled warning that felt sharper than a shout.
			

			
				“Detective,” I said, my voice steady despite the knot in my chest. “If you’re here to intimidate me, it’s not working. We haven’t done anything illegal, and we’re not backing down.”
			

			
				Her lips twitched, almost like she was impressed. “Fair enough. But consider this a friendly reminder: curiosity can be dangerous.”
			

			
				With that, she turned and walked out, leaving the door swinging shut behind her.
			

			
				Sunny exhaled loudly, breaking the silence. “Well, that was fun.”
			

			
				“Fun isn’t the word I’d use,” Cam muttered, pouring himself another cup of coffee.
			

			
				Willow was already typing on her laptop, her fingers flying over the keys. “We need to figure out who she is. If she’s working for Everett or Coastal Assurance, we’re in deeper than we thought.”
			

			
				“She’s dirty,” Jackson said flatly, his jaw tight. “You don’t show up throwing warnings unless you’ve got something to hide.”
			

			
				I nodded, though my mind was spinning. Serena, Paul, now Detective Chase—it felt like the walls were closing in, but instead of scaring me off, it only made me more determined.
			

			
				Bea hadn’t backed down, and neither would I.
			

			
				As we regrouped, the plan began to take shape. We’d head to the lighthouse that evening, under the cover of darkness. With the documents safely hidden in the pub’s cellar, we’d focus on uncovering whatever secrets the maps had been pointing us toward.
			

			
				It was risky, and every instinct told me we were playing with fire. But as I looked around at the faces of my new family—Sunny’s quiet strength, Cam’s nervous humor, Willow’s fierce determination, and Jackson’s unwavering resolve—I knew I wasn’t alone.
			

			
				“Let’s do this,” I said, my voice steady.
			

			
				“All’s well that ends well,” Cam quipped, raising his mug.
			

			
				“Not yet,” Jackson said, but there was a faint smile tugging at his lips.
			

			
				We were ready.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Nine
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				The lighthouse stood against the night like a ghostly sentinel, its beam slicing through the darkness with mechanical precision. The wind whipped around us as we climbed the hill, carrying the tang of salt and the faint creak of distant boats swaying in their moorings.
			

			
				Gus stayed close to my side, his ears pinned back as if he sensed the unease radiating from me. Jackson walked ahead, his flashlight off to keep our approach unnoticed, while Sunny and Cam brought up the rear. Willow was next to me, her phone clutched tightly in her hand.
			

			
				“You know this is insane, right?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the wind.
			

			
				“Yep,” I said, glancing at her. “You can stay back if you want.”
			

			
				She snorted softly. “Not a chance.”
			

			
				We reached the base of the lighthouse, its whitewashed walls glowing faintly in the moonlight. Jackson stopped, gesturing for us to stay quiet as he moved toward the door.
			

			
				It was locked, of course, but Jackson had come prepared. He pulled out a small set of tools and knelt by the lock, his movements quick and precise.
			

			
				“Where’d you learn to do that?” Willow whispered.
			

			
				Jackson didn’t look up. “You don’t want to know.”
			

			
				The lock clicked, and the door creaked open, revealing the narrow staircase spiraling upward into darkness.
			

			
				“This feels like my next mistake,” Cam muttered.
			

			
				“You’re not wrong,” I said, taking the first step.
			

			
				The climb was steep, each step groaning under our weight. The air grew cooler the higher we went, carrying a faint metallic tang that set my nerves on edge.
			

			
				Halfway up, Willow stopped, clutching my arm. “Do you hear that?” she whispered.
			

			
				I froze, straining to listen. At first, there was nothing but the wind outside and the faint hum of the machinery above. But then I heard it—a soft, rhythmic tapping, like something knocking against the metal walls.
			

			
				Jackson turned, his flashlight aimed up the staircase. “Stay close,” he said, his voice low.
			

			
				We reached the observation room, the space dominated by the massive Fresnel lens that rotated slowly, casting its beam across the coastline. The light swept over us, throwing long, shifting shadows against the walls.
			

			
				“Okay,” Jackson said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Spread out. Look for anything that doesn’t belong.”
			

			
				Sunny moved to the far side of the room, her gaze sweeping the controls, while Cam lingered near the staircase, his eyes darting nervously.
			

			
				“What about this?” Willow asked, pointing to a panel of wires tucked into the corner.
			

			
				I joined her, frowning. The wires looked newer than the rest of the machinery, their casings clean and untarnished.
			

			
				“They’ve been updated,” I said. “Recently.”
			

			
				Willow nodded. “Yeah, but look—this one’s been spliced.”
			

			
				She traced the wire to a small device mounted near the window—a sleek, black box with blinking red lights.
			

			
				“What is that?” Cam asked, inching closer.
			

			
				“A tracker?” I guessed. “Or maybe a transmitter?”
			

			
				“Whatever it is,” Jackson said, crouching to examine it, “it doesn’t belong in a lighthouse.”
			

			
				Sunny’s voice cut through the tension, sharp and alarmed. “Someone’s coming!”
			

			
				We all turned to see her pointing out the window, where a pair of headlights cut through the darkness, bouncing along the uneven road toward the lighthouse.
			

			
				“Time to go,” Jackson said, his voice urgent.
			

			
				We scrambled back down the staircase, the tapping sound louder now, like it was echoing our footsteps. Gus barked once, his tail low as he followed me, his movements quick and anxious.
			

			
				By the time we reached the door, the headlights were dangerously close. Jackson motioned for us to stay low, leading us toward a cluster of rocks that jutted out near the edge of the hill.
			

			
				“Stay quiet,” he said, his voice barely audible.
			

			
				We crouched behind the rocks, the wind whipping around us as the vehicle came to a stop in front of the lighthouse. Two figures climbed out—a man and a woman, their faces obscured by the darkness.
			

			
				“Do you think it’s them?” Willow whispered.
			

			
				Jackson nodded grimly. “Everett, probably. Maybe Caldwell too.”
			

			
				I squinted, trying to make out their features, but the beam from the lighthouse made it impossible.
			

			
				The man—Everett, I assumed—approached the door, unlocking it with a key. The woman stayed by the truck, scanning the area like she was expecting trouble.
			

			
				“What do we do?” Sunny asked, her voice shaking slightly.
			

			
				“Wait,” Jackson said. “And watch.”
			

			
				We stayed hidden, the tension mounting with every second. Everett disappeared inside the lighthouse, while the woman lingered by the truck, her gaze sweeping the hillside.
			

			
				Gus let out a low growl, and I placed a hand on his back, willing him to stay quiet.
			

			
				“Stay down,” I whispered, my heart pounding.
			

			
				For a moment, I thought we were safe. But then the woman’s gaze snapped toward us, her body tensing.
			

			
				“I see you!” she shouted, her voice sharp and commanding.
			

			
				Panic surged through me as the beam from the lighthouse swung in our direction, bathing us in blinding light.
			

			
				“Run!” Jackson barked, grabbing my arm and pulling me to my feet.
			

			
				We bolted, the sound of footsteps and shouting behind us, the beam chasing us like a spotlight on a dark stage.
			

			
				A shout, the woman alerting her partner, rang out like a gunshot, sending adrenaline surging through me. We took off down the hill, the ground uneven beneath my feet, the beam from the lighthouse sweeping after us.
			

			
				“Go! Go!” Jackson yelled, his grip firm on my arm as he pulled me forward.
			

			
				Gus barked frantically, keeping pace with me as Willow and Cam darted ahead, their figures silhouetted against the faint light of the horizon. My heart pounded in my ears, drowning out the sound of my own footsteps.
			

			
				It wasn’t until we reached the tree line, gasping for breath and stumbling to a stop, that I realized something was wrong.
			

			
				“Where’s Sunny?” I asked, spinning around.
			

			
				Cam froze, his face pale as he scanned the shadows behind us. “She was right behind me. I swear she was right behind me.”
			

			
				Willow shook her head, panic flashing in her eyes. “She’s not here. Oh my God, she’s not here.”
			

			
				Jackson swore under his breath, his gaze snapping back toward the lighthouse. “She must have stayed behind.”
			

			
				“Why would she—” I stopped mid-sentence, the answer hitting me like a punch to the gut.
			

			
				“She knew she couldn’t keep up,” I said, my voice shaking. “She stayed to keep them distracted.”
			

			
				Willow clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. “We have to go back for her.”
			

			
				“We will,” Jackson said, his voice steady despite the tension radiating from him. “But we can’t just charge in blind. If they’ve got her…”
			

			
				He didn’t finish the thought, but I knew what he meant.
			

			
				“No,” I said, my voice firm. “She’s fine. She’s just hiding. We have to believe that.”
			

			
				The group fell into a tense silence, each of us catching our breath as we huddled beneath the cover of the trees. Gus pressed close to me, his body trembling as if he could sense my fear.
			

			
				“What’s the plan?” Cam asked, his voice uncharacteristically serious.
			

			
				Jackson glanced at the lighthouse, where the beam continued its relentless sweep across the hillside. The truck was still parked outside, but there was no sign of Everett or the woman who’d spotted us.
			

			
				“They’ll be looking for us,” he said. “If Sunny’s still hiding, we need to create a distraction to draw them away.”
			

			
				“How?” Willow asked, her hands gripping her phone like it was a lifeline.
			

			
				Jackson’s gaze landed on me, and I knew before he spoke what he was going to say.
			

			
				“We go back,” he said. “But this time, we split up. I’ll head to the truck and disable it. You three find Sunny.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted at the thought of splitting up again, but there wasn’t time to argue. Sunny was out there, alone, and every second we waited was another second she could be found.
			

			
				“Okay,” I said, nodding. “But be careful.”
			

			
				Jackson’s expression softened, just for a moment. “You too.”
			

			
				We moved quickly and quietly, sticking to the shadows as we made our way back toward the lighthouse. The beam swung past us once, twice, before we reached the edge of the clearing.
			

			
				“Stay low,” Jackson whispered, his voice barely audible. “And don’t stop for anything.”
			

			
				He broke off from the group, heading toward the truck with deliberate, calculated steps. The rest of us crept along the edge of the hillside, our eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of Sunny.
			

			
				“Sunny,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “If you can hear me, we’re coming for you.”
			

			
				It was Cam who found her first, crouched behind a cluster of rocks near the base of the hill. She was breathing hard, her hands gripping the edge of a boulder like it was the only thing keeping her upright.
			

			
				“Sunny!” Cam whispered, dropping to his knees beside her.
			

			
				Her head snapped up, her eyes wide with relief. “I’m okay,” she said, though her voice was shaky. “I couldn’t run. I thought… I thought I’d be a better diversion if I stayed.”
			

			
				“You scared the hell out of us,” I said, crouching beside her. “Don’t ever do that again.”
			

			
				Sunny managed a faint smile. “Did it work?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Cam said, helping her to her feet. “But next time, we all stick together.”
			

			
				Before we could move, the sound of footsteps echoed nearby, heavy and deliberate. My pulse spiked as I glanced toward the lighthouse, where a shadow moved against the wall.
			

			
				“They’re coming,” Willow hissed, her voice tight with fear.
			

			
				“Go,” I whispered, gripping Sunny’s arm. “We have to move.”
			

			
				We slipped back into the darkness, Sunny leaning heavily on Cam as we clung to dark shadows and began our retreat. The sound of footsteps grew louder, closer, and I forced myself to keep going, my breath coming in short, panicked gasps.
			

			
				Behind us, a shout rang out, followed by the unmistakable crunch of boots on crushed shell.
			

			
				“They saw us,” Willow said, her voice trembling.
			

			
				“Just keep going,” I said, my voice shaking. “We’re almost there.”
			

			
				We reached the tree line just as a loud, metallic crash echoed from the direction of the lighthouse. The unmistakable sound of a vehicle hood closing. The truck’s headlights flickered once before going dark, and I knew Jackson had done his part.
			

			
				“Go,” I said, pushing Sunny ahead of me. “Don’t stop.”
			

			
				We ran, the darkness swallowing us as the shouts faded into the distance.
			

			
				By the time we reached the safety of the truck, Jackson was already there, his expression grim but triumphant.
			

			
				“Their truck’s disabled,” he said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Let’s get out of here.”
			

			
				As the truck rumbled to life, I glanced back at the lighthouse, its beam still slicing through the night. The danger wasn’t over—not by a long shot. But for now, we were safe.
			

			
				“We’re okay,” I said softly, more to myself than anyone else.
			

			
				Sunny leaned against me, her hand trembling as she reached for mine. “Thanks to you,” she whispered.
			

			
				“Thanks to all of us,” I said, though my voice wavered.
			

			
				Because for all the danger we’d faced, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the worst was yet to come.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The realization hit like a lightning bolt—if we’d figured this much out, then Paul Everett and whoever else was involved in the scheme had to know we were onto them. And they wouldn’t just sit around waiting for us to take them down.
			

			
				The room was silent, everyone lost in their own thoughts as the weight of the danger pressed down on us. Gus let out a low whine, nudging my leg like he could sense my unease.
			

			
				“They know who we are,” Jackson said finally, breaking the silence. His voice was calm, but the tension in his jaw betrayed him. “They’ve known since the marina, maybe earlier.”
			

			
				“And they know where we are,” Sunny added, her tone unusually sharp.
			

			
				Willow looked up from her laptop, her face pale. “We’re sitting ducks.”
			

			
				Cam nodded grimly, his usual humor nowhere to be found. “If they’re willing to stage accidents and cover up a murder, what’s stopping them from coming after us?”
			

			
				I stood, pacing the length of the room as the knot in my stomach tightened. “We can’t stay here,” I said, my voice trembling despite my best efforts to stay calm. “Not like this. We’re too exposed.”
			

			
				“But where do we go?” Sunny asked. “The town’s small. There’s nowhere to hide.”
			

			
				“We don’t hide,” Jackson said, his tone firm. “We make sure they can’t touch us.”
			

			
				“How?” Cam asked.
			

			
				Jackson crossed his arms, his gaze steady. “We call in backup.”
			

			
				The words hung in the air, their weight sinking into each of us. Sunny frowned, her brow furrowed. “What kind of backup? We can’t exactly go to the police—not with people like Detective Chase in their pocket.”
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said. “But there’s someone I trust. A friend from my days in the service. He’s got connections—people who know how to handle situations like this.”
			

			
				Willow raised an eyebrow. “Situations like… lighthouse conspiracies and insurance fraud?”
			

			
				Jackson didn’t smile. “Situations where people are in danger. He’ll take it seriously.”
			

			
				Cam leaned forward, his elbows on the bar. “Okay, but what about the pub? If we leave, they’ll know we’re onto something. It might escalate things.”
			

			
				“Let it,” Jackson said. “The more pressure we put on them, the more mistakes they’ll make.”
			

			
				“That’s a risky strategy,” Sunny said softly.
			

			
				“It’s the only one we’ve got,” I said, stopping my pacing to face the group. “We can’t stay here and wait for them to make the first move. If Jackson has someone who can help, we need to take that chance.”
			

			
				Jackson pulled out his phone, stepping into the corner of the room as he made the call. The rest of us sat in tense silence, the reality of our situation sinking in.
			

			
				“This isn’t what I signed up for,” Cam said finally, his voice shaking slightly.
			

			
				“No one signed up for this,” I said, my voice soft but firm. “But Bea trusted us to see this through. And we’re not alone. We have each other.”
			

			
				Willow glanced at me, her eyes sharp. “And Jackson’s friend. What’s his deal, anyway?”
			

			
				“Ex-military,” I said, my gaze drifting to Jackson. “If he trusts him, that’s good enough for me.”
			

			
				Jackson returned a few minutes later, his expression unreadable. “He’s on his way. He’ll meet us at a safe location—somewhere they won’t think to look for us.”
			

			
				“And the pub?” Sunny asked.
			

			
				“We leave it locked up,” Jackson said. “If they come here, they’ll find nothing but an empty building.”
			

			
				Willow frowned. “What about the evidence we’ve found? The maps, the documents?”
			

			
				“We take it with us,” Jackson said. “Every scrap of it. If they want to stop us, they’ll have to find us first.”
			

			
				The plan was set in motion quickly. Cam and Sunny packed up food and supplies, while Willow backed up every file she could onto the cloud. Jackson loaded the truck with the rusted box and Bea’s journal, his movements deliberate and precise.
			

			
				I stood in the center of the room, taking one last look at the Velvet Anchor. It felt wrong to leave it behind, but I knew we didn’t have a choice.
			

			
				“This isn’t goodbye,” I murmured, more to myself than anyone else.
			

			
				Gus barked once, his tail wagging as if to reassure me.
			

			
				As we piled into the truck and pulled away from the pub, the weight of what we were leaving behind settled over me. But there was also a sense of resolve—a determination to see this through, no matter what it took.
			

			
				Jackson’s friend was our next step, our best chance at staying one step ahead of Paul Everett and whoever else was behind this scheme.
			

			
				I glanced at the box sitting at my feet, the documents inside a ticking time bomb waiting to explode.
			

			
				“This isn’t over,” I said softly, the words more a promise than a statement.
			

			
				“Not by a long shot,” Jackson said, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.
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				The safe location Jackson had chosen—or rather, that his friend had chosen—was a small, weather-beaten cabin tucked deep into the woods on the outskirts of Cornelia Cove. The drive there was long and winding, the dense trees pressing in on either side of the dirt road like silent sentinels.
			

			
				As the truck bumped along the uneven path, the tension in the cab was almost tangible. Gus sat upright between Sunny and me, his ears twitching at every sound. Willow had her laptop balanced on her knees, though for once, she wasn’t typing. Cam stared out the window, chewing his thumbnail, and Jackson drove with the focus of someone who expected trouble around every turn.
			

			
				Finally, the cabin came into view, its silhouette barely visible in the faint moonlight. It was small, with a sagging porch and windows that looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in years.
			

			
				“This is it?” Cam asked, raising an eyebrow.
			

			
				Jackson nodded, pulling the truck to a stop. “It’s off the grid. No one’s going to find us here unless we want them to.”
			

			
				As we climbed out of the truck, the front door of the cabin creaked open, and a man stepped out. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with close-cropped hair and a face that looked like it had seen more than its fair share of battles. He wore a plain black T-shirt and jeans, his posture relaxed but his eyes sharp as they scanned the group.
			

			
				“Jackson,” he said, his voice deep and steady.
			

			
				“Reed,” Jackson replied, walking up to shake his hand.
			

			
				Reed nodded, his gaze flicking to the rest of us. “This the crew?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Elle, Sunny, Cam, Willow, and Gus.”
			

			
				Reed raised an eyebrow at Gus, who wagged his tail in response. “Good to have a dog. They’re better at sniffing out trouble than most people.”
			

			
				We filed inside, the cabin’s interior just as utilitarian as its exterior. The furniture was sparse and functional—a couch, a few chairs, and a table covered in what looked like old maps and radio equipment.
			

			
				Reed motioned for us to sit, his expression serious. “Jackson told me you’re in some deep water. He wasn’t kidding. You’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest with this Coastal Assurance business.”
			

			
				“We didn’t stir it up,” I said, taking a seat at the table. “We just uncovered it.”
			

			
				“Same difference,” Reed said. “The point is, they know you’re a threat, and they’re going to come after you. Hard.”
			

			
				Willow crossed her arms, leaning back in her chair. “Let them. We’re not backing down.”
			

			
				Reed studied her for a moment before nodding. “Good. Because this isn’t the kind of fight you win by running away.”
			

			
				Jackson placed the rusted box on the table, opening it to reveal the documents we’d found. “We need your help,” he said, his tone straightforward. “We’ve got evidence, but not enough to blow this wide open. They’re buying up land along the coast, staging accidents, and pushing for permits that’ll destroy this town. We need to figure out their endgame before they make their next move.”
			

			
				Reed sifted through the papers, his brow furrowing. “You’ve got enough here to make some noise, but not enough to bring them down. If you want to take them out, you need to hit them where it hurts—find the one thing they can’t afford to lose.”
			

			
				“And how do we do that?” I asked.
			

			
				Reed glanced at Jackson, then back at me. “We start by following the money.”
			

			
				The next hour was a blur of planning and strategizing. Reed pulled out a laptop of his own, connecting to a network so secure it might as well have been magic. Willow worked alongside him, her fingers flying across the keyboard as they cross-referenced Coastal Assurance’s financial records with the permits and maps we’d found.
			

			
				Cam leaned over and whispered to me, “Is this guy a hacker or what? How does he know how to access that?”
			

			
				Jackson and I in unison responded, “Don’t ask.”
			

			
				Sunny brewed tea in the tiny kitchen, her movements calm and deliberate despite the tension in the room. Cam sat on the couch, his head resting in his hands as he listened to the faint hum of the conversation.
			

			
				“What about the lighthouse?” I asked finally, breaking the silence. “It’s at the center of everything, but we still don’t know why.”
			

			
				Reed leaned back in his chair, his gaze thoughtful. “The lighthouse is a beacon. It’s symbolic, sure, but it’s also practical. If they’re using it to control shipping lanes, there’s a reason for that.”
			

			
				“Maybe they’re moving something,” Jackson said. “Something they don’t want anyone to see.”
			

			
				Willow looked up from her screen, her eyes wide. “Or someone.”
			

			
				The room went silent, her words hanging in the air like a storm cloud.
			

			
				“You think they’re trafficking?” Cam asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Willow said, her tone uncertain. “But if they are, it would explain a lot. The accidents, the land grabs, the permits—it’s all about controlling the coast.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted at the thought, the implications too horrible to ignore. “Then we need to get back to the lighthouse,” I said firmly. “Whatever they’re doing, it starts and ends there.”
			

			
				Reed nodded, his expression grim. “Agreed. But if you’re going back, you’re not going alone.”
			

			
				He reached under the table, pulling out a small case and placing it in front of Jackson. When he opened it, the contents gleamed in the dim light: a pair of radios, a set of night-vision goggles, and what looked like a compact drone.
			

			
				“Time to level the playing field,” Reed said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
			

			
				As the plan began to take shape, the fear that had been gnawing at me since this all started began to ebb, replaced by something stronger: determination.
			

			
				Bea had trusted us to uncover the truth, and now, we were closer than ever.
			

			
				Whatever waited for us at the lighthouse, we’d face it together.
			

			
				As the plans for the lighthouse took shape, a question hung in the back of my mind like a shadow—one I couldn’t ignore any longer.
			

			
				“What about Bea?” I asked, breaking the silence.
			

			
				The others looked up from their tasks, their expressions ranging from curious to cautious.
			

			
				“What about her?” Jackson asked, his tone measured.
			

			
				I hesitated, the words catching in my throat. “We’ve been so focused on what she left behind—her notes, the maps, the journal—but we haven’t talked about how she died.”
			

			
				The room went still, the weight of my question settling over us.
			

			
				“You think it wasn’t natural,” Willow said, more a statement than a question.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But if Bea was onto something big enough to get people hurt, it’s hard not to wonder.”
			

			
				Sunny set down her teacup, her expression somber. “The official report said it was a heart attack. She was found at home, in her chair. Peaceful.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t mean it wasn’t helped along,” Jackson said, his voice grim.
			

			
				Cam frowned, leaning back in his chair. “Wouldn’t there have been an autopsy? If something was off, the coroner would’ve caught it, right?”
			

			
				“Not necessarily,” Willow said, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “In small towns, especially with older people, natural causes are often assumed. Unless there’s obvious foul play, they don’t always dig deep.”
			

			
				My stomach twisted at the thought. “So, there might not even be a record of what really happened?”
			

			
				Willow nodded, her expression tight. “If we want answers, we’ll have to look for them ourselves.”
			

			
				Reed, who had been silent until now, cleared his throat. “If someone wanted Bea gone, they wouldn’t have left loose ends. But people make mistakes—especially when they think no one’s watching.”
			

			
				“What are you suggesting?” I asked.
			

			
				He leaned forward, his gaze steady. “You need to get your hands on the coroner’s report. And if there wasn’t an autopsy, find out why. Someone might’ve pulled strings to keep it from happening.”
			

			
				“Can you help with that?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				Reed nodded. “I’ve got a contact who might be able to access the files. But it’ll take time.”
			

			
				“Do it,” I said, my voice firmer than I felt. “If Bea was silenced, we need to know.”
			

			
				Sunny sighed, her gaze distant. “She always said she didn’t mind the idea of death, as long as it meant she’d lived a good life. But if someone took that from her…”
			

			
				“They’ll pay,” Jackson said, his tone cold.
			

			
				A chill ran down my spine at the finality in his voice.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Ten
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				As Reed made the call to his contact, the rest of us refocused on the plan for the lighthouse. But I couldn’t shake the thought of Bea, sitting in her chair, her work unfinished.
			

			
				She’d trusted me to pick up where she left off, and for the first time, I realized just how much she might have risked to leave me that journal.
			

			
				Reed hung up the phone, his expression unreadable. “My guy’s on it. We should have something by morning.”
			

			
				“Good,” I said, though the knot in my chest refused to loosen.
			

			
				Sunny placed a hand on my arm, her touch light but steady. “Whatever happened to Bea, we’ll figure it out. She trusted you for a reason.”
			

			
				I nodded, swallowing hard. “I just hope I’m worthy of that trust.”
			

			
				As the night wore on, the gang grew quieter, the weight of the investigation pressing down on us. Outside, the woods were silent, the darkness impenetrable.
			

			
				I sat by the window, staring out into the shadows, Gus curled up at my feet. Somewhere out there, the truth waited—about Bea, about the lighthouse, about everything.
			

			
				And I wouldn’t stop until I found it.
			

			
				Morning came slowly, the pale light filtering through the cabin’s thin curtains as the gang stirred to life. The air inside was heavy with the tension of too many unanswered questions and the weight of what was to come.
			

			
				I was the first to rise, slipping outside with Gus while the others lingered in the haze of sleep. The woods were still, the only sound the faint rustle of leaves and the distant call of a bird. Gus sniffed at the ground, his tail wagging slightly as he padded ahead.
			

			
				I leaned against the porch railing, staring into the trees as my thoughts circled back to Bea. Her absence felt sharper now, the gap she’d left in my life suddenly so vast it was hard to comprehend.
			

			
				“Hard to stop thinking about her, isn’t it?”
			

			
				I turned to see Sunny stepping onto the porch, her scarf wrapped tightly around her shoulders despite the morning warmth. She carried two mugs of tea, offering one to me with a small smile.
			

			
				“Yeah,” I said, taking the mug. “It’s like she’s still here, pushing me forward.”
			

			
				“She is,” Sunny said, her voice quiet but firm. “In every step you take, every clue you follow. Bea’s not the kind of person who ever really leaves.”
			

			
				“I swear I don’t love the drama, bit apparently it loves me,” I whispered shaking my head and wondering how I landed myself into these things.
			

			
				The door creaked open again, and Cam emerged, his hair sticking up at odd angles. “What are we whispering about? Secrets? Ghosts? The meaning of life?”
			

			
				Sunny laughed softly. “All of the above.”
			

			
				Cam plopped onto the porch steps, stretching his legs out in front of him. “I vote for coffee and answers in that order.”
			

			
				“Answers first,” I said, taking a sip of tea. “We’re running out of time.”
			

			
				Inside, the cabin buzzed with quiet activity. Reed was on his laptop, his face a mask of concentration, while Willow hovered nearby, her fingers itching to jump in. Jackson paced near the window, his phone in hand, the tension radiating off him in waves.
			

			
				“Anything?” I asked, stepping inside.
			

			
				Reed shook his head. “Not yet. My contact’s good, but these things take time. Bureaucracy is slow, even for people who know how to work around it.”
			

			
				Willow huffed, crossing her arms. “We don’t have time for slow.”
			

			
				“We’ll make time,” Jackson said firmly. “We’re not moving on the lighthouse until we know exactly what we’re walking into.”
			

			
				As the hours crept by, the anticipation grew heavier. Sunny organized the kitchen, her movements precise and deliberate, while Cam flipped through one of the maps for the hundredth time, muttering under his breath. Gus alternated between following me around and curling up under the table, his quiet presence a small comfort.
			

			
				Finally, Reed’s phone buzzed. He answered immediately, his voice sharp and focused.
			

			
				“What’ve you got?”
			

			
				The rest of us fell silent, our eyes fixed on him as he listened. His expression didn’t change, but I could see the tension in his jaw, the faint twitch of his fingers.
			

			
				“Yeah,” he said finally. “Send it through.”
			

			
				He hung up, glancing at Jackson before turning to the rest of us. “We’ve got it. The coroner’s report.”
			

			
				The room was eerily quiet as Reed pulled up the file, the faint hum of the laptop the only sound.
			

			
				“What does it say?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				Reed scanned the report, his brow furrowing. “Official cause of death was listed as a heart attack. No sign of trauma, no toxicology report—standard for a presumed natural death.”
			

			
				“Presumed,” I echoed.
			

			
				“But,” Reed continued, “there’s a note in the file. The attending EMT mentioned something unusual about her skin—said it looked flushed, like she’d been exerting herself right before she died.”
			

			
				Sunny frowned. “Flushed? That’s odd for a heart attack, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“Not unheard of,” Jackson said. “But it’s not typical.”
			

			
				Willow leaned over Reed’s shoulder, pointing at the screen. “What’s that?”
			

			
				Reed clicked on the note she was indicating, pulling up an attached image. It was a photo of a glass of water, half-empty, sitting on a side table near Bea’s chair.
			

			
				“That’s nothing,” Cam said, shrugging. “Just a drink.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” I said, my stomach twisting. “But if someone wanted to poison her, that’s exactly how they’d do it. Something she wouldn’t think twice about.”
			

			
				The room fell silent again, the implications hanging heavy in the air.
			

			
				“Can we test it?” Willow asked. “See if there was anything in it?”
			

			
				Reed shook his head. “Not unless someone thought to save the glass. Even then, it’d be a long shot.”
			

			
				I leaned against the table, my hands trembling slightly. “So, what? We just accept that we’ll never know for sure?”
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said firmly. “We use what we have. If someone poisoned Bea, it wasn’t random. They had a reason—and they’ll have left a trail.”
			

			
				Sunny nodded, her expression resolute. “We’ll find it. Whatever they did to her, we’ll find it.”
			

			
				“And we’ll make them pay,” I said, my voice stronger now. “For Bea. For the town. For everything.”
			

			
				The mood in the cabin shifted, the fear giving way to determination. We had pieces of the puzzle now—Bea’s death, the lighthouse, the land grabs—but the picture was still incomplete.
			

			
				And as the sun dipped below the horizon, I knew we were running out of time to put it all together.
			

			
				The idea came to me as we huddled around the kitchen table, pouring over the coroner’s report and the maps for the hundredth time.
			

			
				“We need to talk to someone who’s worked with Coastal Assurance,” I said suddenly, the words tumbling out before I had time to second-guess them.
			

			
				Jackson frowned, his arms crossed. “You think someone’s just going to spill their secrets?”
			

			
				“Not someone who still works there,” I said. “But what about someone who used to?”
			

			
				Willow perked up, her eyes narrowing in thought. “You’re talking about a whistleblower. Someone who got burned by the company.”
			

			
				“Exactly,” I said, leaning forward. “If we can find someone who’s willing to talk, they might know what Bea found—or what she was getting close to.”
			

			
				Sunny tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I remember Bea mentioning someone—, back when she first seemed simultaneously distracted and hyperfocused on something going on at the lighthouse. She told me there was a man who worked for them but left under… questionable circumstances.”
			

			
				“What kind of circumstances?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				Sunny shrugged. “She didn’t go into detail, but she said he wasn’t happy with the way they did business.”
			

			
				“Do you remember his name?” I asked.
			

			
				Sunny closed her eyes, her brow furrowing as she searched her memory. “Sam… Samuel something. No, wait—Samson. Matthew Samson.”
			

			
				Willow was already typing, her fingers flying across the keyboard. “Matthew Samson, former Coastal Assurance employee. Let’s see what we can find.”
			

			
				It didn’t take long for Willow to pull up an address. 
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				Samson lived on the edge of town, in a run-down bungalow near the marshlands. The house looked like it hadn’t been touched in decades, the paint peeling and the yard overgrown with weeds.
			

			
				“Are we sure this is the guy?” Cam asked as we stood outside the gate, staring at the dilapidated property.
			

			
				“Only one way to find out,” I said, pushing the gate open.
			

			
				The walk to the front door was nerve-wracking, each step crunching on the crushed shell path like an amplified announcement of our arrival. Gus stayed close to my side, his ears perked as he sniffed the air.
			

			
				I knocked twice, the sound echoing in the stillness.
			

			
				For a moment, there was nothing. Then the door creaked open, revealing a man who looked like he’d been through a war and lost. His hair was gray and thinning, his face lined with deep creases, and his eyes sharp but weary.
			

			
				“Matthew Samson?” I asked.
			

			
				“Depends who’s asking,” he said, his voice sounded rough and gritty.
			

			
				“I’m Elle Harper,” I said quickly, forcing a small smile. “We need your help.”
			

			
				Samson squinted at me, his gaze drifting to the group behind me. “Help with what?”
			

			
				“Coastal Assurance,” I said, watching his reaction carefully.
			

			
				His jaw tightened, and he started to close the door. “Not interested.”
			

			
				“Wait,” I said, stepping forward. “It’s about Bea Harper. She—she was investigating them before she died. I think she was onto something big, and I think you know what it was.”
			

			
				The mention of Bea stopped him cold. His hand lingered on the doorframe, his expression unreadable.
			

			
				“Bea,” he said finally, his voice softer. “She was a good woman. Too good for the likes of those people.”
			

			
				“Then help us,” I said, my voice steady. “She trusted me to finish what she started. But I can’t do it without you.”
			

			
				He studied me for a long moment, then sighed, stepping aside. “Come in. But keep your voices down. They’ve got ears everywhere.”
			

			
				The inside of the house was as run-down as the outside, cluttered with stacks of newspapers, old coffee cups, and faded photographs. Samson led us to a small living room, motioning for us to sit.
			

			
				“You want to know about Coastal Assurance?” he said, settling into a worn armchair. “Fine. But you’re not going to like what you hear.”
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				Over the next hour, Samson laid out a story that made my stomach turn. Coastal Assurance had been skirting the line between legal and illegal for years, using bribes and threats to manipulate local officials, seize land, and silence anyone who got in their way.
			

			
				“They play dirty,” he said, his voice bitter. “But they’re smart. They cover their tracks, make it look like everything’s above board. Most people don’t even realize they’re being conned until it’s too late.”
			

			
				“And Bea?” I asked, my heart pounding.
			

			
				“She got too close,” Samson said. “She was digging into their plans for the lighthouse—figured out they were using it to control the shipping lanes. I warned her to let it go, but she wouldn’t listen.”
			

			
				Willow leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Do you think they killed her?”
			

			
				Samson hesitated, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I don’t know. But if they did, they didn’t leave any evidence. They’re good at making things disappear.”
			

			
				The room fell silent, the weight of his words settling over us.
			

			
				“What about the lighthouse?” Jackson asked. “What are they moving through there?”
			

			
				Samson shook his head. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s worth killing for.”
			

			
				As we left the bungalow, the pieces of the puzzle felt sharper, more dangerous. Bea hadn’t just stumbled onto a scheme—she’d uncovered something that could destroy lives, maybe even the entire town.
			

			
				And now, it was up to us to finish what she started.
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				Back at the cabin, the atmosphere buzzed with restless energy. The conversation with Samson had left us with more questions than answers, but it also lit a fire under us. Bea had been close—closer than we realized—and if she’d missed something, it was up to us to find it.
			

			
				“We need to go through everything again,” I said, pacing the small living room. “The maps, the documents, Bea’s journal. If there’s a pattern, we’re missing it.”
			

			
				Willow was already at her laptop, pulling up the scanned copies of the documents we’d collected. “Good thing I photographed everything,” she said. “Let’s see if a fresh look turns up anything.”
			

			
				“Where do we start?” Cam asked, sitting cross-legged on the floor with Gus beside him.
			

			
				“With the maps,” Jackson said. “They’re the one thing that keeps leading us back to the lighthouse.”
			

			
				We spread the maps out on the coffee table, their faded lines and cryptic markings staring back at us like a challenge. Sunny studied one of them, her brow furrowed as she traced a finger along the jagged paths.
			

			
				“These lines,” she said slowly, “they look random at first, but they’re not.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?” I asked, leaning closer.
			

			
				Sunny pointed to a series of faint Xs scattered across the map. “They line up with the accidents, but look—there’s a pattern to how they’re spaced. Almost like…”
			

			
				“Like waypoints,” Willow said, her eyes lighting up. “Shipping routes, maybe?”
			

			
				“Or drop points,” Jackson said grimly.
			

			
				Willow zoomed in on one of the scanned maps, enhancing the faint lines and markings. “There’s something here,” she said, her voice rising with excitement. “Look at this—this isn’t just a map. It’s layered.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?” I asked.
			

			
				Willow tapped the screen, pointing to a faint watermark hidden beneath the main markings. “It’s subtle, but it’s there. Symbols, numbers… and coordinates.”
			

			
				“Coordinates?” Cam echoed. “To what?”
			

			
				Willow’s fingers flew across the keyboard as she cross-referenced the numbers. “Let’s find out.”
			

			
				The coordinates led to several locations along the coast—abandoned warehouses, empty docks, and one unassuming property nestled in a wooded area near the lighthouse.
			

			
				“That’s where we need to go,” Jackson said, pointing to the wooded property.
			

			
				“Why there?” Sunny asked.
			

			
				“It’s the closest to the lighthouse,” Jackson said. “If they’re using the lighthouse to control shipping lanes, that property’s most likely their ground base.”
			

			
				“And look at this,” Willow said, zooming in further on one of the documents. “You’re right. These purchase agreements—they’re all tied to that property. Whoever owns it has been moving a lot of money through shell companies.”
			

			
				“Paul Everett,” I said, my stomach twisting.
			

			
				We pored over the documents again, looking for more connections. That’s when Sunny noticed something we’d all overlooked.
			

			
				“Wait,” she said, holding up a scanned receipt from the box we found at the dock. “Look at the timestamp on this.”
			

			
				I squinted at the screen. The receipt was dated the same night Bea had died, the transaction logged just two hours before her estimated time of death.
			

			
				“She was onto them that night,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “She must’ve seen something, something that scared them enough to act.”
			

			
				Jackson’s jaw tightened, his expression dark. “That’s it, then. We go to that property. Whatever they’re hiding, it’s there.”
			

			
				Willow nodded, her gaze sharp. “But we need to be careful. If this is their base, it’s not going to be unguarded.”
			

			
				“Let them guard it,” Cam said, his tone uncharacteristically firm. “We’ve got the element of surprise.”
			

			
				I glanced at Sunny, her expression a mix of fear and determination. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”
			

			
				She smiled. “Bea wouldn’t want me sitting on the sidelines. Let’s do this.”
			

			
				As we packed up and prepared to head out, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were walking into the lion’s den. But Bea’s voice echoed in my mind, steady and sure: Look for the patterns. The truth is always there if you know how to see it.
			

			
				This time, I wouldn’t miss it.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Eleven
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				The wooded property loomed ahead, a shadowy outline against the dim light of a crescent moon. The house was small and ramshackle, its sagging roof and cracked windows lending it an eerie, forgotten air.
			

			
				Jackson crouched beside me, his hand resting lightly on Gus’s back. “Reed and I will check the house,” he whispered. “Y’all stay here and keep watch. If anything goes sideways, signal us.”
			

			
				“Don’t be a hero,” I whispered back, my voice sharper than I intended.
			

			
				He gave me a faint smile. “I’m always careful.”
			

			
				Reed shot me a reassuring glance before he and Jackson moved toward the house, their steps impossibly quiet. The door opened with a soft creak, and then they were inside, the darkness swallowing them whole.
			

			
				The three of us stayed low behind a thick cluster of bushes, the damp earth cool against my knees. Gus sat quietly at my side, his ears twitching as he sniffed the air.
			

			
				“Why does this feel like the longest two minutes of my life?” Cam muttered, his breath visible in the chill.
			

			
				“It’s not just you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				Willow adjusted her laptop, balancing it carefully on her knees. “I hate waiting,” she murmured. “It feels like we should be doing something.”
			

			
				“You heard Jackson,” Sunny said, her voice calm but firm. “We stay put.”
			

			
				Minutes dragged by, each one feeling heavier than the last. The house was quiet, save for the low hum of electricity coming from somewhere inside.
			

			
				Then, the sound of footsteps.
			

			
				I froze, my pulse spiking as two figures emerged from the trees, their faces obscured by the shadows. They moved with purpose, their voices low and urgent.
			

			
				“What do we do?” Willow whispered, her voice tight.
			

			
				“Stay hidden,” I said, gripping Gus’s leash tightly.
			

			
				The figures reached the porch, and one of them pulled out a key, unlocking the front door with practiced ease.
			

			
				“They’re going inside,” Cam murmured, his eyes wide.
			

			
				I glanced at Willow. “Can you let Reed know?”
			

			
				She nodded, her fingers flying across her phone screen. “Message sent. I just hope they see it in time.”
			

			
				We stayed low, the tension mounting as the figures disappeared into the house. The murmur of voices reached us, though the words were indistinct.
			

			
				“What do you think they’re looking for?” Sunny asked softly.
			

			
				“Whatever we’re looking for,” I said.
			

			
				The silence was deafening as we waited, the minutes stretching into what felt like hours. Gus let out a low growl, his body tense against my leg.
			

			
				“Easy, boy,” I whispered, scratching behind his ears to calm him.
			

			
				Suddenly, the glow of a flashlight cut through the cracks in the windows, its beam moving erratically.
			

			
				“They’re in the back,” Cam whispered.
			

			
				I bit my lip, my stomach churning. Whatever was happening inside, we were completely in the dark.
			

			
				Somewhere in the distance there was a loud, sharp bang kind of noise. My heart leapt into my throat, my fingers tightening on Gus’s leash.
			

			
				“What was that?” Sunny asked, her voice trembling.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” I said, my voice barely audible.
			

			
				The door creaked open again, and one of the figures stepped out onto the porch. He swept a flashlight across the yard, the beam passing just feet from where we were crouched.
			

			
				“Did you hear that?” the man called, his voice sharp.
			

			
				“No,” came the reply from inside. “Hurry up and grab it. We don’t have much time.”
			

			
				The man disappeared back into the house, leaving the yard in silence once more.
			

			
				“We need to get out of here,” Cam whispered, his voice shaky.
			

			
				“Not without them,” I said firmly.
			

			
				Willow’s phone buzzed softly, and she glanced at the screen. “Reed says they’re almost done.”
			

			
				The knot in my stomach tightened. “Let’s hope they hurry.”
			

			
				The tension was suffocating. I strained to hear anything—footsteps, voices, the creak of a door—but the house remained silent.
			

			
				“Come on,” I murmured under my breath.
			

			
				Then, the door opened, and Jackson and Reed slipped out, their movements quick and quiet.
			

			
				“They’re coming,” I whispered, relief washing over me.
			

			
				As they reached us, Jackson crouched beside me, his face grim. “We’ve got something,” he said softly. “But we’re not out of the woods yet. Let’s move.”
			

			
				We retreated into the forest, Gus staying close at my side as we moved quickly and quietly through the underbrush. The tension didn’t ease until the house was out of sight, its shadow swallowed by the trees.
			

			
				Only then did I let out a shaky breath, my heart still pounding.
			

			
				“What did you find?” I asked.
			

			
				“Papers and a flash drive,” Jackson said, his voice clipped. “We’ll look at them back at the cabin.”
			

			
				I nodded, though the knot in my stomach remained. Whatever was on that drive, it had to be big.
			

			
				Big enough to kill for.
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				The cabin was silent, the glow of Willow’s laptop casting sharp shadows across the room as we combed through the flash drive’s contents. Emails, financial spreadsheets, and surveillance footage filled the screen, each one adding another piece to the puzzle.
			

			
				“This email,” Willow said, clicking it open, “could be significant.” I read over her shoulder. The subject line read: Lighthouse Operations Update.
			

			
				The message was brief but chilling:
			

			
				The equipment has been installed. Test runs are complete. Begin operations immediately. Make sure all shipments are cleared through the designated points. No room for error.
			

			
				“Shipments,” Jackson said, leaning closer. “They’re smuggling something.”
			

			
				“Something big,” Cam added, his voice tight.
			

			
				Willow clicked on another file labeled Surveillance. The screen flickered, showing grainy footage of the lighthouse interior. The beam swept across the frame, illuminating a group of people near the base.
			

			
				“That’s Everett,” Jackson said, pointing to the tall man in the center of the frame.
			

			
				“And Caldwell,” I added, my stomach twisting.
			

			
				The third figure sent a chill down my spine.
			

			
				“I know him,” Sunny said softly. “That’s the man Bea argued with at the pub two weeks before she…” Her voice broke, and she took a steadying breath.
			

			
				The room fell silent, the implications settling over us like a storm cloud.
			

			
				Reed crossed his arms, his gaze fixed on the screen. “Whatever’s going on at that lighthouse, it’s about control. They’re moving something, and the lighthouse lets them keep it quiet.”
			

			
				“Drugs? Weapons? People?” Cam asked, his voice shaking slightly.
			

			
				“Does it matter?” I said, my voice firm. “Whatever it is, they’re hurting people. And Bea knew it.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded, his jaw tight. “We go to the lighthouse. Tonight.”
			

			
				The words hung in the air, heavy with finality.
			

			
				Just then, Reed’s phone buzzed, and the sharp sound cut through the tension. He glanced at the screen, his expression darkening.
			

			
				“There’s been an incident at the Velvet Anchor,” he said, his voice low.
			

			
				The drive back to the pub was tense, the hum of the truck’s engine the only sound as we braced for what we’d find.
			

			
				When we arrived, the damage was worse than I’d imagined.
			

			
				The windows were shattered, shards of glass glittering on the sidewalk. The door hung crooked on its hinges, and spray-painted across the façade were the words: Stay out of it.
			

			
				Inside, the destruction was even more gut-wrenching. Tables and chairs were overturned, the bar stools scattered like broken toys. But they hadn’t just come to wreck the place—they’d left a message.
			

			
				Near the bar, Gus sniffed at the floor, his nose leading him to a small key hidden beneath a stool.
			

			
				“What’s this?” Jackson asked, crouching to pick it up.
			

			
				I stared at the rusted metal, my heart pounding. “It’s from the lighthouse,” I said. “I saw an identical key when we were there.”
			

			
				“Do you think they dropped it by accident?” Cam asked, his brow furrowed.
			

			
				“Or on purpose,” I said softly, the knot in my stomach tightening. “What if it’s a set-up of some kind? Or a trap?”
			

			
				The room went quiet as the weight of my words sank in.
			

			
				“It could be,” Reed said finally, his tone cautious. “But it could also be the key to something we need to see.”
			

			
				“Either way,” Jackson said, pocketing the key, “we can’t ignore it. Whatever they’re hiding, it’s at the lighthouse.”
			

			
				I nodded, though a wave of unease washed over me. The damage to the Velvet Anchor felt personal, a direct attack on Bea’s legacy—and on me.
			

			
				“They want us scared,” I said, my voice trembling with anger. “But they don’t know who they’re dealing with.”
			

			
				Sunny placed a hand on my arm, her gaze steady. “This was Bea’s fight, Elle. And now it’s ours. I wish she had told me about it. I would have helped her and maybe she would still be here.”
			

			
				I swallowed hard, my resolve solidifying. “Then let’s finish it. It’s possible this was a diversion to keep us occupied while something big and incriminating goes down. Let’s go, we can deal with the aftermath here tomorrow.”
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				The lighthouse loomed in the distance, its beam cutting through the darkness with mechanical precision. The truck rumbled to a stop just off the main road, hidden behind a thick line of trees. The air was heavy, the salty tang of the ocean mingling with the faint metallic scent of approaching rain.
			

			
				Jackson killed the engine, turning to face us. “We do this fast and quiet. No mistakes.”
			

			
				“Fast and quiet,” Cam muttered, pulling his jacket tighter around himself. “Great plan for a horror movie.”
			

			
				I managed a weak smile, though my chest felt tight. “It’s not a movie, Cam. And we’re getting out of this alive.”
			

			
				Reed handed out small flashlights, each one fitted with a red filter to minimize visibility. “Stick together,” he said, his tone sharp. “If anyone gets separated, fall back to the truck.”
			

			
				“And if we find something?” Sunny asked, her voice steady despite the tension in her posture.
			

			
				“Signal,” Jackson said. “Three clicks on your flashlight.”
			

			
				Gus stayed close to my side, his ears twitching as we moved toward the lighthouse. The ground was uneven beneath my feet, the shadows pressing in from all sides.
			

			
				“Remember,” Reed said, his voice low. “They think they’ve scared us off. Use that to your advantage.”
			

			
				We reached the edge of the clearing, crouching low as we surveyed the lighthouse. The beam swept over the surrounding landscape, illuminating the jagged rocks and crashing waves below.
			

			
				“Two guards,” Jackson whispered, pointing to the base of the structure. “One at the door, one near the generator.”
			

			
				“How do we get past them?” Willow asked, her voice barely audible.
			

			
				Jackson glanced at Reed, who nodded. “We create a diversion,” Reed said. “Draw them away long enough for the rest of you to get inside.”
			

			
				“What kind of diversion?” I asked, my pulse quickening.
			

			
				Reed smirked. “The kind that makes a lot of noise.”
			

			
				As Reed and Jackson slipped toward the generator, the rest of us stayed hidden, our breaths shallow as we waited. Gus let out a low growl, his tail wagging anxiously as the seconds ticked by.
			

			
				Then, a sharp crack split the air, followed by the hum of the generator sputtering to a halt.
			

			
				“What was that?” one of the guards barked, his flashlight sweeping toward the sound.
			

			
				“Let’s go check it out,” the other said, stepping away from the door.
			

			
				The moment they moved, Jackson’s voice came over the earpiece. “Now.”
			

			
				We sprinted toward the lighthouse, sticking to the shadows as we approached the door. Cam reached it first, and tried to turn the knob.
			

			
				“It’s locked.”
			

			
				I pulled the key we found in the pub from my pocket and inserted it into the knob. The lock clicked open just as the guards’ voices reached us again, louder and more agitated.
			

			
				“Inside,” Jackson hissed. He and Reed arriving behind us.
			

			
				The interior of the lighthouse was cold and damp, the walls streaked with rust and salt stains. The beam’s mechanism groaned softly as it rotated above us, casting shifting shadows across the narrow space.
			

			
				“Where do we start?” Willow asked, her flashlight scanning the room.
			

			
				“Down there,” Sunny said, pointing to a trapdoor near the base of the stairs.
			

			
				We pried it open, the hinges squealing in protest. A narrow set of stairs descended into the darkness, the air growing colder with each step.
			

			
				“Why is there always a creepy basement?” Cam muttered, his voice tight.
			

			
				“Focus,” I said, though my own voice wavered.
			

			
				At the bottom of the stairs, we found a small, windowless room filled with shelves and crates. The air was thick with the smell of oil and damp wood, and the faint hum of machinery vibrated through the floor.
			

			
				“This is it,” I said softly, my flashlight sweeping over the shelves. “Whatever they’re hiding, it’s got to be here.”
			

			
				Willow moved quickly, scanning the labels on the crates. “These codes—they look like they match the ones from the documents we found.”
			

			
				“Open one,” Jackson said, joining us as Reed followed close behind.
			

			
				I knelt beside one of the crates, prying it open with a crowbar Reed handed me. The wood splintered under the pressure, revealing a layer of packing material.
			

			
				“What is it?” Sunny asked, her voice trembling slightly.
			

			
				I pulled back the packing material, my breath catching as I uncovered the contents.
			

			
				Inside was a collection of small, unmarked packages, each one tightly wrapped and stamped with an unfamiliar symbol.
			

			
				“Drugs?” Cam asked, leaning closer.
			

			
				“Maybe,” Jackson said, though his brow furrowed. “But not just drugs. Look at this.”
			

			
				He pointed to a stack of documents tucked beneath the packages, their edges frayed.
			

			
				Willow grabbed one, her eyes scanning the text. “These are manifests—shipping records. They’ve been moving these packages all along the coast.”
			

			
				“And not just packages,” Sunny said, pulling out another sheet. Her face paled as she read the text. “People. They’re trafficking people.”
			

			
				The room fell silent, the weight of the revelation crashing down on us like a wave.
			

			
				“Bea was trying to stop this,” I said, my voice trembling. “And they killed her for it.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded, his jaw tight. “We have enough evidence now. Let’s get out of here and—”
			

			
				The sound of footsteps above us cut him off.
			

			
				“They’re here,” Reed said, his voice grim. “And they’re not going to let us walk out of this.”
			

			
				The footsteps above us were deliberate, heavy, and far too close for comfort. My heart pounded as I crouched low, Gus pressed against my side, his body trembling.
			

			
				“Do they know we’re down here?” Sunny whispered, her voice barely audible.
			

			
				“Not yet,” Jackson murmured, his gaze locked on the trapdoor. “But they’re going to find out soon enough.”
			

			
				Reed motioned for everyone to stay quiet as he moved toward the stairs, his movements silent and deliberate. He glanced back at Jackson, his hand hovering over his holster.
			

			
				“What’s the plan?” I whispered, my voice shaking.
			

			
				Jackson’s jaw tightened. “We wait for them to come down, then hit them hard and fast. We can’t let them box us in.”
			

			
				The trapdoor creaked open fully, and a beam of light swept down the stairs. I held my breath, the knot in my stomach twisting tighter with each passing second.
			

			
				“There’s something down here,” a voice called, low and gruff.
			

			
				“Check it out,” another voice replied, closer now.
			

			
				The first figure descended cautiously, his flashlight cutting through the darkness. He was tall, wide, and armed, the glint of his weapon visible at his hip.
			

			
				Reed moved like a shadow, slipping behind a stack of crates as the man stepped off the last stair.
			

			
				The second man followed, his movements less cautious. “You think they’re hiding something down here?” he asked, his voice tinged with annoyance.
			

			
				“Maybe,” the first replied, his flashlight sweeping the room. “Let’s just—”
			

			
				Reed struck fast, his arm locking around the second man’s neck as he pulled him back into the shadows. The man let out a strangled cry, the sound cut short as he crumpled to the ground.
			

			
				The first man spun toward the noise, his hand reaching for his weapon, but Jackson was faster. He lunged forward, knocking the flashlight out of the man’s hand and pinning him against the wall.
			

			
				“Who sent you?” Jackson growled, his voice low and dangerous.
			

			
				The man struggled, his face twisted in anger. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”
			

			
				“Try me,” Jackson said, tightening his grip.
			

			
				The rest of us stayed frozen, the tension in the room unbearable. Gus let out a low growl, his ears pinned back as he pressed closer to me.
			

			
				“Jackson,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “We need to go.”
			

			
				“Not yet,” Jackson said, his gaze never leaving the man’s face. “What’s in the shipments? Who’s in charge?”
			

			
				The man’s lip curled in a sneer. “You think you can stop this? You’re already dead. All of you.”
			

			
				Jackson’s fist tightened in the man’s shirt, but before he could speak, a loud crash echoed from above.
			

			
				“They’re coming,” Reed said sharply, stepping back from the unconscious guard. “We need to move. Now.”
			

			
				Jackson let the man drop, his body slumping to the floor as he motioned for us to grab what we could. Willow stuffed the shipping manifests into her bag, her hands shaking as she worked.
			

			
				“This way,” Reed said, leading us toward a second set of stairs tucked into the far corner of the room.
			

			
				“What about them?” Sunny asked, glancing at the unconscious guards.
			

			
				“They’ll wake up,” Jackson said, his tone grim. “But not before we’re gone.”
			

			
				The second staircase led to a narrow tunnel, the air damp and heavy as we moved quickly through the darkness. Gus stayed close, his low growl the only sound as we pressed forward.
			

			
				“What is this place?” Cam whispered, his voice tight.
			

			
				“An old smuggler’s tunnel,” Reed replied. “It probably connects to the cliffs.”
			

			
				“Convenient,” Willow muttered, her flashlight flickering as she glanced over her shoulder.
			

			
				“Quiet,” Jackson said sharply, his focus unwavering.
			

			
				The tunnel ended abruptly, opening onto a rocky outcrop overlooking the crashing waves below. The lighthouse beam swept over us, casting long, shifting shadows across the jagged rocks.
			

			
				“We’re exposed here,” Sunny said, her voice trembling.
			

			
				“Not for long,” Reed said, his gaze scanning the shoreline. “There’s a boat waiting at the far end of the cove. We just need to get to it.”
			

			
				“And if they follow us?” I asked, my stomach twisting.
			

			
				“Then we’ll deal with it,” Jackson said firmly.
			

			
				As we made our way along the narrow path to towards the water, the sound of voices carried from the tunnel behind us, sharp and angry.
			

			
				“They’re coming,” Cam said, his voice rising with panic.
			

			
				“Move,” Jackson barked, his tone leaving no room for argument.
			

			
				We ran, the uneven rocks and crashing waves making every step treacherous. Gus barked once, his tail low as he stayed close to me.
			

			
				The boat came into view, its outline faint against the darkness. A figure stood at the helm, motioning for us to hurry.
			

			
				“Reed’s backup,” Jackson said, his tone grim.
			

			
				We reached the boat just as the voices behind us grew louder, the beam from the lighthouse illuminating the tunnel entrance.
			

			
				“Go!” Jackson shouted, helping Sunny and Willow onto the boat.
			

			
				Cam and I followed, Gus leaping aboard as the engine roared to life. Reed was the last to climb aboard, his expression tense as the boat sped away from the shore.
			

			
				The figures on the cliff were left behind, their shouts drowned out by the crash of the waves.
			

			
				But the danger wasn’t over—not yet.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Twelve
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				The boat cut through the waves, its engine a steady hum as we sped away from the cliffs. The wind whipped around us, carrying the salty spray of the ocean and the fading shouts of the men we’d left behind.
			

			
				For the first time in what felt like hours, I allowed myself to exhale.
			

			
				“We made it,” I said softly, though my voice shook with the effort of speaking.
			

			
				“Barely,” Cam muttered, leaning back against the side of the boat. “I think I aged ten years in the last ten minutes.”
			

			
				Willow offered a shaky laugh, though it lacked her usual spark. “If we don’t stop these people, we might not have ten years left.”
			

			
				Gus sat at my feet, his tail wagging slowly as he pressed against my legs. I scratched behind his ears, my hands trembling as the adrenaline began to fade.
			

			
				Reed stood at the helm with the captain, his gaze fixed on the horizon. Jackson crouched beside him, the two speaking in low, urgent tones.
			

			
				“What’s the plan now?” Sunny asked, her voice calm but steady.
			

			
				I looked at Jackson, who straightened and turned to face us. “We’ve got enough evidence to blow this wide open,” he said. “The manifests, the emails, the surveillance footage—it’s all there. But we need to get it to someone we can trust.”
			

			
				“Like who?” Willow asked. “The police? The mayor? Last I checked, we didn’t have a lot of trustworthy options in Cornelia Cove.”
			

			
				Reed nodded. “We can’t risk going to anyone local. If Everett’s got people on the inside, it could all disappear before we even make it back to town.”
			

			
				“Then who?” I asked, my stomach twisting.
			

			
				Jackson hesitated, glancing at Reed before answering. “There’s a federal task force in Savannah—one that specializes in trafficking and smuggling. If we can get this evidence to them, they’ll take it from there.”
			

			
				“And you trust them?” Cam asked, raising an eyebrow.
			

			
				“They’re our best shot,” Jackson said firmly.
			

			
				The boat slowed as we approached a small dock nestled in a quiet inlet. The captain cut the engine, and Reed jumped onto the dock, securing the lines before helping the rest of us out.
			

			
				The area was quiet, the night air heavy with the scent of pine and salt. Gus sniffed at the ground, his tail wagging as he trotted ahead of me.
			

			
				“Where are we?” I asked, glancing around.
			

			
				“A safe house,” Reed said, motioning toward a small cabin hidden among the trees. “We’ll regroup here and figure out our next steps.”
			

			
				The cabin was small but well-equipped, with a cozy living area and a table covered in maps and radio equipment. It felt like a place meant for people on the run, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being hunted.
			

			
				As we settled in, Willow set up her laptop, pulling up the files we’d recovered. “We need to organize this,” she said, her voice steady despite the tension in her shoulders. “If we’re handing this off, it has to be airtight.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded. “Do it. The stronger our case, the harder it’ll be for Everett to wiggle out of it.”
			

			
				Sunny sat beside me, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. “You did good tonight, Elle,” she said softly. “Bea would be proud.”
			

			
				I swallowed hard, the knot in my throat tightening. “We’re not done yet.”
			

			
				“No,” she said, her gaze steady. “But we’re close.”
			

			
				As the hours stretched into the early morning, the gang worked tirelessly, piecing together the evidence into a cohesive narrative. Willow typed furiously, her screen filled with spreadsheets and scanned documents.
			

			
				Cam and Sunny poured over the manifests, cross-referencing dates and locations, while Jackson and Reed reviewed the surveillance footage for anything we might have missed.
			

			
				I stood by the window, staring out into the darkness as Gus leaned against my leg. The events of the night replayed in my mind—the lighthouse, the key, the crates of smuggled goods.
			

			
				Bea had known all of this. She’d uncovered the truth and paid the ultimate price for it.
			

			
				“We’re ready,” Willow said finally, her voice cutting through my thoughts.
			

			
				I turned to see her holding up a USB drive, its casing worn but sturdy. “This has everything,” she said. “If we get this into the right hands, it’s game over for Coastal Assurance.”
			

			
				“Then we move now,” Jackson said, standing. “The longer we wait, the more time they have to cover their tracks.”
			

			
				The room fell silent as we gathered our things, the weight of what lay ahead pressing down on us.
			

			
				“This is it,” I said softly, my voice trembling.
			

			
				Sunny smiled, her hand brushing against mine. “And we’re with you every step of the way.”
			

			
				I nodded, swallowing hard as I glanced around at the gang. We weren’t just fighting for Bea anymore—we were fighting for the town, for each other, for everything we’d lost and everything we still had to protect.
			

			
				“Let’s finish this,” I said, my voice steady.
			

			
				The plan came together faster than I expected. Jackson and Reed’s contact—the same one who’d arranged the safe house—had secured us a boat for the journey to Savannah. It was safer than taking the highway, where Everett’s people could be watching, and faster than driving through backroads.
			

			
				“We’ll have to hug the coast,” Reed said, pointing to the nautical chart spread across the table. “Stay out of the shipping lanes and avoid any patrols. But we’ll make it.”
			

			
				“Assuming no one follows us,” Cam said, his voice tinged with skepticism.
			

			
				“Then we deal with it,” Jackson said simply, his tone leaving no room for argument.
			

			
				The boat was moored at a small dock further down the inlet, its sleek frame glinting faintly in the early morning light. It wasn’t large—just enough room for the six of us and Gus—but it was fast, and that was all that mattered.
			

			
				“This thing looks like it belongs in an action movie,” Willow said, running her hand along the side of the hull.
			

			
				“Then we’re the heroes,” I said, forcing a smile.
			

			
				“Let’s hope this story has a happy ending,” Sunny murmured, stepping aboard with Cam’s help.
			

			
				The engine roared to life, and the boat pulled away from the dock, cutting through the calm water with ease. Gus sat near the bow, his ears flapping in the breeze as he barked excitedly. For a moment, his enthusiasm lightened the mood, and I couldn’t help but smile.
			

			
				“This feels almost normal,” Cam said, leaning back against the side of the boat. “You know, except for the part where we’re on the run from a criminal organization.”
			

			
				“Normal is overrated,” Willow replied, her laptop balanced on her knees as she double-checked the files on the USB drive.
			

			
				The coastline blurred past, the rhythmic rise and fall of the waves lulling me into a fragile sense of calm. But it didn’t last long.
			

			
				“Boat, three o’clock,” Jackson said suddenly, his voice sharp.
			

			
				I turned, my heart dropping as I spotted a small vessel speeding toward us, its silhouette dark against the pale horizon.
			

			
				“Do you think it’s them?” Sunny asked, her voice trembling.
			

			
				“It’s not a coincidence,” Reed said, his gaze fixed on the approaching boat. “They’re coming for us.”
			

			
				The tension on board skyrocketed as Jackson gripped the wheel, steering us closer to the coastline. The boat’s engine roared louder, the hull slicing through the waves as we picked up speed.
			

			
				“Hold on,” he called, his voice steady despite the chaos.
			

			
				The pursuing boat closed the distance, its occupants visible now—two men, one of them shouting into a radio.
			

			
				“They’ve got reinforcements,” Reed said grimly.
			

			
				“We need to lose them,” I said, my voice shaking. “Fast.”
			

			
				Willow’s fingers flew across her laptop, her face illuminated by the screen. “I’ve got an idea,” she said suddenly.
			

			
				“Now’s a great time to share it,” Jackson said, his grip tightening on the wheel.
			

			
				“I’m sending a signal to the Coast Guard,” she said. “If we’re lucky, they’ll intercept the pursuers before they reach us.”
			

			
				“And if we’re not lucky?” Cam asked.
			

			
				“Then we hope this boat’s as fast as it looks,” Willow replied.
			

			
				The coastline grew closer as Jackson steered us toward a narrow channel, the rocks on either side barely visible in the dim light. The pursuing boat hesitated, its speed dropping as the men aboard assessed the risk of following.
			

			
				“They’re slowing down,” Sunny said, her voice filled with cautious hope.
			

			
				“Not enough,” Reed muttered, his hand resting on the weapon at his side.
			

			
				A sudden burst of static crackled through the radio on board, followed by a voice: “Unidentified vessel, this is the U.S. Coast Guard. Cease your pursuit and identify yourselves immediately.”
			

			
				Relief flooded through me as the pursuing boat veered off course, its occupants gesturing frantically toward the horizon.
			

			
				“They’re breaking off,” Cam said, his voice filled with disbelief.
			

			
				Willow leaned back, letting out a shaky laugh. “It worked.”
			

			
				Jackson didn’t slow down, his focus unwavering as he steered us out of the channel and back toward open water. “We’re not out of this yet,” he said. “Keep your eyes open.”
			

			
				The rest of the journey passed in tense silence, the coastline gradually giving way to the faint outline of Savannah in the distance. As the city came into view, I felt a surge of hope.
			

			
				“We’re almost there,” I said softly, more to myself than anyone else.
			

			
				Sunny placed a hand on my arm, her touch warm and reassuring. “And once we get there, we’ll finish what Bea started.”
			

			
				I nodded, swallowing hard as the boat slowed, the dock ahead beckoning us toward the next stage of our fight.
			

			
				The Savannah docks came into view, quiet and deserted in the pale light of dawn. The boat slid up to a small, inconspicuous pier, and Reed jumped out to secure the lines. The air was thick with the smell of brine and diesel, a sharp contrast to the stillness of the water around us.
			

			
				“This is where we meet them?” I asked, stepping onto the dock with Gus at my side.
			

			
				Reed nodded. “They’ll be here. Stay sharp.”
			

			
				Jackson motioned for everyone to gather near the edge of the pier, his expression tense. “We keep the evidence close until we’re sure we can trust them. No one hands over anything until we’ve confirmed their credentials.”
			

			
				It wasn’t long before a black SUV pulled up to the edge of the dock. Two figures stepped out, their movements brisk and purposeful. The first was a woman in her forties, her sharp suit and no-nonsense expression giving off an air of authority. The second was a younger man, his demeanor more relaxed but his eyes scanning the area with practiced precision.
			

			
				“Agent Meyers,” the woman said, extending her hand to Jackson. “Federal task force. This is Agent Wells.”
			

			
				“Jackson,” he replied, shaking her hand but keeping his posture guarded. “You’ve been briefed?”
			

			
				“Enough to know you’ve uncovered something big,” Meyers said. Her gaze swept over the rest of us, lingering briefly on the rusted key in Jackson’s hand. “And that you’ve brought us what we need to stop it.”
			

			
				Willow stepped forward, her laptop tucked under her arm. “We’ve got evidence—emails, manifests, surveillance footage. Everything you need to tie Coastal Assurance to the smuggling operation.”
			

			
				“Let’s see it,” Wells said, his tone professional but curious.
			

			
				Reed motioned for Willow to stay put. “Not here. We need to confirm you’re who you say you are first.”
			

			
				Meyers nodded, reaching into her jacket and pulling out a badge. “I get it. Paranoia’s smart in situations like this. Take a look.”
			

			
				Jackson examined the badge carefully before nodding. “Alright. Let’s move this somewhere secure.”
			

			
				The agents led us to a nearby warehouse, its interior stark and functional. Long tables lined the space, covered with computers, maps, and piles of documents. It was clear they’d been working cases like this for a while.
			

			
				Willow set up her laptop, connecting it to one of their systems as the files began to transfer. “You’ll find everything here,” she said, her voice steady. “They’re buying land, staging accidents, and using the lighthouse to move shipments undetected.”
			

			
				“And this?” Meyers asked, holding up the manifests.
			

			
				“It’s not just cargo,” I said softly. “They’re trafficking people. And Bea Harper—she knew. That’s why they killed her.”
			

			
				Meyers’ expression hardened, her jaw tightening as she scanned the documents. “This is worse than we thought.”
			

			
				“What happens now?” Cam asked, his voice hesitant.
			

			
				“We take this to the top,” Wells said, his tone firm. “This is enough to shut down Coastal Assurance and arrest everyone involved.”
			

			
				“But Everett knows we’re onto him,” Jackson said. “He’s not going to wait around for you to build a case. If he thinks he’s exposed, he’ll run.”
			

			
				“Not if we move fast,” Meyers said. “We’ll coordinate with local authorities to lock this down before he has a chance to disappear.”
			

			
				I glanced at the others, the tension in the room palpable. “And what about us?” I asked.
			

			
				Meyers met my gaze, her expression softening slightly. “You’ve done your part. We’ll take it from here.”
			

			
				“But we’re not safe,” Sunny said quietly. “He knows who we are, where we are. If he wanted to send a message, he could have done worse than what he did to the pub.”
			

			
				Meyers nodded slowly. “We’ll arrange protection for you until this is over. Witness security, relocation if necessary.”
			

			
				“I’m not leaving,” I said firmly, the words surprising even me.
			

			
				Everyone turned to look at me, their expressions a mix of concern and surprise.
			

			
				“This is my home,” I said, my voice trembling slightly. “Bea trusted me to protect it, to protect the people here. I’m not running.”
			

			
				“She’s right,” Jackson said, his tone firm. “We’ve come too far to back down now.”
			

			
				Meyers studied us for a long moment before nodding. “Alright. But you stay out of the way. No more playing detective.”
			

			
				“Deal,” I said, though a spark of defiance burned in my chest.
			

			
				As the agents finalized their plans, the gang huddled together near the edge of the room.
			

			
				“What happens if this doesn’t work?” Willow asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				“It will,” Jackson said. “It has to.”
			

			
				“And if it doesn’t,” Sunny said, her gaze steady, “we’ll find another way.”
			

			
				I nodded, glancing around at the faces of my friends. We weren’t just fighting for Bea anymore—we were fighting for each other, for Cornelia Cove, for everything we believed in.
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				We arrived at the marina hoping to see the take down. Unfortunately, we were spotted. 
			

			
				Dean hesitated, his shoulders slumping slightly. His defiant posture from earlier was gone, replaced by something smaller, something broken. He walked towards us as if he knew. 
			

			
				“I didn’t want to help them,” Dean said, his voice cracking. “But they threatened my family. I thought I could keep Bea safe if I just played along.”
			

			
				“Played along?” Jackson’s tone was sharp, disbelief cutting through his words. “You knew what they were doing, and you said nothing?”
			

			
				Dean’s jaw tightened, but his eyes stayed downcast. “I tried to warn her, but Bea wouldn’t back down. She said she’d rather die knowing the truth than live a lie. I didn’t know they’d take her seriously.”
			

			
				My breath caught, and I felt my anger drain away, replaced by something heavier—grief, maybe, or the weight of too many unanswered questions.
			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell someone?” I asked, my voice softer now, but no less determined.
			

			
				“Who?” Dean shot back, his eyes finally meeting mine. “The cops? They own half the department. The Coast Guard? They’re stretched too thin to care about a couple of broken boats.”
			

			
				Jackson stepped closer, his jaw clenched. “So you just let them get away with it?”
			

			
				Dean’s laugh was hollow, bitter. “Do you think I wanted this? I didn’t have a choice. But now—now, maybe we can finish what Bea started.”
			

			
				The marina was cloaked in silence, the usual chatter of waves against the docks muted by the heavy fog that clung to the water. Gus stayed close to my side, his ears flicking at every sound. Ahead of us, the Savannah task force agents moved in tight formation, their figures blending with the mist as they advanced toward the trawler at the edge of the dock.
			

			
				“This is it,” Jackson murmured, his voice low as he watched the agents signal to each other. “Paul’s not walking away from this.”
			

			
				I glanced at Dean, who stood a few steps behind us, his shoulders tense, his hands stuffed into his jacket pockets. He had insisted on being here, though Jackson had made it clear he was on thin ice. “If you step out of line,” Jackson had warned him earlier, “I’ll make sure you go down with them.”
			

			
				Dean hadn’t argued. He’d simply nodded, his jaw tight, and followed us here without a word. Now, as we waited in the shadows, his silence felt heavier than the fog.
			

			
				The crackle of a radio broke the stillness, followed by the clipped tones of an agent giving the signal. “All units, move in.”
			

			
				The next moments unfolded in a blur. Flashlights cut through the fog as agents surrounded the trawler, their voices sharp and commanding. Figures scrambled on the deck—Paul Everett among them, his face twisted in panic as he shouted orders to the men around him.
			

			
				“They’re cornered,” Jackson said, his voice grim. “They’ve got nowhere to run.”
			

			
				Paul made a break for the stern, but before he could leap into the water, an agent tackled him, slamming him to the deck. The wiry man I’d seen earlier tried to slip over the side of the boat, but he didn’t get far before another agent intercepted him.
			

			
				From our vantage point, I could see it all unfolding—the chaos, the arrests, the smuggling operation unraveling in real time. It should have felt satisfying, but all I could think about was Bea and how much she had risked to uncover the truth.
			

			
				Dean shifted beside me, his breath hitching as Paul was hauled to his feet, handcuffs glinting in the flashlight beam. “It’s over,” Dean murmured, his voice barely audible.
			

			
				Ahead of us, Jackson motioned for us to follow as the agents began clearing the scene. “Come on,” he said, his tone softer than usual. “It’s time to go.”
			

			
				Dean hesitated, then nodded, his shoulders squaring as he stepped forward. For the first time, he didn’t look like a man weighed down by regret—he looked like someone ready to make things right.
			

			
				The chaos of the arrests had quieted, replaced by the low murmur of agents clearing the scene. The fog clung to the dock like a shroud, muffling the sound of footsteps and radios. Gus pressed against my leg, his warmth grounding me as I watched Paul Everett being led away in handcuffs.
			

			
				Dean stood a few feet from me, his face pale and drawn. The bravado he’d carried earlier was gone, replaced by something fragile. Something broken.
			

			
				“I need to tell you something,” he said suddenly, his voice barely above a whisper.
			

			
				I turned to him, my stomach tightening at his tone. “What is it?”
			

			
				He hesitated, running a hand over his face as if trying to scrub away the weight of his guilt. “The notes,” he said finally. “The ones warning you to leave town. That was me.”
			

			
				My breath caught. “You? But why?”
			

			
				Dean’s gaze dropped to the ground, his shoulders sagging. “I didn’t want you to end up like Bea. She kept digging, kept pushing, and they... they took her out for it. I couldn’t stop her, but I thought maybe I could stop you.”
			

			
				I stared at him, a mix of anger and understanding swirling in my chest. “So you thought scaring me off was the answer?”
			

			
				“I didn’t know what else to do,” he said, his voice cracking. “I thought if I could make you leave, you’d be safe. And maybe... maybe I could make up for what I didn’t do for Bea.”
			

			
				The weight of his words pressed down on me, and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say. Gus whined softly at my feet, his tail thumping against my leg.
			

			
				“You were trying to protect me,” I said finally, my voice softer now. “In the worst possible way.”
			

			
				Dean let out a bitter laugh, his eyes glistening. “Yeah. Story of my life.”
			

			
				I studied him for a long moment, the anger in my chest giving way to something heavier. “You can’t make up for Bea by running from this, Dean. If you really want to honor her, you need to stand up and help finish what she started.”
			

			
				He looked at me then, his jaw tightening as he nodded. “I will,” he said, his voice steady. “Whatever it takes.”
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				The Velvet Anchor was quiet, bathed in the warm glow of the Edison bulbs strung along the bar. Outside, the ocean whispered softly, its rhythm soothing after the chaos of the past few weeks. I stood behind the bar, staring up at Bea’s photo, the same one that always seemed to catch my eye.
			

			
				“Well, Bea,” I said softly, brushing a stray curl from my face. “I solved your mystery. Or at least, most of it. But now what?”
			

			
				Gus shifted at my feet, his warm weight a comfort as always. He let out a soft huff, his version of encouragement, and I smiled. “Not exactly a clear answer, boy.”
			

			
				My thoughts wandered to the life I’d left behind in Atlanta. Late nights juggling phone calls from frantic brides, emails piling up faster than I could reply, and a relationship that had unraveled under the weight of it all.
			

			
				Eric. I hadn’t thought about him much since I got here. He’d said all the right things at first—how impressed he was by my ambition, how proud he was of my success. But when the reality of my schedule set in, the cracks had started to show. Eventually, the cracks turned into chasms, and one day, he’d just stopped calling.
			

			
				“You work too much,” he’d said during our last argument, his tone exhausted. “You don’t have time for a relationship.”
			

			
				Maybe he was right. But I couldn’t forget how easily he’d given up. How quickly he’d decided I wasn’t worth the effort.
			

			
				Now, standing in this pub, I couldn’t help but think about how different things could be. Running the Velvet Anchor wouldn’t be easy, but it wouldn’t consume me the way event planning had. And Cornelia Cove? This place didn’t feel like a dead end—it felt like a second chance. A place to build something real, something that didn’t fall apart the moment life got hard.
			

			
				I reached for the mug Sunny had left behind earlier, cradling it in my hands as I thought about the offer my assistant had made. Deb had called two nights ago, her voice steady but excited. “Elle, I’ve been thinking. You’ve been gone a while, and things are running smoothly. If you’re ready to let go, I’d love to buy you out—or even partner up, if you’d rather stay involved.”
			

			
				Her words had stuck with me. She wasn’t wrong—she was more than capable of running the business. In fact, she’d already made improvements I hadn’t considered. Maybe letting her take over wasn’t giving up. Maybe it was moving forward.
			

			
				The soft creak of the door broke my thoughts, and I turned to see Sunny slipping inside, her shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, her tone gentle.
			

			
				“Something like that,” I said, setting the mug down. “Just… thinking.”
			

			
				She leaned on the bar, her bracelets jingling softly. “About Atlanta?”
			

			
				“And here,” I admitted. “And whether I can really do this.”
			

			
				Sunny’s smile was warm, the kind that made you feel like you were exactly where you were meant to be. “You don’t have to decide everything tonight, sugar. Just give yourself the time to figure it out. The world will keep spinning without you for a while.”
			

			
				I laughed softly. “That’s what Deb said. She offered to buy the business—or let me stay on as a silent partner.”
			

			
				Sunny raised an eyebrow. “And how does that feel?”
			

			
				“Strange,” I admitted. “But not bad. I built that business from the ground up. I thought walking away would feel like losing a piece of myself, but… it doesn’t.”
			

			
				“That’s because you’re growing,” Sunny said simply. “You’ve already built one life, Elle. Maybe it’s time to build another.”
			

			
				I glanced up at Bea’s photo, the laughter frozen in her eyes as if she were daring me to take the leap. “You really think I could do this? Run the pub, live here, start over?”
			

			
				Sunny reached across the bar, placing her hand over mine. “You already are, honey. You just need to stop fighting it.”
			

			
				The weight of her words settled over me, and for the first time in weeks, the knot in my chest loosened. Cornelia Cove wasn’t perfect, but it was alive. It was messy, chaotic, and full of surprises. And maybe that was exactly what I needed.
			

			
				I lifted Bea’s photo from the wall, holding it up to the light. “All right, Bea,” I said softly. “Looks like I’m staying for a while. Let’s see what kind of trouble we can get into.”
			

			
				Gus barked once, his tail wagging furiously, and Sunny laughed, her voice as bright as the stars outside.
			

			
				Cornelia Cove wasn’t just a place—it was a promise. A promise of new beginnings, second chances, and maybe even a future worth fighting for.
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			

				Chapter Thirteen 
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				The Velvet Anchor was alive with chaos, joy, and an endless stream of Taylor Swift songs that ranged from stunningly good to “please make it stop” levels of bad. It was the soft re-opening of the neighborhood pub. 
			

			
				The tables were decorated with some lighthouse centerpieces we found on a high shelf in the back room, surrounded by Spanish moss with friendship bracelets that said The Velvet Anchor. We encouraged the guests to take a bracelet or trade a bracelet and I was secretly excited to see at the end of the night what bracelets were left behind. I was wearing one on my ankle that said In My Mystery Era, so I wouldn’t accidentally trade it. Others might not find the humor in it. I wasn’t wearing it in the humor sense. It was my way of bringing Bea along to the party. They deserve prison, but they won’t get time for what they did to Bea. They are what they did, and I’ll never forget. 
			

			
				I leaned against the bar, watching as Sunny attempted to coach a tipsy tourist through the chorus of Style. It wasn’t going well.
			

			
				“Why does he think ‘I got that red lip, classic thing that you like’ means he should hold up his actual drink?” I asked Cam, who was sorting drink orders with the finesse of a professional multitasker.
			

			
				Cam didn’t look up. “Because he’s either drunk or fearless, and honestly, I’m rooting for both.”
			

			
				The next performer took the stage—a teenage girl whose voice cracked on the opening notes of Enchanted. She didn’t flinch, and neither did the crowd, which erupted into cheers.
			

			
				“Where were these people when I was in high school?” I asked, shaking my head.
			

			
				“Not giving standing ovations for bad singing, that’s for sure,” Cam said. “Swifties are built different.”
			

			
				Sunny slid up to the bar, shaking her head. “That boy tried to rhyme crimson with handsome. I give him points for creativity, but not for accuracy.”
			

			
				“You coached him,” I said.
			

			
				“And failed,” she replied with a sigh, sipping her wine. “But in my defense, he said he had the heart of a poet.”
			

			
				Gus barked from his spot under the bar, his tail wagging like crazy.
			

			
				“Don’t tell me,” I said. “He wants to sing Me!”
			

			
				Cam leaned over the counter, addressing Gus like he was a paying customer. “Sorry, buddy. It’s a duet. Unless you can hit the high notes, you’re gonna need a partner.”
			

			
				I raised an eyebrow. “You realize you’re enabling the dog?”
			

			
				“Of course,” Cam said. “He’s my favorite customer. Low maintenance and doesn’t complain about drink prices.”
			

			
				The laughter faded as the sound system cut out, replaced by a collective groan from the crowd.
			

			
				“Willow!” I called, spotting her near the back with her phone in hand.
			

			
				She waved dismissively, her other hand busy scrolling. “Relax, Elle. I’ve got this. The Bluetooth just needs to reconnect.”
			

			
				“I thought you were off duty tonight,” Sunny teased.
			

			
				Willow smirked. “There are no days off for digital geniuses. And besides, I’m halfway through a thread about Taylor’s merch drops and their secret messages. Priorities.”
			

			
				Cam reappeared, looking suspiciously pleased with himself.
			

			
				“What now?” I asked warily.
			

			
				“I may have signed up Jackson for karaoke,” he said, his grin wide enough to make me nervous.
			

			
				“You did what?”
			

			
				“Don’t worry. It’s You Belong With Me. Very brooding for his aesthetic. The crowd’s gonna love it.”
			

			
				Sunny laughed so hard she nearly spilled her wine. “Jackson’s gonna kill you.”
			

			
				“It’s worth it,” Cam said, shrugging.
			

			
				As if on cue, Jackson appeared, his arms crossed and his scowl firmly in place.
			

			
				“I’m not singing,” he said flatly.
			

			
				“Not yet,” Cam replied.
			

			
				Jackson’s glare could’ve melted steel.
			

			
				Reed, who had been watching with quiet amusement, leaned closer to me. “You want me to stop them?”
			

			
				“Only if you think you can survive it,” I said, smiling despite myself.
			

			
				Before Cam could convince Jackson to take the stage, the sound system crackled back to life. Willow gave a triumphant whoop, and the opening bars of All Too Well filled the room.
			

			
				“It’s the 10-minute version,” Sunny said, raising her glass. “Bold choice.”
			

			
				“Bold? Or cruel?” I asked as a man who looked like he’d never heard a Taylor Swift song in his life tried to sing along.
			

			
				“It’s both,” Cam said. “And I respect that.”
			

			
				Reed sidled up beside me, his smile soft but unmistakably flirtatious. “You look like you’re actually enjoying this.”
			

			
				“Don’t tell anyone,” I said. “I have a reputation to uphold.”
			

			
				“I’ll keep your secret,” he said, leaning closer. “If you promise me one thing.”
			

			
				“What’s that?”
			

			
				“A dance. When this circus finally winds down.”
			

			
				I glanced at the crowd—Cam trying to out-sing the off-key tourist, Sunny leading a toast, and Willow snapping selfies like a pro. “This circus doesn’t wind down. But I’ll think about it.”
			

			
				The night went on, each performance somehow more chaotic and endearing than the last. By the time the town council butchered Blank Space, I was crying from laughter.
			

			
				“Elle,” Sunny said, wiping her eyes. “If this is the new normal, I think Cornelia Cove might survive after all.”
			

			
				“I think it might thrive,” I said, my chest tight with a mix of pride and relief.
			

			
				Willow bounded over, phone in hand. “I have a question. Are there enough Swifties in Cornelia Cove to keep karaoke night going?”
			

			
				Cam overheard and didn’t miss a beat. “You could throw a dart at a map, and wherever it lands, there’s enough Swifties for karaoke night.”
			

			
				We laughed so hard I nearly fell off my stool, but the warmth in my chest wasn’t just from the joke. It was from the people around me—my found family, my home.
			

			
				Bea’s photo hung above the bar, her smile a quiet reminder that this place wasn’t just about survival. It was about joy, connection, and second chances.
			

			
				Reed caught my eye again, his gaze steady and warm.
			

			
				“Still thinking?” he asked, offering his hand.
			

			
				I took it, letting him pull me toward the makeshift dance floor.
			

			
				“Not anymore,” I said, smiling as he led me into a slow sway, the sounds of our friends and Taylor Swift filling the air.
			

			
				The night ended with a group photo, everyone crammed together under the pub’s sign. Gus barked happily, stealing the show as the camera flashed.
			

			
				And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t just feel like I belonged.
			

			
				I felt like I was exactly where I was meant to be.
			

			
				As Sunny, Cam, Willow, Gus, and I closed up the bar I made a fateful admission. 
			

			
				“I’m excited to be staying here in Cornelia Cove. But I hope our sleuthing days are over.”
			

			
				“I hope you’re wrong,” Willow said, opening her backpack and extracting three small packages wrapped in tissue paper. She handed one of the packages to each of us. 
			

			
				“I decided that we all make a pretty good team. And if the town ever needs us again, I know that not only will we be willing and able to help, we’ll do it style. 
			

			
				Inside each of the packages were multipurpose keychains inscribed with The Swift Justice Club. 
			

			
				Sunny laughed and raised her almost empty champagne glass in a toast, “To Elle, the Chairman of the Swift Justice Club!”
			

			
				“Now this is what I call a champagne problem,” Willow said. 
			

			
				I raised my glass for another toast, “Tomorrow is a mystery.”
			

			
				“Cheers!” echoed all around me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				To Be Continued…
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				Elle thought the only thing dangerous about charity auctions was bidding too high on bad art. Turns out, murder was on the program. Click here to continue to book 2, Death by Reputation. 
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				Click here to find more mysteries by Scarlett Moss. 
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				Click here to join Scarlett’s newsletter to get all the latest fun news as well as opportunities for free books and prizes.
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