
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty


Chapter One

Tilly sipped her iced tea and leaned back in her chair, soaking in the warm sunlight streaming through the large café windows. Across the small bistro table, her friend Emmy sighed as she picked at her salad.

“I can’t remember the last time I had a free afternoon like this,” Emmy said. “Between the store and taking care of Grandpa, I feel like all I do is work.”

Tilly nodded in understanding. She had come to cherish these rare afternoons spent leisurely chatting with her new friend, knowing how few and far between they were.

“Well, we’d better make the most of it then!” Tilly replied brightly. “How’s Eustice doing, by the way? Still chasing customers with that cane of his?”

Emmy chuckled and launched into a story about her grandfather’s latest antics at the grocery store, waving her fork animatedly as she described how he had cornered a poor tourist over the tomatoes. Tilly laughed along, the fondness she felt for the crotchety old man evident on her face.

Their empty plates were cleared and fresh mugs of coffee delivered before Emmy’s expression turned more serious.

“Actually, there was something I wanted to talk to you about,” she said. “I’m thinking of looking for a better place for me and Grandpa. That old farmhouse of ours is getting tough to manage. But finding something affordable in this town is impossible.”

Tilly leaned forward with interest. Housing in the quirky little town of Andale was in short supply, with much of the stock limited to aging Victorians and farmhouses.

“Have you talked to a realtor yet?” she asked.

“No, but I saw a flyer that Claire Wexler is hosting an open house this afternoon at one of her listings. You know, the ruthless real estate agent?” Emmy said with a wry smile.

Tilly nodded again. She had heard all about Claire’s reputation around town for using shady tactics and stepping on anyone to close a deal. But viable options were scarce.

“Want to pop over there together after this to take a look?” Emmy suggested. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky. And I could use the backup dealing with Claire.”

“Sure, why not?” Tilly agreed after a moment’s thought, curiosity stirring within her. She signaled the waiter for their check. “It’s worth checking out at least. And I’m happy to provide moral support.”

The two women gathered their things and headed out into the sunny afternoon, hoping this open house might offer a possibility for Emmy’s next chapter.

***

Tilly and Emmy climbed the creaking steps of the aging Victorian home and paused on the expansive front porch. Through the windows, Tilly could see the house was devoid of people.

“That’s odd,” Emmy muttered as she tried the door handle. “Shouldn’t there be an agent here?”

The heavy oak door swung open smoothly, revealing a tidy foyer with a table stacked with glossy brochures touting the property’s highlights.

“I guess Claire must be running late,” Tilly offered uncertainly.

Emmy hesitated on the threshold. “I don’t know if we should just walk in...”

“The door’s unlocked and these are sitting out for anyone to take,” Tilly pointed out, holding up one of the brochures. “It’s an open house, after all.”

“You’re right,” Emmy finally conceded with a nod and stepped inside.

Tilly followed her friend into the high-ceilinged living room, their footsteps echoing on the original hardwood floors. Vintage floral wallpaper covered the walls, lending old-fashioned charm. A marble fireplace anchored the space, speaking to the home’s historic bones.

“Oh, I just love all these antique details!” Emmy gushed, running a hand over the carved wood mantle.

Tilly made a sound of agreement, peeking her head into the adjoining dining room. A built-in china cabinet occupied one wall, with just enough space for a table for four. She could easily imagine relaxed family dinners happening here.

The two women wandered through the first floor, oohing and aahing over the period charm blended with modern updates like a chef’s kitchen and spa-like bathrooms. With no agent in sight, they felt comfortable speculating freely about how certain spaces could be used as they ascended the creaking stairs to explore the bedrooms.

As Emmy daydreamed about setting up a little reading nook in the dormer window of one of the rooms, Tilly pushed open the door to the spacious master suite at the end of the hall. But the sight that greeted her drove all thoughts of real estate from her mind.

“Emmy...” she gasped. “You need to come see this.”

Tilly felt the blood drain from her face as she stared at Claire’s body sprawled limply across the plush beige carpet. The real estate agent’s signature navy blazer and cream blouse were stained a horrible crimson from multiple stab wounds to her chest. Her eyes gazed vacantly up at the crown molding as if she were simply admiring the architecture, but the growing pool of blood made the gruesome truth undeniable.

“Oh my god,” Emmy whimpered, clutching Tilly’s arm with trembling hands. “Is she...she’s dead, isn’t she?”

Tilly swallowed hard, forcing down the bile rising in her throat. “Yes,” she managed to choke out. “This is bad, Emmy. I think she was murdered.”

Emmy let out a strangled sob, tears welling in her eyes. Tilly gently guided her frightened friend out of the bedroom’s doorway, not wanting her to have to keep looking at the horrendous scene. Her own heart hammered wildly in her chest as shock set in.

“What do we do?” Emmy asked in a small, quavering voice.

Tilly took a deep, shaky breath, trying to calm her rattled nerves and think clearly. “We need to call Shane right away. This is a crime scene now.”

On unsteady legs, she helped a dazed Emmy make their way back downstairs. With fumbling hands, Emmy retrieved her cell phone from her purse and dialed the sheriff’s office. Tilly paced the foyer anxiously as Emmy explained in halting, emotional bursts what they had discovered.

Within minutes, the shrill sirens of multiple police vehicles drowned out the chirping birds outside. Tilly nearly collapsed in relief against the porch railing as she watched Shane stride urgently up the walkway, his deputy Nancy on his heels. His usual easygoing smile was replaced by a grave, businesslike expression.

“Tilly, Emmy, you both okay?” Shane asked with concern, taking in their tear-streaked faces and bloodless complexions.

“No injuries, just shaken up,” Tilly responded, a fresh wave of relief washing over her now that he was here to take control. “It’s awful, Shane. She’s up there...” Her voice broke into a sob.

Shane gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “I know this was a terrible shock for you both. Let my team handle things from here, all right? Try to take some deep breaths.”

Nancy slipped past them, her forensic kit in hand as she headed upstairs to document the crime scene. Tilly watched the deputy disappear into the bedroom where Claire’s body lay, that image seared mercilessly into her brain. A violent shudder racked her slender frame.

Shane kept his voice low and steady. “Can you walk me through what led you here? Any details could be crucial.”

Haltingly, Tilly recounted how they had simply stopped by the open house only to make the chilling discovery upstairs. Emmy nodded along, sniffling quietly.

“You did exactly the right thing by calling it in,” Shane reassured them. “Now it’s our job to figure out what happened. Try not to worry.”

Tilly offered him a wobbly, grateful smile. She knew with Shane on the case, they would get to the bottom of this. Still, she couldn’t imagine how things had gone so horribly wrong on what should have been just another open house.


Chapter Two

The flashing lights of the police cruisers splashed red and blue across the stately Victorian home, making the otherwise charming residence look almost sinister. Inside, the master bedroom crawled with forensic investigators documenting the disturbing scene from every angle.

Tilly hovered anxiously in the hallway, unable to tear her gaze away even as her stomach churned. The police photographer’s camera flashed incessantly as he called out shot numbers, circling Claire’s body to capture the stomach-churning image from all sides.

“Can you move her shoulders a bit this way?” the medical examiner asked his assistant. “I want to check lividity patterns on her back.”

With clinical detachment, they manipulated Claire’s limbs, stiff and unyielding in death, to assess how the blood had settled. Bile burned the back of Tilly’s throat and she had to look away.

“Based on the progression of rigor mortis so far, I estimate time of death between two and three hours ago,” the examiner announced, straightening up.

Tilly’s gaze darted to the ornate grandfather clock at the end of the hall, its pendulum swinging tirelessly. It was nearly 4:30 p.m. now. That would mean Claire’s life had been viciously stolen away sometime between 1:30 and 2:30 that very afternoon. The realization made Tilly’s blood run cold. If they had arrived just a little earlier to tour the open house...

She shuddered, not wanting to think about how close they could have come to interrupting the killer in the act.

“Hey, you okay?”

Tilly started as Shane appeared beside her. The grave expression on his normally cheerful face amplified the gravity of the situation.

“Yeah,” Tilly muttered, rubbing her arms against the chills prickling her skin. “Just...taking it all in.”

Shane surveyed the bustling crime scene personnel with a seasoned eye. “I know this was a nasty shock. But try not to worry – the CSI team is going to be thorough. We’ll find out what happened here.”

Tilly managed a weak but grateful smile. She knew Shane would leave no stone unturned until he uncovered the truth.

Inside the bedroom, a CSI technician delicately lifted fingerprints from the lacquered nightstand with black powder and tape while another tweezed stray hairs from the victim’s clothing into small evidence bags. A third technician measured and photographed blood spatter patterns on the walls. No detail, no matter how small, would escape documentation.

Tilly noticed Shane conferring with the medical examiner again in low tones. She inched closer, straining to listen in.

“...the ferocity and depth of the wounds,” the examiner was saying. “Whoever did this was enraged, out of control. I’d bet this was very personal.”

Shane’s mouth set in a grim line as he gave a nod of agreement. “Yeah, this doesn’t look like a random break-in gone wrong.”

Tilly’s breath caught in her throat. If the killer knew Claire intimately enough to commit such brutality, it had to be someone local. Which meant they were likely still walking free in Andale right now.

A profound chill went through her at the thought.

Shane guided Tilly and Emmy into the living room, away from the now-swarming crime scene. His brow was furrowed with concern and focus as he withdrew a small notebook and pen from his shirt pocket.

“I know you’ve already given statements, but I’d like you to walk me through everything again from the beginning,” he said gently. “Even the smallest detail could end up being crucial.”

Tilly nodded, taking a seat on the antique floral sofa beside a still-shaken Emmy. She tried to gather her rattled thoughts.

“Go ahead,” Shane prompted. “What made you come here today?”

“Well,” Tilly began slowly. “Emmy and I met for a rare lunch together since Eustice was at the senior center. We don’t get many afternoons free, with the store and all.”

Shane nodded, scribbling notes. “And at lunch you two decided to pop over here?”

“It was my idea,” Emmy spoke up timidly. “I mentioned needing more space for Eustice and me. But finding an affordable place in Andale is impossible. I saw a flyer that Claire was having this open house, so I suggested we check it out on the off chance it might work.”

“Was Claire someone you knew well?” Shane asked. “Beyond just by reputation around town?”

Tilly and Emmy exchanged a look and shook their heads in unison.

“Not really,” Tilly answered. “I mean, I’d run into her occasionally around town like anyone else. But we didn’t socialize or anything.”

Shane jotted something else down before looking back up intently. “Okay, so then you arrived here. What time was that approximately?”

Tilly glanced at the antique clock on the mantel. “I’d say we got here a little after 2:00 p.m. The lunch crowd was clearing out of the café when we left.”

“And you said the front door was unlocked when you came in?”

Emmy nodded anxiously. “Yes, it was just standing open like that. We thought it was odd no agent was here to greet people.”

“But you went on in anyway?” Shane clarified.

“The open house flyers were sitting right there,” Tilly explained. “It seemed empty, but everything was set up for tours.”

Shane tapped his pen thoughtfully. “Can you walk me through what you did once inside?”

Tilly recounted their self-guided tour through the first floor, commenting on the vintage charm. She described following the stairs up to peek at the bedrooms, until stumbling upon the macabre scene in the master suite.

Shane’s expression remained neutral, but his jaw tightened. “And you didn’t notice anything else out of the ordinary? No signs of forced entry or a struggle?”

Tilly shook her head helplessly. “Nothing obvious jumped out. But we weren’t really looking for clues either, just touring.”

Emmy looked thoughtful. “Now that you mention it, Claire did seem a bit cold and distracted when I ran into her around town earlier this week. Not her usual charm-you-relentlessly salesperson persona.”

“Hmm, interesting,” Shane murmured, noting it down. “Anything else either of you can think of that might be relevant?”

Tilly racked her brain but came up empty. Whoever had murdered Claire had left no obvious traces behind for two unsuspecting potential home buyers to notice.

“You mentioned Claire seemed cold and distracted when you saw her earlier this week,” Shane said, flipping back through his notes. “Can you tell me more about that interaction?”

Emmy nodded slowly, thinking back. “Let’s see...it was at the grocery store a couple days ago. Claire came breezing in right before closing time. She was clearly in a hurry and didn’t have a shopping basket or anything.”

Shane leaned forward intently. “What did she do at the store?”

“Well, she didn’t really shop,” Emmy said with a slight frown. “She just grabbed a bottle of wine off the shelf and a frozen dinner. I was restocking a display near the register, so I heard when she checked out.”

“Did she say anything to you?” Shane asked.

Emmy shook her head. “No, she was on her phone the whole time arguing with someone. I couldn’t make out what about. But she just threw some cash on the counter for Eustice without even looking at him. No courtesy or chitchat like usual.”

Tilly raised her eyebrows in surprise. That didn’t sound like the Claire she knew who always had a compliment or scheme ready, trying to make a sale.

Shane’s pen flew across his notebook. “Would you say she seemed upset or angry during this phone call?”

“Not exactly,” Emmy said slowly. “More...distracted, like her mind was elsewhere. She grabbed her bag and rushed out without even waiting for change.”

“And this was markedly different behavior than her norm?” Shane verified.

“Absolutely.” Emmy nodded firmly. “Claire always made a point to turn on the charm and work every situation. She never missed a sales opportunity. So seeing her so curt and distracted really stood out.”

Shane tapped his pen thoughtfully against his chin. “Very interesting. This cold, disconnected demeanor could suggest she was troubled or fearful of something in the days before her death.”

Tilly met his eyes, seeing the same thought mirrored there. Something - or someone - had Claire on edge that week. Perhaps the same person who had stolen her life mere hours ago upstairs.

Shane walked Tilly and Emmy out to the front porch, away from the now-bustling crime scene. His expression was somber as he turned back to face them.

“Based on the violence and...intensity of the attack, my initial suspicion is that Claire likely knew her killer,” he said bluntly. “This doesn’t look random.”

Tilly’s chest constricted at his words. She had come to the same chilling conclusion seeing the ferocity inflicted upon Claire firsthand.

Emmy gasped softly, hands flying to her mouth. “You really think it could be someone from town?”

Shane held up a hand. “It’s too early to jump to conclusions either way. But statistically, this level of rage points to an interpersonal motive.”

Tilly folded her arms against the sudden chill running through her. Just knowing the murderer likely walked free around Andale right now made her skin crawl.

“So you’ll be looking into people Claire knew then?” she clarified, meeting Shane’s steady gaze.

He gave a grim nod. “We’ll be conducting a thorough investigation into Claire’s relationships, professional and personal. Business rivals, unhappy clients, personal connections - no stone will be left unturned, I assure you.”

Tilly let out a shaky breath. She knew Shane would unravel every thread until the killer was caught and brought to justice.

Emmy nervously twisted a button on her cardigan. “How long do you think the investigation will take?”

Shane’s face softened sympathetically. “It’s difficult to say for sure. But I have every faith in my team’s abilities - we’ll work as fast as we can without sacrificing diligence.”

He placed a steadying hand on Emmy’s shoulder. “Until then, take care of yourselves and each other. Don’t hesitate to call me if anything else comes to mind that could help.”

Tilly managed a tremulous but grateful smile. She knew with Shane leading the charge, Claire’s murderer would soon be held accountable for this brutality. Justice would be served.


Chapter Three

“Thank you for taking the time to come and speak with us today, Tamara,” Shane began, his voice soft and considerate. “I’m fully aware that all of this been exceptionally difficult for you, especially with Claire’s sudden and tragic passing. It’s a lot to process, and I want to acknowledge that. However, your willingness to cooperate and provide us with information is incredibly valuable and much appreciated as we work diligently to piece together the events that led to this tragedy.”

Tamara, her eyes glistening with unshed tears, gave a small nod in response. “Of course,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m more than willing to do whatever I can to assist in this matter.”

Shane offered her a warm, reassuring smile, hoping to provide a bit of comfort. “I think a good starting point would be to discuss your professional relationship with Claire. You were employed as her assistant, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Tamara confirmed, taking a moment to steady her voice, which trembled slightly. “I’ve been in that role for over three years. My duties involved managing her daily schedule, overseeing property closings, handling various paperwork - essentially, I was there to support her in any way necessary for the smooth running of her real estate business.”

As Shane scribbled some notes, he looked up and said, “That certainly sounds like a significant role, being at the forefront of supporting all of Claire’s real estate dealings. Could you share a bit about what your experience was like, working so closely alongside her?”

Tamara paused, her gaze dropping to the small, torn pieces of tissue in her hands. “To be honest, it was quite a challenging environment,” she admitted in a low voice. “Claire had very high expectations. She demanded nothing short of perfection and was quick to express her dissatisfaction if even the smallest error was made.”

Shane nodded, showing empathy in his expression. “So, it seems she was quite a demanding employer. During your time working with her, did you ever find yourself so frustrated that you spoke about her management style to others, or even considered leaving your job?”

Tamara let out a heavy sigh, a hint of resignation in her voice. “Yes, I did. Mostly to my boyfriend, Nate. Whenever Claire was particularly harsh, I’d vent to him about how much I wanted to just hand in my resignation. But I never actually followed through with it.”

Shifting the conversation, Shane said gently, “Let’s focus on the day of the open house. Could you take me through the events of that morning from your perspective?”

Tamara began to recount her morning, explaining how she arrived at the office around 8:00 a.m. as was her routine. She prepared the necessary paperwork and flyers for the open house, following Claire’s detailed instructions. She mentioned that around 11:00 a.m., Claire had sent her out on an errand to their office and a nearby cafe, which meant she was away from the house for a brief period.

“But the security footage confirmed the timeline of your errand, right?” Shane asked for clarification.

“That’s correct,” Tamara replied, nodding. “The tech team reviewed it. I left around 11:03 a.m. and returned by 11:37 a.m., heading straight back to the house.”

Shane made a few additional notes before asking, “Upon your return, did you notice anything unusual about Claire’s behavior, or anything out of the ordinary while you both had lunch together?”

Tamara shook her head, her expression one of confusion and helplessness. “Not really. She seemed like her usual self, perhaps a bit more curt with me than normal, but nothing that struck me as odd at the time.”

“Okay, thank you for sharing all of this, Tamara,” Shane said, closing his notebook. “Your insights have been extremely helpful. Rest assured, we’ll reach out to you if any further questions arise.”

After Tamara had left the room, Shane sat back, tapping his pen against the table in a rhythmic pattern. He mulled over her story, which, on the surface, seemed consistent and aligned with what they knew so far. However, there was an underlying feeling, an intuition, that suggested there was more to her story, something she was perhaps holding back. He was hopeful that as they continued to delve deeper into the investigation, they would uncover the full truth behind what really happened to Claire.


Chapter Four

Tilly sat at a desk in the back corner of the sheriff’s station, surrounded by haphazard stacks of files and papers. She had volunteered to help research Claire’s professional history and complaints lodged against the ruthless realtor over the years.

So far, she had uncovered a clear pattern of underhanded tactics and deception. Many files contained angry letters from former clients detailing how Claire had misled them about properties. Others accused her of bait-and-switch maneuvers, reneging on agreed-upon prices.

One thicker folder caught Tilly’s eye. It was crammed with documents detailing Claire’s long-running feud with a competitor, fellow realtor Martin Bell. Page after page outlined Claire’s ploys to poach Martin’s wealthy clients out from under him.

One affidavit from Martin described catching Claire badmouthing him at a cocktail party they both attended. Another letter accused Claire of deliberately scheduling an open house for one of her listings at the exact same time as Martin’s to draw away interested buyers.

Tilly also found records of noise complaints called in by Claire against Martin’s properties, which disrupted his showings. And falsified bad online reviews for Martin’s business submitted through proxy servers to hide Claire’s involvement.

The picture these complaints painted was clear - Claire would utilize every dirty trick in the book to undermine her rivals and get ahead. As Tilly leaned back in her chair, she had to wonder if Claire’s clash with Martin had somehow played a role in her fate. She made a mental note to discuss her findings with Shane. Clearly Claire hadn’t made many friends on her ruthless climb to the top in Andale’s real estate scene.

“Hey, Shane, can we talk for a minute?” Tilly asked, knocking on the open door to the sheriff’s office.

Shane looked up from his computer screen, waving her in. “Of course, come on in. Any leads from picking through Claire’s records?”

Tilly slid into the empty chair across from him. “Potentially. It seems she had quite the ongoing feud with another realtor in town, Martin Bell. The files contain loads of complaints they’ve lodged against each other over the years.”

Shane nodded knowingly. “Ah, yes, Claire and Martin were notorious rivals. I’ve been called out to mediate more than a few of their public shouting matches.”

Tilly’s eyes widened. “Wait, really? They took their beef all the way to screaming at each other at open houses?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Shane confirmed with a weary sigh. “At least a few times a year, I’d get a noise complaint call about them tearing into each other on a lawn or driveway while clients looked on uncomfortably.”

“What were they usually fighting over?” Tilly asked, intrigued by this glimpse into Claire’s infamously contentious reputation.

Shane leaned back in his chair, thinking. “Oh, you know, the usual cutthroat realtor antics - poaching each other’s buyers, nosing in on listings, undercutting prices. Petty stuff, but they’d go at it hammer and tongs.”

“That certainly gives Martin a clear possible motive if their feud got really vicious,” Tilly said slowly.

Shane nodded, his expression turning serious. “You’re right, this long-standing rivalry could potentially play into things. I should have another chat with Martin, see what he says about their recent interactions leading up to...to the murder.”

Tilly got to her feet, feeling energized by this promising lead. She had a strong hunch the key to unlocking this case lay somewhere in Claire’s web of contentious connections.

“Any way I could tag along for the interview with Martin?” Tilly asked Shane eagerly. “Since I’m the one who dug up all that dirt about his feud with Claire?”

Shane hesitated, weighing the request. “I don’t know...questioning requires a delicate touch. Don’t want your presence throwing him off.”

“Oh, come on,” Tilly cajoled, perching on the corner of Shane’s desk. “I’ll blend right into the background. And who knows, an extra pair of ears could pick up on something useful.”

Shane leaned back in his chair, considering. Finally, he exhaled. “All right fine, you can observe. But keep quiet and don’t distract him.”

“My lips are sealed,” Tilly promised, miming zipping her mouth shut.

An hour later, they pulled up outside Martin Bell’s realty headquarters, an imposing edifice of glass and steel that dominated the block. Inside, a polished executive assistant showed them back to Martin’s expansive corner office. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered an impressive view of downtown.

“Sheriff, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Martin greeted them smoothly as he rose from behind a vast teak desk. But his smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Just following up on some aspects related to Claire Wexler’s case,” Shane replied easily, taking a seat. He nodded subtly toward Tilly, indicating for her to position herself silently in the corner.

Martin’s genial expression faltered slightly at the mention of Claire’s name. “Of course, anything I can do to assist.”

Shane dove right in. “Let’s talk about your relationship with Claire. Records indicate you two had quite the bitter rivalry over the years.”

Martin waved a hand, forcing a dismissive laugh. “Rivalry implies personal stakes. Claire simply motivated me to be a better agent.” But his tone held an unmistakable edge.

“Though I understand things got heated recently when she poached a valuable client?” Shane pressed.

Martin’s thin smile vanished. He leaned back with a sigh, all pretense gone. “Yes, she swayed a very high-profile buyer I had invested significant time into. When I confronted her about such tactics, it...escalated.”

“To the point of a screaming match at one of her open houses?” Shane asked pointedly.

“It was an unprofessional moment on both our parts,” Martin acknowledged tightly. “But in the heat of such a loss...”

Tilly studied him from the corner, arms folded. His polished veneer had cracked, revealing simmering resentment toward his rival. She and Shane exchanged a subtle but loaded look. They would need to dig deeper to determine if that resentment had turned deadly.

“Let’s discuss your specific whereabouts the afternoon Claire was killed,” Shane said, steepling his fingers on Martin’s imposing desk. “Where exactly were you that day?”

Martin’s eyes narrowed slightly, but his tone remained steady. “As I’ve already told your deputies, I was conducting an open house showing clear across town, far from Claire’s listing.”

“Can anyone corroborate and time stamp that alibi?” Shane pressed intently. “Did any potential buyers or realtors speak with you there who could definitively place you at the other property that afternoon?”

Martin nodded without hesitation. “Yes, I was with prospective clients viewing that home for over an hour during the timeline in question. I have all of their names and contact information documented.”

He opened his sleek calendar app with a flick of his finger and spun the screen to face Shane. “What’s more, I logged every guest who signed our registry along with time of arrival and departure. There’s a clear timeline accounting for my presence at the open house all afternoon.”

Shane scrutinized the detailed calendar entries, scrolling slowly through the extensive documentation. Finally, he sat back with a subtle nod. “All right, the records do seem to support your alibi during the estimated window for the murder.”

Tilly bit her lip in frustration from her silent observation point in the corner. She had been so sure Martin’s long-simmering resentment toward Claire hinted at involvement. But the proof appeared to put him across town when her life was brutally stolen.

Martin smoothed his silk tie, the very picture of unruffled composure again. “I understand you have to be thorough, Sheriff. But I give you my word - despite our professional rivalries, I had absolutely nothing to do with Claire’s terrible fate.”

Only the barest hint of tension around his eyes betrayed any deeper emotion. Tilly studied Martin closely, searching in vain for any crack in his polished façade. But for now, his alibi seemed ironclad. She only hoped dogged determination would eventually reveal the truth.


Chapter Five

The aroma of exotic spices and sizzling meats enveloped Tilly as she slid into a booth across from her friend Jade. They were tucked away in a corner of Mona’s, Andale’s only Indian restaurant, and one of Tilly’s favorite local spots. She smiled appreciatively as a waiter swiftly delivered frosty mango lassis and a platter of freshly baked naan.

“Thanks for meeting me here,” Tilly said, sipping the sweet mango drink. “I thought this would be the perfect place to pick your brain about any local gossip related to Claire’s case.”

“Well, you definitely came to the right place!” Jade replied with a tinkling laugh, her colorful beaded earrings swaying as she leaned in. “I hear all the latest rumblings at my art studio.”

Tilly tore off a piece of the warm, chewy naan bread. “So has anything about Claire herself cropped up recently that could point to motives?”

Jade tapped her chin thoughtfully with her ornate silver ring. “Now that you mention it, I did hear she was trying to evict the owner here, Mona. Supposedly over late rent.”

“Whoa, really?” Tilly’s eyes widened as she scanned the cozy restaurant that had become one of her regular haunts. She had just seen Mona bustling happily between tables, but could financial woes be weighing on her?

“I guess she fell pretty far behind on payments,” Jade elaborated. “And Claire was pushing hard to kick her out unless she paid this huge lump sum to get caught up. More than she could manage, apparently.”

Tilly’s mind raced with this new lead. She could easily see how Mona could feel like she had run out of options if bankruptcy and homelessness were on the line...

“Anything else about Claire’s relationships around town that seemed off lately?” Tilly asked.

Jade shook her head apologetically as she finished up her curry. “Nothing major I can recall. But I’ll definitely keep listening and let you know if I catch wind of anything useful!”

“I really appreciate it,” Tilly said.

As Tilly and Jade were finishing the last bites of their rich, fragrant curries, Mona Singh emerged from the kitchen and approached their cozy corner booth. The owner of Andale’s beloved Indian restaurant had a natural warmth that made her place feel like home.

“How are you ladies enjoying everything?” Mona asked, hands clasped eagerly. “That garlic naan is fresh from the tandoor oven this afternoon.”

“It’s all incredible, as usual,” Jade assured her. “We were just saying this is absolutely our favorite Indian food in the whole state.”

Mona beamed, clearly delighted and proud of the cozy establishment she had built. Tilly hesitated, wondering if she should raise the sensitive subject of the restaurateur’s financial struggles with Claire. But tactfully, she dove in.

“Mona, I hope you don’t mind me asking...” she began gently. “But I heard you’ve been having some troubles with your lease payments to Claire lately. Is everything okay?”

Mona’s bright smile faltered slightly before she smoothed her expression. “Ah, yes, well, I fell a bit behind after some unexpected medical bills. My mother’s cancer treatments have been expensive.”

She sighed, her gaze growing distant as she absently straightened a decor piece on their table. “I tried to negotiate a payment plan with Claire. But she refused anything less than six full months of back rent upfront. An amount I simply couldn’t manage.”

Tilly and Jade exchanged sympathetic looks. Tilly could only imagine the incredible stress Mona must be under from the threat of losing her livelihood.

“What will you do now, with Claire gone?” Jade asked delicately. “Were you close to a resolution on the lease issue?”

Mona shook her head, lines of worry etching her forehead. “Unfortunately not. We were still at an impasse. I fear her estate may still try to evict me unless I can secure a loan.”

Tilly’s heart went out to Mona as she described her predicament. The threat of losing everything because of forces beyond her control must be terrifying.

“Have you considered trying to fight the eviction in court?” Tilly suggested gently. “Maybe a judge could be convinced to let you stay and work out a more manageable payment schedule.”

Mona’s shoulders slumped slightly and she shook her head. “I did think of pursuing legal action. But I simply can’t afford the legal fees right now on top of everything else. They could easily end up bankrupting me.”

She absently ran her fingers over the embroidered tablecloth, deep in thought.

“No, any money I can scrape together needs to go toward trying to get caught up on rent or finding a new space if it comes to that.” Mona met Tilly’s eyes again and gave a sad smile. “I built this restaurant from nothing when I first came to this country. The thought of losing it now...”

Her voice broke slightly before she caught herself. “Well, I just have to keep believing it will work out somehow.”

Tilly studied Mona’s face closely as they discussed her financial struggles with Claire. She searched for any hint of bitterness or satisfaction in the woman’s eyes upon learning of Claire’s demise. But all she saw was open shock and sadness.

“I’m so sorry to have to ask this,” Tilly began gently. “But with everything going on between you two...do you have any idea who could have wanted to hurt Claire?”

Mona paled, looking down at her hands twisting her gold bracelet anxiously. “I was incredibly distraught over the possible eviction, I admit. Her actions threatened everything I built here.”

She lifted her gaze to meet Tilly’s, her eyes shining with sincerity. “But I swear to you, I would never wish actual physical harm on someone, no matter the disagreement. I was raised to solve conflicts through peaceful means.”

Mona absently rearranged the salt and pepper shakers on the table, clearly troubled. “I had even allowed myself to hope...that with Claire gone, perhaps I could work something out with her estate. Find a way to save my restaurant.”

She finally met Tilly’s eyes again directly, a tear escaping down her cheek. “But learning she was killed was a terrible shock. I would give anything for none of this to have happened. I mean that truthfully.”

Tilly studied the woman’s open, earnest face and felt she was telling the truth. As dire as her situation had become, she sensed only genuine dismay at Claire’s violent end. Not deceit.

She gave Mona’s hand a comforting squeeze. “I believe you. And I’m so sorry about the position you were put in.”

Mona’s hands twisted together nervously, her complexion turning noticeably paler. With a voice tinged with anxiety, she asked, “Do you think there’s a chance the police might consider me a suspect? You know, because of the disagreements I had with Claire about the lease?”

Tilly found herself in a difficult position. She didn’t want to exacerbate Mona’s already evident anxiety, yet she also couldn’t bring herself to offer false reassurances. “Well,” she began cautiously, “it’s probably likely that the police will take a closer look at anyone who had any sort of conflict with Claire. That’s just part of their routine investigation process. But remember, being looked at more closely doesn’t automatically mean you’re guilty of anything.”

Mona’s reaction was immediate; her eyes blinked rapidly, and she brought a shaking hand to her chest in a gesture of distress. “I see,” she murmured, trying to process this. “It’s a logical step in their investigation, I guess.” Her gaze wandered around the restaurant she had painstakingly built from the ground up, her eyes reflecting a mix of pride and worry. “This restaurant is my life’s work. The thought of people suspecting me of being involved in something so terrible...”

Her voice faltered, and she quickly used her apron to dab at her eyes, which were brimming with tears. “If you talk to the sheriff again, could you please let him know that I swear I had absolutely nothing to do with what happened to Claire. I’m completely innocent.”

The burden of potential suspicion seemed to weigh heavily on her. Abruptly, Mona excused herself, ostensibly to attend to another table. However, Tilly observed her heading towards the back room instead, her shoulders shaking in a way that suggested she was struggling to hold back tears.

Tilly felt a deep sense of empathy for Mona. The woman was already grappling with the potential loss of her business, and now she had the added stress of possibly being implicated in Claire’s murder. Tilly made a mental note to stress to Shane that Mona’s reactions seemed to stem from genuine grief and distress over the situation, not guilt. She hoped that with a compassionate approach from the authorities, the truth would come to light.

In her heart, Tilly fervently hoped that the truth, once uncovered, would exonerate Mona, who had already suffered more than her fair share of hardships.

***

Tilly curled up on the couch with a mug of chamomile tea, the twin cats, Isis and Erid, purring softly on either side of her. She clicked play on a new mystery movie, ready to unwind after a long day.

Just then, a knock sounded at the front door. Tilly set down her tea in surprise. She wasn’t expecting company this evening.

When she opened the door, she was met by her son, Wes, backpack slung over his shoulder and an uncertain smile on his face.

“Wes! What are you doing here?” Tilly exclaimed, ushering him inside.

“Hey, Mom,” Wes said, giving her a quick hug before following her to the kitchen. “My dorm is getting fumigated, so classes are remote for the next week. I was gonna crash with a buddy but that fell through last minute.”

Tilly began preparing a fresh mug of tea for Wes, her mind racing. “So you were hoping to stay here for the week?”

“If it’s not too much trouble,” Wes said hopefully. “I know it’s short notice...”

Tilly set the tea down and pulled her son into a fierce hug. “Of course you can stay! I’m so happy to have you home.”

“Oof, okay, uncle!” Wes laughed, squirming out of the embrace.

Tilly grinned, overjoyed at the chance to spend some bonus time with her son, murder mystery notwithstanding. She would make sure he didn’t stumble onto anything case related during his visit.

“So tell me everything that’s been going on at school,” Tilly said, sitting back down on the couch after passing Wes his tea.

Wes took a sip of the hot tea and sank into the plush armchair adjacent to the couch.

“School’s good,” he said. “Classes are a killer though. I’ve got a huge chem lab report due next week that I was hoping to get a head start on while I’m here.”

Tilly nodded, trying not to let her face betray her concern about Wes being here while she was actively investigating a murder. She’d have to be doubly careful to keep any case details hidden.

“And how are your friends? Are you still seeing that girl - Samantha?” Tilly asked.

Wes blushed a little. “Mom, I told you we broke up weeks ago. But everyone else is good. Looking forward to spring break next month for sure.”

He took another long sip of tea. “What about you though? Catch me up on the latest Andale happenings. Any exciting small-town gossip?” He grinned teasingly.

Tilly forced herself to laugh casually despite her suddenly hammering heart. “Oh, you know, same old, same old around here. More of Grammy’s things to sort through. Some new shops opening up downtown...”

She tried to keep her tone light, not wanting to accidentally let anything about the murder slip. She would have to censor herself carefully around Wes for the next week.

Just then, the cats sauntered into the living room, winding between Wes’s legs. Their presence gave Tilly an idea.

“I did adopt these two recently from the shelter,” she said, scooping up Erid. “This is Erid and Isis. They’re sweet once they warm up to you.”

Wes looked bemused but obligingly scratched Isis behind the ears, who purred under the attention. Crisis averted, for now. But Tilly knew she would need to be extra vigilant about the investigation with Wes staying over.

“Well, I should probably turn in soon,” Wes said, setting down his empty mug and stifling a yawn. “Long drive today.”

“Of course, you must be exhausted,” Tilly said, standing up from the couch. “Let me get the guest room ready for you.”

She bustled down the hall, quickly tidying up the room and making sure there were clean sheets on the bed and fresh towels.

Wes soon followed with his suitcase and a large basket of dirty clothes he’d retrieved from his car.

“Sorry, no time to hit the laundromat before I came,” he said sheepishly.

Tilly just laughed and took the heavy load from him. “I’ve got this covered. You go get some rest.”

After Wes gave her a quick hug goodnight, Tilly carried the mound of laundry downstairs to start a load. She breathed in the familiar scent of her son’s clothes as she sorted and loaded the washer.

Even though it was just a small chore, Tilly cherished these little opportunities to care for Wes again now that he was away at college most of the time. She resolved to do some home-cooked meals and pack snacks for him to take back to school.


Chapter Six

The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee drew Tilly downstairs. She cinched her robe and stifled a yawn as she entered the sunny kitchen.

Wes stood blending some kind of fitness shake, his shirt damp with sweat from an early jog.

“Morning, Mom,” he said with a grin, holding up the coffee pot. “I hope you don’t mind, I helped myself to some caffeine.”

“Of course not, sweetie!” Tilly said, giving him a quick one-armed hug. “Let me whip us up a nice breakfast.”

She toasted thick slices of sourdough bread and scrambled a big batch of fluffy eggs, crisping up bacon in another pan. Meanwhile, Wes gulped down his shake and set two places at the cozy kitchen table.

Tilly smiled as she carried over the sizzling plates. The domestic scene felt wonderfully familiar, even with the surreal quality of having her college-aged son suddenly back under her roof.

“What’s the game plan for you today?” she asked Wes as they dug into the food.

“I’ve got a live lecture call at 9:00,” he replied through a mouthful of bacon. “Then I need to really hit the books for this killer chem lab report that’s due next week.”

Tilly nodded understandingly. “Well, I’ll try to keep it down so you can focus.”

After Wes quickly rinsed his plate and refilled his coffee, he gave her shoulder a grateful squeeze before disappearing to the guest room to log into class.

In the silence that descended, Tilly felt a bittersweet pang missing her son’s constant presence now that he was away at college most of the time.

His visit had also unexpectedly sparked an investigative idea - she remembered hearing local contractors like Derek Allen complaining that Claire had misled them about projects. She quickly texted her friend Andi, who confirmed she’d heard Derek griping about Claire’s shady tactics.

Tilly smiled, sipping her own coffee. Though Wes’s surprise visit could have been disruptive, it had actually shaken loose a promising new lead. For now, she was simply grateful for this gift of extra time with her son before he headed back to school, murder investigation notwithstanding.

***

Tilly pulled up outside a quaint bungalow, the unmistakable sounds of construction work emanating from the back. She followed the noise around the side to find a contractor balancing on the roof, busily replacing damaged shingles.

“Excuse me!” Tilly called up to him. “Are you Derek Allen?”

The man set down his nail gun and climbed down the ladder, work boots thudding heavily on each rung. “That’s me,” he said, swiping an arm across his sweaty brow as he approached. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m Tilly Parsons, I just had a few questions about Claire Wexler if you have a few minutes,” she said hopefully.

Derek raised a dubious eyebrow, resting his hands on his utility belt. “Claire Wexler? Can’t say I have many nice things to say about that woman after the way she treated me.”

“What do you mean?” Tilly asked, intrigued. “Did you have business dealings with Claire recently?”

Derek nodded, his eyes flinty. “Yeah, I’m a contractor. She asked me to put together a detailed bid for remodeling her bathroom - new custom shower, pricey imported floors and granite finishes, the works.”

He scoffed derisively. “So I invested a lot of my own time and money getting her an accurate estimate based on those luxury finishes.”

Shaking his head, Derek clenched his fists at the memory. “Then she turned around and hired another company without even telling me! I’m certain she never planned to hire me at all - just used my bid to force the other guy’s price down.”

“That’s awful, I’m so sorry,” Tilly said, touching his arm sympathetically. “When did all this happen?”

“Just last month,” Derek disclosed, his jaw tight. “Let’s just say I wasn’t Claire’s number one fan after that sneaky stunt. But still nothing that should have gotten her killed.”

“Just one last thing,” Tilly said. “Where were you the specific weekend Claire was killed? I’m trying to establish people’s whereabouts.”

Derek nodded. “Yeah, figured you’d ask. Lucky for me, I’ve got a rock-solid alibi.”

He gestured proudly to an impressive custom barbecue trailer hitched to his truck, the side emblazoned with a Derek’s Smokin’ BBQ logo in bold red letters.

“See that baby right there? I was all the way across the state competing in the annual Smoke-Out BBQ cook-off,” Derek explained. “It’s a big three-day event every summer for grill masters like myself to show off our skills.”

Tilly walked over to inspect the trailer’s elaborate setup—multiple industrial smoking units, gleaming burners worthy of a restaurant kitchen, meticulously organized prep stations. This was serious equipment.

“Wow, this is an incredible rig!” Tilly said admiringly, running a hand along the smooth metal exterior.

“Yup, my baby’s fully loaded and competition ready,” Derek said with obvious affection.

“So you were away at this cook-off the whole weekend in question?” Tilly confirmed.

Derek nodded adamantly. “The whole time, from early Friday afternoon straight through late Sunday night. No way was I leaving my equipment and recipes unguarded around rivals for that long. The organizers and other teams can verify I didn’t go anywhere.”

Tilly smiled, satisfied. “Sounds like you’ve got a solid alibi then. I appreciate you talking with me.”

“No problem, happy I could clear my name,” Derek said affably. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get this roof done. I’ve got a catering gig tonight after I’m done here, in case you were wondering why I brought my BBQ rig to the job site.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Tilly admitted. “But I had wondered.”

***

Tilly’s day had been a whirlwind of activity, her mind deeply entrenched in the complexities of her latest investigation. As she finally made her way to her car, her thoughts were a jumble of clues, leads, and theories. Just as she was about to start the engine, her cell phone erupted into a frantic melody. Glancing at the caller ID, she saw it was her son, Wes. With a mixture of curiosity and concern, she quickly answered.

“Mom, you’ve gotta come home right now, it’s an emergency!” Wes’s voice crackled through the phone, tinged with panic.

Instantly, Tilly’s heart rate spiked, and she shifted into full worried mom mode. “What’s wrong, honey? Are you okay?” she asked, her voice laced with anxiety.

“I’m okay, but... it’s the laundry. I tried to a load myself, and now there are bubbles everywhere!” Wes’s words tumbled out in a rush. “The washing machine is just... it’s overflowing with suds, like some sort of bubble monster!”

A small sigh of relief escaped Tilly’s lips, thankful that the emergency was not as dire as she had feared. “Okay, calm down. I’m on my way,” she reassured him, her maternal instincts kicking in as she quickly pulled out of the parking lot and headed home.

The drive home was a blur, her mind now occupied with images of what sort of sudsy chaos awaited her. She imagined the laundry room transformed into a frothy wonderland.

Upon arriving home, Tilly wasted no time. She hurried through the front door, her detective instincts momentarily replaced by her role as a mother. She made a beeline for the basement, where the laundry room was located, bracing herself for the scene that awaited her.

Descending the stairs, she could already hear the faint sound of Wes’s muffled attempts at damage control. As she pushed open the laundry room door, the sight that greeted her was beyond anything she had envisioned.

The room was engulfed in a sea of white, fluffy bubbles. They cascaded out of the washing machine like a sudsy waterfall, covering the floor in a thick, soapy blanket. In the midst of this bubbly chaos stood Wes, looking like a shipwreck survivor on a foam island. His hands clutched an empty bottle of bubble bath, his expression a mix of guilt and bewilderment.

“I, uh, I guess I might’ve used too much soap,” he admitted sheepishly.

For a moment, Tilly stood frozen, taking in the absurdity of the situation. Then, without warning, a bubble of laughter burst forth from her. The tension of the day melted away as she scooped up a handful of bubbles and playfully tossed them at Wes.

What ensued was an impromptu bubble battle, a rare moment of carefree joy amidst their usually structured lives. They flung suds at each other, laughter echoing off the walls as they slipped and slid on the soapy floor. It was a scene straight out of a slapstick comedy, a delightful interlude from the seriousness that often filled Tilly’s days.

Eventually, the bubble frenzy subsided, and reality set back in. Together, they tackled the task of cleaning up the sudsy mess. Tilly showed Wes how to properly mop the floor, ensuring every last bubble was banished. As they worked side by side, Tilly couldn’t help but feel a surge of gratitude that the day’s emergency was nothing more than a harmless laundry mishap.

Once the floor was bubble-free, Tilly supervised Wes as he reloaded the washing machine, this time with the correct type of soap. She explained the nuances of laundry, from sorting colors to choosing the right settings. Wes listened intently, his earlier mishap a valuable learning experience.

After the laundry was safely underway, Tilly wrapped her arms around Wes, planting a kiss on his forehead. “Next time, make sure you actually have laundry detergent?” she suggested with a gentle smile.

Wes returned her embrace, his clothes still damp with soap. “Yeah, lesson learned, Mom,” he replied, his voice muffled against her shoulder.

The rest of the evening unfolded in a relaxed, contented manner. They ordered pizza, their favorite comfort food, and spent the night sharing stories and laughter, the laundry fiasco serving as the evening’s main topic. As they sat together, Tilly couldn’t help but reflect on the unexpected turn of events. It was a reminder of the simple joys of being a parent, the unpredictable moments that brought laughter and lightness into her life.

“Thanks for the help with the laundry fiasco, Mom,” Wes said with a grin, his eyes reflecting a mix of amusement and appreciation. “It’s always something to remember when I’m back home.”

Tilly smiled back, her heart swelling with pride at the remarkable young man her son had become. “Always here to help, no matter how big or small the bubble trouble is,” she replied playfully.

They hugged, a comfortable, familiar embrace that spoke volumes of their close bond. Wes then headed off to his room, his steps light and easy, a clear sign of his relaxed state after the evening’s unexpected adventure.

Tilly watched him go, a contented smile playing on her lips. The challenges of her job and the complexities of parenting a young adult like Wes were manifold, but it was moments like these that truly made it all worthwhile

Turning off the lights and securing the house for the night, Tilly felt a deep sense of peace wash over her. The day had been long and filled with unexpected turns, but it had concluded on a note of perfect simplicity and joy. As she made her way to her own room, the echoes of laughter and the warmth of familial love lingered in the air.

Tilly sighed contentedly as she snuggled under the covers, the day’s events replaying through her mind as she drifted off to sleep. The twins, Isis and Erid, were curled up at the foot of her bed, their purrs acting as white noise.

Suddenly, Tilly’s eyes blinked open. She held her breath, straining her ears. A faint scraping sound outside her window had abruptly awakened her. The cats’ heads were now raised, eyes unblinking as they stared intensely at the closed window.

Heart hammering, Tilly crept from bed and cautiously peered out the window. The backyard was cast in shadows, but nothing appeared amiss in the moonlit grass.

Then the hair on Tilly’s arms prickled, rising on end. A sinister energy was nearby. The cats sensed it too, their hackles raised, emitting low warning growls directed at the window.

Before Tilly could investigate further, the cats abruptly leapt from the bed in a streak of fur and raced for the closed bedroom door, still growling. Tilly rushed after them, listening for any stirrings from Wes in the guest room. She let out a soft sigh of relief as she discerned his snores - her son still fast asleep, unaware.

The cats urgently pawed and scratched at the front door, clearly unsettled by some menacing presence nearby. Tilly crept to the door, her stomach dropping with dread. Cautiously, she opened the door just a crack.

The unmistakable aura of something distinctly unnatural washed over Tilly, sending a chill down her spine. She exchanged an alarmed look with the agitated felines.

“Something supernatural is definitely out there,” Tilly whispered to them. “But what? And why here?”

She racked her brain, trying to deduce what sort of entity could be lurking on her porch. A ghost? Demon? The cats likely sensed it was something dangerous and malevolent based on their extreme reaction.

A thought struck Tilly. “Do you think this could be connected to the surge in magical energy since I connected with the blood ruby?” she asked the cats. “Like our spellcasting drew something sinister here or awoke it?”

The twins gazed back at her steadily as if to confirm her deduction. Of course - Andale’s magical forces were fluctuating wildly, a beacon to supernatural scavengers. Tilly felt foolish for not realizing sooner their activities could have consequences.

Her breath caught in her throat as she perceived the dark energy wafting from the porch swing. With her heightened senses, Tilly could make out a vague shadowy mass, vaguely humanoid in form, its edges seeming to writhe and blur. She couldn’t discern exactly what manner of entity it was, but its sinister intent was palpable. It meant them harm.

Erid and Isis arched their backs and hissed at the swirling dark force. Tilly’s mind raced. Whatever this thing was, she had to banish it quickly before it could act...or before Wes stumbled onto the frightening scene. Her sweet son had no inkling of the supernatural forces that lurked hidden in plain sight. Tilly prayed his innocence could be preserved a bit longer.

Closing her eyes, Tilly summoned her power and hastily cast a dispelling incantation. The shadow creature wavered and contracted with a grating wail only she could hear as it fought against the magic compelling it to leave the premises.

She focused every ounce of will into the spell, refusing to back down. Finally, the writhing shadow seemed to deflate, dissolving into the night as the banishing spell drove it away from the house.

Tilly sensed the oppressive aura dissipate as the entity fully retreated from the property. The cats seemed to feel it too, their tense bodies relaxing as they sat back on their haunches.

Not wanting to take any chances, Tilly knew she needed to reinforce the magical protections around the house while the disturbing encounter was fresh in her mind.

Closing her eyes, she began murmuring an incantation, weaving her arms in swirling motions. “Nix Noctis...Fugo Malum...” She repeated the improvised spell several times, visualizing a glowing shield enveloping the property.

The cats wove between her legs, lending their energy. Tilly felt the spell magnify, the air humming with power.

“It is done,” Isis said solemnly, her eyes flashing.

Erid nodded. “The wards are strengthened. Any evil shall not trespass here again.”

Tilly let out a tired sigh as she felt the magic settle over the house. “Thank you, my friends.” She bent to scratch each cat behind the ears in gratitude.

With the perimeter secured once more, Tilly climbed the stairs on shaky legs, ready to collapse into bed. She paused outside Wes’s room, pressing her ear to the door. Her son’s deep even breathing brought a smile to her face. He had slept through the entire supernatural encounter, unaware.

Tilly hoped to keep him safely shielded from such darkness for a while longer. For now, his world remained untroubled by the forces roiling just beneath the sleepy surface of their little town.

In the morning, Tilly went about her day alert for any lingering signs of the sinister visitor. But she could find no trace of its presence around the grounds in the daylight. She allowed herself a small sigh of relief. Wes remained unaware of his brush with forces beyond his comprehension. For today at least, Tilly had managed to preserve his innocence and her secret.

She gave the cats an extra treat in gratitude for their vigilance. Perhaps over breakfast, she would gently try to convince Wes that heading back to campus a bit early might be best, just in case. Even though the last thing she wanted to do was send Wes back sooner than he needed to go. She longed to always protect him from the shadows and danger lurking beneath the pleasant veneer of their little town.

But until Wes was ready to have his eyes opened fully to the truth of the hidden world, all Tilly could do was push down the worry that forever prickled at the edges of her awareness as a mother. She would do whatever it took to keep him safe, even if it meant bearing the burden of truth alone. For now, his life remained blessedly mundane and untroubled by the supernatural forces gathering unseen all around them. And she intended to keep it that way.


Chapter Seven

The morning sun poured its warm, golden light through the windows, bathing Tilly’s cozy kitchen in a comforting glow. She moved around the space with a sense of contentment, whisking together a batch of fluffy pancake batter. The sizzling sound of bacon frying in the pan added a homey rhythm to the scene. As she cooked, a soft hum escaped her lips, a tune that spoke of the simple joys of domestic life. It was a special day, one where she could relive the cherished routine of preparing breakfast for her son.

The aroma of pancakes and bacon wafted through the house, a familiar and inviting scent that soon drew Wes to the kitchen. He appeared in the doorway, his hair tousled from sleep and his pajamas slightly rumpled, adding to his endearing, just-woke-up look. Approaching Tilly from behind, he wrapped one arm around her in a spontaneous hug.

“Mmm, something smells amazing,” he commented, his voice still heavy with sleep, as he peeked over her shoulder at the breakfast preparations.

Tilly turned to him with a bright smile, her heart swelling with maternal affection. “Only the best for my favorite MIT student. Go ahead and take a seat,” she encouraged, gesturing towards the kitchen table. She served the pancakes, generously drizzled with syrup, alongside the crispy bacon, creating a breakfast feast fit for a king.

They settled at the table, basking in the warm morning light that filled the room. As they ate, their conversation flowed effortlessly, meandering through topics like Wes’s classes and his experiences at college. Tilly savored these moments, acutely aware of their preciousness, especially since Wes’s visits home were fleeting.

During a pause in their chat, Tilly broached a topic that had been on her mind. “So, are you still planning to stay for the entire week?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “Or do you need to head back to campus earlier?”

Wes looked up from his plate, a hint of disappointment flickering in his eyes. “I was thinking of staying the whole week, like we planned,” he replied, his voice trailing off uncertainly. “But if that’s not convenient anymore...”

Tilly felt a pang of guilt at the thought that she might have made him feel unwelcome. She reached across the table, taking his hand in a reassuring grip. “You’re always welcome here, for as long as you like,” she said earnestly. “I just wanted to make sure you have everything you need. I love having you home.”

Relief washed over Wes’s features, and he smiled gratefully at her. “I’ve got everything I need, thanks, Mom,” he said, finishing the last bites of his pancake. He then excused himself to get ready for his online class, leaving Tilly alone in the kitchen.

Tilly let out a slow breath, her gaze drifting to her two cats lounging nearby. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to keep anything supernatural far from his path until it’s time to reveal the truth,” she murmured to herself.

Isis met her gaze with an understanding look. “We shall redouble the magical protections around this dwelling. No harm will touch the boy while we keep watch,” the cat seemed to convey through its steady gaze.

A smile tugged at the corners of Tilly’s lips as she looked down at her devoted familiars. Their presence brought her a sense of comfort and strength. With their help, she felt confident in her ability to protect Wes’s innocence a little while longer, shielding him from the mystical forces that were stirring in the shadows of Andale.

***

Tilly was lounging on the couch idly sipping chamomile tea, while keeping one ear tuned to Wes puttering around the guest room. The shrill ring of her cell phone jarred her from her thoughts. Seeing it was Shane, she quickly answered.

“Tilly, glad I caught you,” Shane said, forgoing any small talk. “We’re bringing Claire’s ex-boyfriend, Walter, in for questioning today. Thought you’d want to observe from the other room.”

Tilly sat bolt upright, nearly spilling her tea. “I’ll be right there,” she said hastily.

She gave Wes a rushed goodbye, saying she had forgotten some errands to run. He just waved absently, not looking up from his computer screen.

Tilly couldn’t get to the station fast enough, weaving impatiently through sluggish traffic. Her pulse throbbed with anticipation. Finally, some real answers might be within reach.

Shane met her at the back entrance when she arrived, his expression uncharacteristically grim. Without a word, he led her to the cramped observation room adjoining the main interrogation room.

“I’ve got it set up so you can watch and listen from in here without being seen,” he explained, flicking on the monitors. “This guy’s been dodging questions.”

Tilly nodded, taking a seat facing the large two-way mirror that took up most of the far wall. A small speaker allowed her to hear everything happening on the other side. She watched tensely as Walter was escorted in by a deputy and seated at the lone metal table. He looked anxious, sweat beading on his pale forehead under the harsh lights.

Moments later, Shane entered holding a thick case file. He sat down across from Walter and began without preamble.

“Thank you for coming in today, Walter. We need you to answer some questions about your relationship with Claire Wexler.”

Tilly studied Walter’s nervous tics intently, looking for any signs of deception. If anyone’s history with Claire could unravel this mystery, it was her unhinged ex-boyfriend. She leaned forward, committed to dissecting his every word and movement.

Shane opened the manila folder on the table with a crisp snap and thumbed through the pages for a prolonged moment, letting the tension mount. Walter shifted in his seat, beads of sweat glistening on his pale forehead under the harsh fluorescent lights.

Finally, Shane looked up, pinning Walter with an uncompromising stare. “Let’s start by having you explain your full history with Claire Wexler.”

Walter’s eyes darted around the stark room like a trapped animal. “Well, uh, we dated for maybe six months or so? But then she broke it off out of the blue. Said I was too clingy and needy or something.”

Shane raised an eyebrow. “But you didn’t accept the termination of the relationship?” he pressed. “It’s fair to say you had significant trouble moving on?”

Sighing deeply, Walter nodded with obvious reluctance. “Yeah, you could say that. I just couldn’t understand why she was ending things. We had this intense connection right from the start. I knew in my soul she was the one for me, my destiny.”

A fervent light entered his eyes that sent a prickle of unease up Tilly’s spine. She leaned closer to the glass, not liking where this was headed at all.

Shane folded his hands on top of the neglected case file. “So if you felt that strongly, what exactly did you do in the aftermath of her breaking up with you?”

Walter fidgeted anxiously with a loose thread on his shirt sleeve, refusing to meet Shane’s piercing gaze. “Well, I tried to get her to see reason...tried to convince her not to just throw away what we had. I sent flowers, gifts, showed up at her office unannounced...I figured I just had to persuade her we belonged together.”

Tilly’s hands unconsciously curled into tight fists at hearing this alarming admission directly from the clearly unstable man. She met Shane’s eyes through the glass, seeing her own unease and suspicion reflected back. They still had more probing questions for Walter - and she prayed he would finally let the truth slip out.

Shane leaned in, his hands coming together in a thoughtful steeple on the table’s surface. His gaze was steady and probing. “I need you to go into more detail about your actions post-breakup with Claire. I want specific examples of what you did in your attempts to reconcile with her.”

Walter seemed to struggle with the question, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. His eyes flickered nervously around the room, betraying his discomfort. “Well, I... I started showing up at her office,” he began, his voice hesitant. “I had her schedule memorized, so I knew when she’d be free. I thought if I could just get a moment with her, I could convince her to talk.”

Shane’s expression remained impassive, but his voice was insistent. “And what exactly transpired during these impromptu visits?”

Walter’s gaze dropped to his hands, where he began to absentmindedly pick at his cuticles. “I would plead with her, begging her to reconsider, to give us another chance,” he confessed. “I kept thinking that if I could just explain one more time how perfect we were together, she’d have to see things my way.”

A bitter note crept into his voice as he continued. “But Claire was so... so unyielding. She wouldn’t even engage with me. Eventually, she had her assistant call security to remove me from the premises.”

Shane’s eyes narrowed slightly, his tone sharpening. “So, in addition to showing up at her office, you also continued to send her gifts, despite her clear desire for no further contact?”

Walter’s demeanor shifted, a flicker of eagerness crossing his face. “Yes, exactly! I thought if I could just find the perfect romantic gesture, the right gift, she’d realize that we were meant to be together.”

Suddenly, his frustration boiled over, and he slammed his fist onto the table, his voice rising. “I was putting in so much effort, you know? I had to get Claire to listen to me. She was being completely irrational, just throwing away what we had. I couldn’t just give up on us.”

From her hidden vantage point, Tilly felt a cold knot form in her stomach. The picture Walter was painting of his own actions was deeply troubling – a portrait of obsession and delusion. She imagined the fear and distress Claire must have felt, subjected to such relentless and unwanted attention from someone who was clearly struggling with his own stability. The intensity of Walter’s emotions and his inability to accept the end of the relationship were starkly evident, and Tilly couldn’t help but feel a profound sense of sickness at his words.

Shane allowed a tense, heavy silence to settle in the room following Walter’s heated outburst. It lingered, thick and palpable, before Shane finally broke it with a voice that was both low and laden with gravity.

“Let me ask you this,” he began, his tone deliberate. “Is it not true that Claire was ultimately compelled to take out a restraining order against you because of your persistent harassment?”

Walter’s face reddened, a mix of anger and embarrassment evident in his expression. He glared down at the table, his voice tight with resentment as he responded. “Yes, she did that,” he admitted through gritted teeth. “But she left me no other option, given how unyielding she was! I kept thinking, if I just showed up one more time, she’d relent and agree to talk things through.”

He folded his arms across his chest, adopting a defensive posture. “Besides, Claire twisted the whole narrative to paint me as the villain. She seemed to take some kind of perverse pleasure in watching me struggle - it was like a game to her.”

Shane’s face remained impassive, his gaze unwavering. “So, you’re suggesting that she concocted the entire story? That she made up the claims of stalking and harassment just to manipulate you?”

Walter let out a scornful laugh, his frustration boiling over as he threw his hands up in exasperation. “Exactly! I know how it sounds, but that was Claire for you. She had a way of being... well, downright vindictive.”

Leaning forward, his eyes wide and intense, Walter continued, his voice tinged with desperation. “You have to understand, I was trying to salvage what we had. But Claire, she wanted to see me grovel, to beg. That restraining order? It was just another tool in her arsenal, a way for her to get her kicks at my expense.”

The unwavering intensity of Shane’s gaze seemed to visibly unsettle Walter, causing him to appear smaller, almost as if he were trying to retreat into himself. “Let’s focus on the specific day of Claire’s death,” Shane said, his voice firm. “Where exactly were you that afternoon?”

Walter’s response was hesitant, his eyes flickering away shiftily. “I was just, you know, out and about. Running some errands,” he said vaguely.

Shane wasn’t satisfied with the vague answer. “Can you elaborate on that? What exactly were these errands?” he asked, pressing for details.

Walter’s discomfort was unmistakable as he tried to piece together a response. “Well, uh, I had to stop by the bank. Then I went to the grocery store. Oh, and I checked my mail,” he said, his voice betraying his anxiety as his knee began to bounce nervously.

Shane’s expression grew more skeptical. “You’re saying you were doing these errands for over two hours? That’s the time frame we believe Claire was murdered.”

Walter’s reply came out weak and unconvincing. “The lines were really long that day,” he claimed. “And, you know, traffic was a nightmare getting across town.”

Leaning in, Shane’s voice remained low but carried a weight of severity. “But there’s no one who can actually verify your presence at any of these places, is there?”

Walter began to fidget with the hem of his sleeve, avoiding Shane’s piercing gaze. “I mean, not exactly,” he admitted reluctantly. “But I’m sure the security cameras at those places must’ve caught me.”

From her observation point, Tilly watched the exchange with intense focus. Walter’s attempts to fabricate a believable alibi were painfully transparent. She felt a mix of frustration and anticipation; she wished Shane could just arrest Walter on the spot, but they needed concrete evidence linking him directly to the crime scene. Silently, she hoped that Walter might inadvertently reveal some crucial detail that could provide the missing piece in their investigation.

Shane stepped out of the interrogation room and into the observation room. The door closed behind him with a soft click, sealing off the room from the rest of the world. Tilly, who had been intently watching the interrogation, turned her attention to him, her expression inquiring.

“We don’t have enough to hold Walter,” Shane began, his voice tinged with irritation. “But I’m not letting him off the hook just yet. I’ll leave him in there to ponder over his situation for a while longer.”

Tilly nodded, understanding the tactic. “Sometimes the pressure of the interrogation room can loosen tongues,” she remarked.

Shane leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “In the meantime, I’m thinking of heading over to Claire’s office. I want to ask her assistant if I can have a look around, see if anything stands out. You know, something we might have missed.” He paused, then looked directly at Tilly. “Want to tag along? Maybe you’ll spot something I don’t.”

Tilly’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Absolutely,” she replied eagerly. “A fresh pair of eyes might just find the clue we need.”

The drive to Claire’s office was a quiet affair, each absorbed in their own thoughts. The car moved smoothly through the streets, the world outside a blur of activity that seemed distant and disconnected from the gravity of their mission.


Chapter Eight

Upon arriving, they entered the squat commercial building. As they made their way down the corridor towards Claire’s office, the muted sounds of their footsteps were the only disruption in the otherwise quiet hallway. Reaching the office, they found the door slightly ajar. Shane gently pushed it open, and they stepped inside.

The room was a well-organized space, reflecting a professional atmosphere. Seated behind a sleek, modern desk was Claire’s assistant, Tamara, a young woman whose demeanor exuded efficiency and alertness. She looked up as they entered, her expression shifting to one of surprise upon seeing Shane and Tilly.

“Shane, Tilly,” she greeted, quickly standing up. Her voice carried a note of uncertainty, likely unaccustomed to unexpected visits from law enforcement. “This is unexpected. How can I help you today?” Her eyes darted between them.

Shane flashed his badge briefly. “We’d like to take a look around Claire’s office, if that’s okay. We’re hoping to find something that might help with the investigation.”

The assistant hesitated, her eyes flicking to Tilly and back to Shane. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to let you do that,” she said, her voice uncertain.

Shane’s tone was gentle but firm. “We understand your concerns, but any help you can provide could be crucial. We’ll be respectful of Claire’s space.”

After a moment of contemplation, the assistant stepped aside, allowing them entry. “Please be careful,” she said softly, almost a whisper.

Tilly stepped into the office, her senses heightened. The room was a blend of professional and personal – organized, yet with touches that spoke of Claire’s personality. She began to methodically scan the room, her eyes sharp and searching.

Shane stood by the door, watching Tilly move around the room. “Take your time,” he encouraged quietly. “We don’t want to overlook anything.”

Her attention was drawn to a desk calendar, its pages filled with neat, handwritten notes. Tilly’s fingers hesitated for a moment before she turned the pages, her movements respectful yet purposeful. The entries detailed meetings, deadlines, and various reminders – a glimpse into Claire’s busy professional life.

Then, something caught her eye. On the day of Claire’s death, there was an entry that stood out starkly against the others. In Claire’s neat handwriting was written: “Meeting with Walter – 3:00 p.m.” Tilly’s heart skipped a beat. This was a significant find.

“Shane,” she called softly, her voice barely above a whisper to maintain a sense of discretion. “Look at this.”

Shane walked over, his footsteps muffled by the plush carpet. He leaned in, his eyes following Tilly’s pointing finger. The revelation of the meeting with Walter on the day of Claire’s death seemed to solidify a piece of the puzzle they had been trying to put together.

“This could be crucial,” Shane murmured, his eyes scanning the entry. “It places Walter in direct contact with Claire right around the time we suspect she was killed.”

Tilly nodded, her mind racing with the implications of this discovery. “It certainly contradicts Walter’s claim that he was just running errands that afternoon,” she observed.

The assistant, who had been trying to maintain a respectful distance, couldn’t help but overhear. Her eyes widened slightly, a clear sign that this information was news to her as well. “I... I had no idea Walter was scheduled to meet with Claire that day,” she stammered, her composure faltering for a moment.

Shane turned to her, his expression softening slightly. “Did Claire mention anything to you about this meeting? Anything at all that might help us understand the nature of their relationship at that time?”

The assistant shook her head, her blonde hair swaying slightly. “No, she didn’t. Claire was very private about her personal life. I just assumed they had moved past their relationship.”

Tilly continued to examine the calendar, her mind abuzz with questions and theories. This new piece of information about the meeting with Walter was a significant lead, one that could potentially change the course of their investigation.

As Shane and the assistant spoke, Tilly’s gaze remained fixed on the calendar, her thoughts already leaping ahead to the next steps.

***

Shane burst into the interrogation room with a determined stride, Tilly following closely, her expression etched with concern. Without a word, Shane forcefully placed the photocopy of Claire’s desk calendar on the table in front of Walter, who looked up, startled by the sudden intrusion.

“Care to reevaluate your story?” Shane’s voice was sharp, cutting through the tension in the room. “This calendar we found in Claire’s office shows a meeting with you on the day she was killed.”

Walter’s reaction was immediate; his eyes widened, darting around the room as if seeking an escape. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly. “That—that wasn’t a real meeting,” he stammered, his voice tinged with panic. “Claire was just setting me up again.”

Shane leaned forward, his hands planted firmly on the table, his posture exuding a sense of controlled aggression. “So, you’re telling us she made up a meeting to frame you? That’s quite a stretch, Walter.”

Walter’s face flushed with anger, his hands balling into fists. “You didn’t know Claire like I did!” he exclaimed, his voice rising. “She got a kick out of putting me in these impossible situations and then calling the cops on me. It was some twisted game to her!”

In a sudden display of frustration, he slammed his fist onto the table, the sound echoing in the small room. “That meeting was a lie! She was trying to bait me, make me violate the restraining order. But I didn’t fall for it, I didn’t go!”

Tilly observed Walter’s escalating agitation with a growing sense of unease. His vehement denial and the way he described Claire’s alleged manipulations seemed increasingly implausible, yet his conviction was unsettling.

Shane, sensing the volatility of the situation, slightly eased his intimidating stance. “So, your story is that Claire went to the trouble of fabricating evidence against you?” he asked, his tone slightly softer yet still laced with skepticism. “The pieces aren’t fitting together here, Walter.”

“I don’t care what it looks like!” Walter shouted, his voice laced with desperation. “I know the truth about her! I wasn’t at any meeting that day. I’m innocent!”

But Tilly, watching closely, saw the unmistakable signs of panic in Walter’s eyes, a telltale hint that belied his claims of innocence. She exchanged a glance with Shane, both of them sensing the fragile nature of Walter’s story. It seemed they were on the cusp of breaking through his defenses, unraveling the truth behind his tangled web of lies.

Shane’s interrogation technique shifted, his voice sharpening as he leaned in closer to Walter, his palms pressing firmly against the cold, hard surface of the table. “So, if you’re claiming there was no meeting, then where exactly were you that afternoon?” he demanded, his presence dominating the small, confined space of the interrogation room.

Walter seemed to shrink under Shane’s intense scrutiny, his eyes flickering around the room in a frantic, almost desperate manner. “I-I was just... I was downtown,” he stammered, his voice trembling. “Just walking around, going into shops, you know.”

Shane’s eyebrows arched in skepticism. “You spent over two hours just aimlessly wandering through shops?” he questioned, his tone laced with disbelief.

A thin layer of sweat had formed on Walter’s forehead, his face growing increasingly pale under the harsh fluorescent lights. He nodded weakly, his voice barely audible. “Yeah, just... just browsing around.”

Shane’s gaze was unyielding, piercing through Walter’s flimsy defense. “And you have some sort of proof of being in these shops? Any receipts or credit card transactions that can confirm your whereabouts that afternoon?”

Walter’s shoulders slumped, a sense of defeat washing over him. “No, I don’t have anything like that,” he admitted, his voice low and sullen. “But there’s got to be security cameras in those stores, right? They must’ve seen me. I told you all of this already. Why are you making me tell you again?”

Shane let out a sharp exhale, straightening his posture as he began to pace back and forth in front of Walter. The room felt smaller with each of Shane’s calculated steps. “So, what you’re telling us is that you have no tangible proof of where you were when Claire was murdered, and on top of that, you’ve been dishonest about the scheduled meeting with her?”

Walter’s response was to bury his face in his hands, his body language exuding despair. He groaned, his voice muffled and strained. “This is exactly what she wanted – to make me look guilty. I’m being framed!”

The room was charged with tension, the air thick with the gravity of Walter’s accusations and the lack of credible evidence to support his claims. Shane paused in his pacing, his eyes never leaving the broken figure of Walter, who seemed to be grappling with the reality of his situation.

Shane let out a heavy sigh, his hand running down his face in a gesture of weariness and frustration. He stood up, his movements slow and deliberate, as he approached the door of the interrogation room. With a reluctant motion, he opened it, his eyes fixed on Walter. “You’re free to go for now, Walter. But listen carefully – don’t even think about skipping town.”

At these words, Walter’s demeanor changed instantly. He sprang from his chair, a surge of relief washing over his face. “I knew it! You don’t have anything on me,” he exclaimed, a triumphant edge to his voice. “I’ve been telling you, I’m innocent!”

As officers led Walter out of the room, Shane watched him go, his expression a mix of determination and frustration. Once Walter was out of sight, Shane turned and heavily sat down in the chair Walter had just vacated. His hand came down in a forceful, frustrated thump on the table. “He’s hiding something, I can feel it,” he muttered. “But we’re still short on the concrete evidence we need to make the charges stick.”

Tilly, who had been quietly observing the exchange, moved closer to Shane, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You’ve done everything possible under the circumstances,” she reassured him. “At least now we know we’re on the right track.”

Shane looked up, his eyes tired but resolute. “It’s a start, at least,” he acknowledged, his voice tinged with exhaustion. “We’ll pull the security footage from the shops he mentioned. See if his story about wandering around holds up.”

Tilly gave his arm a gentle squeeze, understanding the depth of Shane’s commitment to justice and how challenging it was for him to let a suspect he believed was guilty walk away. “We’ll catch him,” she said with conviction. “If it means keeping an eye on him around the clock, we’ll do it. He’s bound to make a mistake sooner or later. We just need to stay vigilant.”

Shane nodded, a faint smile of gratitude appearing on his face for Tilly’s unwavering support. Together, they sat in the quiet room, each lost in their thoughts, planning their next move in the intricate chess game of their investigation.

***

Tilly collapsed onto the couch, releasing an exhausted sigh. Almost immediately, Isis and Erid, jumped into her lap, instinctively seeking to comfort her. She began to stroke their fur, her mind still preoccupied with the day’s events. “I’m certain Walter is guilty, but Shane had no choice but to let him go,” she said, speaking more to herself than to her feline companions. “He didn’t have any physical evidence.”

Isis, purring softly, looked up at Tilly with knowing eyes. “It’s frustrating when human laws need more evidence, but we both know the truth is hidden in his heart,” she meowed.

Erid, his tail flicking thoughtfully, added, “Don’t lose hope. His freedom is only temporary. The truth of what he did can’t stay hidden forever.”

Tilly chewed on her lip, deep in thought. “But what about Walter’s claim that the meeting was a setup? That Claire was playing games with him?” she mused, glancing down at Erid.

Erid tilted his head, considering her words. “It’s possible, that it is true. I’ve heard plenty of rumors about Claire around town, and I wouldn’t put it past her.”

Isis gently bumped her head against Tilly’s hand, offering reassurance. “No matter how this unfolds, we’re with you. Walter’s freedom right now doesn’t change the fact that the truth will eventually come to light.”

After their heartfelt conversation, the quiet ambiance of the house was gently interrupted by the creaking of the guest room door. Wes emerged into the living room, his hair charmingly tousled from his nap, adding a boyish charm to his appearance. “Hey, Mom, how about I go grab us some dinner?” he offered, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

Tilly paused for a moment, mulling over his suggestion. Then, an idea sparked in her mind. “You know, I have everything we need to make my spaghetti and meat sauce here. It was always one of your favorites, wasn’t it?”

Wes’s face instantly brightened at the mention of the homemade dish. “Really? That would be awesome!”

Together, they moved towards the kitchen. Tilly began the familiar routine of preparing the sauce, letting it simmer to perfection, while setting a pot of water on to boil for the pasta. Wes, eager to contribute, took on the task of making garlic bread.

The kitchen soon became a haven of delightful aromas, the scent of simmering sauce mingling with the toasty smell of garlic bread. Watching Wes skillfully mince garlic and spread it generously on slices of crusty bread, Tilly felt a surge of maternal pride. He had grown into such a capable young man… as long as he used actual laundry soap… yet these moments of cooking together evoked tender memories of his childhood.

As they waited for the pasta to finish cooking, Wes casually scrolled through his phone. “So, uh, there’s this girl Haley in my chemistry seminar,” he started, a nonchalant tone belying his interest.

Tilly looked at him with a raised eyebrow, a hint of curiosity in her gaze. “Oh? And what about this Haley? Do you like her?”

Wes responded with an awkward rub of his neck. “I mean, yeah, I do. But I wasn’t sure if she was into me. Lately, though, she’s been texting me more, just to talk. Do you think that means she might be interested?”

Tilly’s smile was warm and encouraging. “It certainly sounds like it,” she advised. “My suggestion? Keep the conversation going and look for opportunities to spend time together. Maybe suggest studying together or grabbing a coffee.”

Wes nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Yeah, you’re right. I should probably just put myself out there a bit more. Thanks, Mom.”

Tilly’s heart swelled. She cherished these glimpses into her son’s life and that he still sought out her motherly advice. Soon the kitchen was filled with familial banter and the comforting smells of their homemade meal.

After they finished eating, Tilly began gathering up the dirty plates and utensils from the table.

“Oh, let me help you clean up, Mom,” Wes offered, already rinsing off the sauce pot in the sink.

Tilly waved him off with an affectionate smile. “You cooked too - go relax! I’ve got this covered.”

“You sure?” Wes asked. “I don’t mind doing dishes.”

Tilly shooed him away playfully with a dish towel. “Positive. Now go pick out a fun movie to watch or something.”

Wes dried his hands and then pulled Tilly into a quick hug. “Thanks for an awesome homemade dinner. Love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, sweetie,” Tilly said, patting his cheek tenderly before he disappeared down the hall to the guest room.

A few minutes later, Wes poked his head back in the kitchen. “Hey, I’m gonna watch that new scary movie sequel if you want to join? Could be fun to see it together.”

Tilly considered the offer as she finished rinsing the last plate. But she could feel the emotional weight of the trying day settling over her.

“You know what, I think I’ll pass tonight and just relax. But thank you, honey. You enjoy!”

Wes gave her a knowing look. “Okay, yeah, you were never a fan of horror stuff. I’ll try not to yell at the jump scares too loudly.”

He flashed her one last grin before ducking back to his room. Soon the faint sounds of dramatic movie music floated down the hall.

Tilly breathed in the comforting quiet of the now clean kitchen. A relaxing evening to herself was just what she needed.

Soon after, Tilly’s cell phone rang, lighting up with an incoming call from Shane. Her pulse quickened instinctively just seeing his name.

“Hey there, any new breaks in the case?” she answered anxiously.

“Finally, some good news,” Shane replied, relief evident even through the phone. “We finished verifying Mona Singh’s alibi, and it’s solid. Multiple employees and customers confirm she was at her restaurant all day until late evening when Claire was killed.”

Tilly let out a long breath, shoulders loosening in relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I just couldn’t see kind Mona being capable of something so vicious.”

“Me either,” Shane agreed. “Anyway, we can officially rule out Mona as a suspect. One less thing to worry about.”

Tilly smiled softly, stretching out on the couch and cradling the phone closer. “So how’s the rest of your night going?”

She could hear the smile in Shane’s voice as he replied. “Oh, you know, the glamorous world of small town policing. Paperwork and cold coffee. The usual.”

“Of course,” she replied warmly.

They chatted casually about more pleasant topics - funny stories from Shane’s time as a rookie cop, the latest town gossip, Tilly’s amateur gardening attempts. The conversation flowed easily, and Tilly felt herself relaxing, simply enjoying the comforting connection.

She felt her cheeks flush happily as Shane recounted a tale of once accidentally locking himself out of his squad car on a call. His affectionate, teasing tone made her heart flutter.

There was an inherent goodness in Shane that drew her in. With him, she could just be her authentic, quirky self. She hoped this was the beginning of something special between them.

Eventually though, Shane sighed regretfully. “As much as I’d love to keep talking, just got a call about a little fender bender that needs sorting out. Duty calls.”

“I understand, officer,” Tilly teased gently. “Go out there and serve the people. We’ll talk soon.”

After exchanging goodnights, Tilly curled up contentedly on the couch, replaying their conversation in her mind with a smile. Despite the ongoing murder mystery, she felt so grateful for this blossoming connection and new love.


Chapter Nine

The following day found Tilly navigating the bustling streets of Andale, relishing the fresh air and the lively atmosphere around her. After completing her errands, she stepped out of the post office, her arms laden with a stack of mail. As she adjusted her grip on the envelopes, a familiar voice called out her name. Turning, she saw Claire’s assistant, Tamara, approaching her with a hurried, almost nervous gait, her hands twisting together in apparent anxiety.

“Oh, hi, Tamara,” Tilly greeted, a note of surprise in her voice. “How are you managing with everything that’s been happening?”

Tamara glanced around quickly, her eyes darting to and fro as if checking for eavesdroppers. She leaned in closer to Tilly, lowering her voice to a near whisper. “I’m doing all right, I suppose. But, um, can we talk for a moment? It’s about the investigation.”

Feeling a surge of curiosity, Tilly carefully tucked her mail under one arm, giving Tamara her full attention. “Of course, what’s on your mind?”

Tamara took a deep breath, her words tumbling out in a rush. “I saw Walter at Claire’s office, talking to her right before the open house,” she revealed, her voice tinged with nervousness. “The same open house where she was...”

Her voice trailed off, but the implication hung heavily in the air. Tilly’s eyes widened in astonishment. “What? But I thought you hadn’t seen Walter that day?”

Fidgeting with a bracelet on her wrist, Tamara’s discomfort was unmistakable. “I know, and I’m really sorry I didn’t say anything earlier. Walter just... he really scares me. I didn’t want to wrongfully accuse someone if he was innocent. But if he’s guilty, I was afraid of what he might do. He’s got some serious issues.”

Tilly’s mind whirred with the implications of this new information. “Do you think you could speak to Shane about this? If you saw Walter there, it could prove he lied about where he was.”

Tamara met Tilly’s gaze, a newfound resolve in her eyes. “Yes, I’ll talk to the sheriff. I’ll do anything if it helps find out who... who did this to Claire.” Her voice quivered slightly at the end.

Reaching out, Tilly gently squeezed Tamara’s hand, offering a silent show of support. “Thank you for telling me, Tamara. This could be crucial to catching the killer.”

Tilly accompanied a visibly anxious Tamara to the sheriff’s station to share her crucial eyewitness account. Shane invited them both to have a seat in his office, his expression serious but not unkind.

“Tamara was just telling me she saw Walter speaking to Claire at her office shortly before the open house,” Tilly explained. Shane’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

Tamara knotted her hands tightly in her lap. “I’m so sorry I didn’t mention it before,” she said timidly. “I was afraid with how obsessive Walter seemed about Claire. Are you going to arrest me for lying?”

Shane regarded her steadily. “No, given the circumstances with Walter, I understand why you were reticent to get involved. But in the future, you can trust me to protect witnesses.”

He leaned forward, meeting Tamara’s eyes. “Especially with someone as volatile as Walter, hiding information won’t help. But law enforcement can and will safeguard you.”

Tamara blinked rapidly, tension leaving her shoulders. “You’re right. I’ll tell you everything I saw that day with Walter and Claire. No more secrets.”

Shane gave an approving nod, flipping open a notebook to take her statement. “Thank you, Tamara. Tilly’s right that your account could be pivotal in our investigation.”

***

Armed with Tamara’s eyewitness account, Shane and Tilly set out to canvas the neighborhood around Claire’s open house listing. They went door to door, asking neighbors if they had any security footage that could corroborate Walter’s presence.

At a charming Craftsman-style house, an elderly woman agreed to check her doorbell camera footage. As she scrolled back to the date in question on her tablet, Tilly and Shane exchanged hopeful looks.

“Here, take a look,” the woman said, turning the screen to face them. She tapped a manila envelope icon. “This is from my camera on the day of that awful murder.”

Grainy footage popped up, providing a partial view down the quiet residential street. Tilly felt her pulse pick up as a nondescript sedan rolled into frame and parked along the curb. A lanky figure matching Walter’s build unfolded from the driver’s seat.

“What time was this taken?” Tilly asked breathlessly.

The woman peered closer. “Says here 12:45 p.m.”

“And this was the day Claire was killed, correct?” Shane verified.

“Yes, that’s right.”

They watched Walter make his way up the sidewalk and disappear into Claire’s picturesque Victorian listing. Shane pointed, tapping the screen. “Bingo. We’ve got him placing himself at the scene right before the estimated time of death.”

Excitement and grim satisfaction mingled on his features. Tilly exhaled, scarcely believing their luck. Surely this concrete evidence would finally expose Walter.

***

Shane strode through the glass doors of the Andale Credit Union with grim purpose, Tilly on his heels. Marching right up to Walter’s window, Shane slapped down the incriminating screenshot without a word, fixing Walter with a severe look.

Walter’s eyes bugged, face draining of color as he registered the image of himself entering Claire’s house. “Where did you get this?” he stammered. “I-I can explain—”

“Save it,” Shane interrupted sharply. “We know you lied about your whereabouts the day Claire was murdered. Want to revise your supposed alibi?”

Sweat beaded Walter’s forehead as he grasped for words. “Okay, yes, I went to the open house that day to try one last time to change Claire’s mind. But she rejected me within five minutes, I swear! I left right after.”

Shane leaned over the counter intimidatingly. “So you admit you deliberately deceived us when questioned? Why should we believe anything you say now?”

Walter held up placating hands. “I know how it looks. But I’m telling the truth this time, I left shortly after arriving. No one saw me go, but, please—”

“Did you or did you not have an appointment with Claire that you failed to mention?” Shane pressed unrelentingly.

Walter gulped, knee bouncing anxiously beneath the counter. “All right, yes, we had a meeting scheduled. But she refused to see me when I got there. You have to believe me!”

Tilly studied Walter’s panicked eyes and nervous tics, seeing the guilt simmering beneath the surface. After too many lies, his words held no weight. The crucial slip-up they needed couldn’t be far off.

Shane’s eyes bored into Walter, arms crossed intimidatingly over his broad chest. “You claim you left after five minutes when Claire rejected you again. But we have footage of you arriving with no sign of you exiting.”

Walter swallowed hard. “Well, uh, Claire started really yelling at me to get out. So I left as quickly as I could out the back door, to avoid more confrontation.”

Shane narrowed his eyes skeptically. “So you just happened to leave via an unmonitored exit? How convenient.”

“It’s the truth!” Walter insisted, though his voice shook slightly. “I went straight home after that, walked my dog, and watched TV. I don’t have anyone who can confirm it but I swear that’s what happened.”

Tilly chewed her lip thoughtfully. The back of Claire’s Victorian did border a large park and wooded area. Plausibly, exiting there could allow Walter to evade security cameras.

Shane clearly had similar doubts. “Your story is flimsy at best,” he said coldly. “You lied repeatedly on record. Why should we take your word now without corroboration?”

Walter fidgeted anxiously with his shirt hem under Shane’s harsh stare. “Please, you have to believe me,” he pleaded desperately. “I left that house, and she was alive! I swear! I’m innocent!”

Shane paced the lobby, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as Walter looked on anxiously.

“Let me make sure I have your latest story straight,” he said. “You did go to Claire’s open house to confront her. But now you claim you left out the back door minutes later, avoiding security cameras.”

He stopped his pacing and faced Walter directly. “Do I have that right?”

Walter nodded quickly. “Yes, exactly. I know it seems suspicious now, but I’m telling you the full truth this time.”

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word given the pattern of deception up to this point,” Shane replied coldly.

Walter wrung his hands desperately. “Please, Sheriff, you have to believe me! I left right away when Claire rejected me again. I’m innocent in her...in her murder!”

Shane regarded him steadily for a long moment. “Here’s what I believe - your alibi is flimsy at best, built on admitted lies. And you have clear obsession and motive.”

He leaned down, meeting Walter’s eyes. “Maybe I can’t arrest you yet. But this is far from over.”

Walter seemed to shrink under Shane’s harsh stare. Tilly watched the exchange, heart hammering. Walter’s backpedaling story screamed of guilt, but she knew Shane needed airtight physical evidence to make charges stick against the slippery man.

She gazed at Walter, a shiver running down her spine. His mask had finally cracked enough to expose the darkness simmering beneath the surface.

As Shane loomed over Walter, the door to the back office abruptly swung open. The credit union manager emerged, his scowl deepening when he spotted Shane confronting his employee.

“Is there a problem here, Sheriff?” he asked sharply, beady eyes glaring at Walter like he’d enjoy nothing more than firing him on the spot.

Tilly had to suppress a spark of satisfaction. Immediate dismissal would suit her just fine right about now.

But Shane smoothly straightened up and stepped back from the counter. “Just some routine follow-up questions. We appreciate you allowing us access to speak with your employee here.”

The manager grunted, clearly unimpressed with Walter’s involvement in an ongoing murder investigation reflecting poorly on the credit union.

Shane checked his watch casually. “But I think we’re done here for the moment. Thank you again for your cooperation.”

Walter visibly sagged with relief. The manager grabbed his employee badge from the desk. “Walter, take your lunch break. Now.”

As Walter scurried away with a mumbled thanks, Shane turned on his heel and strode out, Tilly trailing anxiously behind him. She knew this tense confrontation wasn’t over, merely postponed temporarily.

Shane met her worried eyes as the glass doors swung shut behind them. “Don’t worry, we’ve almost got him right where we want him now. Just have to keep the pressure on.”


Chapter Ten

The following day, still without any significant developments in Claire’s case, Tilly felt a growing urge to take matters into her own hands. She decided it was time to conduct a more thorough search of Claire’s home office, suspecting that the police might have overlooked some crucial clues. However, she first needed to discreetly take her cats, Isis and Erid, along for their unique assistance, all while ensuring her son wouldn’t grow suspicious of her activities.

As she reached for the cat carriers, Wes looked up from his phone, his brow furrowing in confusion. “Are you taking them to the vet or something?” he asked, his attention momentarily diverted from his device.

Tilly, caught slightly off guard, quickly mustered a nonchalant smile. “Yeah, just a routine checkup,” she replied, trying to sound as casual as possible. “They’re due for their vaccinations.”

Wes seemed to accept this explanation without further question, his focus already shifting back to his phone. “All right, hope they don’t make too much of a fuss,” he said, only half paying attention.

With a silent sigh of relief, Tilly gently placed the mildly protesting cats into the carriers and headed out to her car. A pang of guilt tugged at her for having to deceive Wes, but she knew it was necessary. Keeping him in the dark about her investigative efforts was for the best, at least for now.

Tilly parked her car discreetly in the alley behind Claire’s expansive Victorian house, ensuring she wasn’t observed. She quickly glanced around to confirm no one was watching before she opened the cat carriers, releasing Isis and Erid.

“Let’s check the back door first,” she whispered to her feline companions.

Together, they quietly ascended the steps leading to the back door. Tilly tested the handle, only to find it securely locked. The house seemed empty, with no obvious signs of a break-in.

Biting her lip in hesitation, Tilly knew she needed access to Claire’s home office but was reluctant to resort to breaking in. However, determined to uncover any potential clues, she gathered her resolve. Concentrating, she conjured a small, magical spark, directing it towards the lock. To her relief, there was a soft click, and the latch gave way.

They cautiously entered through the dimly lit mudroom, Tilly’s heart racing with the thrill of their covert operation. Moving silently, they advanced towards Claire’s home office.

“Okay, you two, let’s see if we can find anything the police might have missed,” Tilly instructed in a hushed tone.

Isis and Erid sprang into action, their instincts honed and alert. Erid began to investigate a potted plant with keen interest, while Isis agilely jumped onto the bookshelves, scrutinizing each level.

Tilly followed their lead, meticulously searching the office. She opened desk drawers, rummaged through cabinets, and scanned the shelves, hoping to uncover a vital clue. She paid close attention to anything the cats seemed to find unusual, trusting their enhanced senses to guide her in the right direction.

As Tilly methodically sifted through the contents of Claire’s home office, she carefully slid open the top drawer of the desk. Inside, she discovered a thick file folder, bulging with a collection of letters. Her heart rate increased, curiosity piqued by why Claire would have kept these letters so carefully concealed.

With a sense of growing apprehension, Tilly gently extracted the letters and began to read them. A sense of dread washed over her as alarming phrases leaped off the pages. “I’ll make you pay for breaking my heart...” “You’ll regret tossing me aside...” Each letter was addressed to Claire, written in a tone that was both obsessive and threatening.

Tilly’s hands shook as she flipped through the disturbing correspondence. The aggressive language and unsettling intimacy of the letters left little doubt in her mind about their author – they had to be from Walter.

It dawned on Tilly that Claire had preserved these letters as evidence, a record of Walter’s relentless harassment even before she had taken the step of obtaining a restraining order. Tilly felt a chill imagining Claire, deeply unnerved by Walter’s growing obsession, feeling compelled to hide these letters as a safeguard.

Erid, sensing Tilly’s intense focus, nudged her arm gently, bringing her back to the present. With great care, Tilly placed the letters back into the folder. These letters were potentially crucial evidence of Walter’s unstable behavior, something the police needed to see. This discovery could be the key piece of evidence they needed to finally prove Walter’s guilt.

Tilly’s heart raced as she carefully placed the unsettling letters back into the desk drawer. As she did so, her attention was drawn to a document partially hidden underneath other papers. With a cautious hand, she pulled it out – it was a piece of paperwork bearing Walter’s signature at the bottom.

Her hands trembled slightly as she held the document up, comparing the handwriting to that of the threatening notes. Despite the hurried scrawl, the distinctive slant and the sharpness of the letter forms were unmistakably similar to those in Walter’s disturbing messages. This was the confirmation she needed – Walter was undoubtedly the author of the harassing letters that Claire had felt compelled to hide.

Realizing the significance of this discovery, Tilly knew she had to get this incontrovertible evidence to Shane as soon as possible. She quickly gathered both the threatening letters and the signed document, placing them securely in her bag.

At that moment, the sound of the front door opening sent a jolt of panic through her. Footsteps resonated down the hallway, indicating that someone had entered the house. Tilly’s heart skipped a beat – she wasn’t alone anymore.

She motioned to Isis and Erid with urgency. They needed to leave without being detected. Staying low to the ground, they moved quickly and quietly out of the office, making their way to the back stairwell concealed behind the pantry. They managed to slip out the rear door without being seen and hurried to where Tilly’s car was parked.

It wasn’t until the Victorian house was no longer in sight that Tilly finally allowed herself to exhale the breath she had been holding. The close call had sent adrenaline coursing through her veins, but the risk had been worth it. She had secured vital evidence that could potentially turn the tide of the investigation.

***

After returning home and ensuring Isis and Erid were comfortably settled, Tilly noticed that Wes was deeply engrossed in something in the guest room. The sound of a voice from a video call, likely for one of his classes, drifted through the door. Not wanting to disturb him, Tilly quietly retreated down the hallway, leaving him to his studies.

In the kitchen, Isis and Erid, seemingly rejuvenated from their little adventure, eagerly devoured the treats Tilly offered. She watched them with a fond smile, their tails affectionately curling around her legs, a silent thank you for the outing after being indoors for so long.

With Wes occupied, Tilly saw it as the opportune moment to visit Claire’s real estate office in the heart of downtown. She was particularly concerned about Tamara, Claire’s assistant, who had recently shown signs of anxiety about her role as a witness in the ongoing investigation. Tilly felt a personal responsibility to ensure Tamara was coping well under the stressful circumstances.

Upon arriving at the office, Tilly was greeted by the sight of a nearly empty parking lot, a stark reminder of the shadow cast by Claire’s untimely death. However, as she stepped inside, the atmosphere shifted slightly with the cheerful sound of a bell announcing her entrance.

Tamara, who was focused on her computer screen, looked up in surprise. Her face briefly registered shock at seeing Tilly. “Oh, Tilly! I wasn’t expecting you. Is there something you need?”

Tilly approached and took a seat opposite Tamara, her demeanor gentle and empathetic. “I just came by to check on how you’re doing,” she said softly. “These past few days must have been incredibly tough for everyone who was close to Claire.”

A fragile smile appeared on Tamara’s face, but it wavered for a moment before she regained her composure. “Thanks for thinking of me. It’s been really strange around here without Claire, but I’m managing,” she responded, her voice carrying a hint of resilience amidst the sorrow.

Relieved to see that Tamara seemed to be coping relatively well under the circumstances, Tilly decided it was time to cautiously approach the subject of the disturbing letters she had discovered in Claire’s desk. She was careful not to reveal that she had been the one to find them, instead gently introducing the topic.

“I’ve come to know that Claire had been keeping some rather unsettling letters from Walter,” Tilly said in a soft, measured tone. “Did you ever come across those? The thought of her receiving such threatening messages is quite alarming.”

Tamara exhaled deeply, her face reflecting thoughtfulness and resignation. “Yes, Claire did have a collection of rather intense notes from Walter. She kept them locked away, sort of as a record of his harassment.”

A faint, somewhat ironic smile touched Tamara’s lips as she continued. “But, to be honest, Claire sometimes seemed to get a kick out of provoking Walter. She found amusement in riling him up and then acting surprised at how he reacted.”

Tilly’s expression turned to one of concern. “That seems quite risky, especially given Walter’s obsessive behavior. Was she intentionally playing with fire?”

Tamara responded with a slight shrug, her tone tinged with a hint of resignation. “I often worried about that myself. But Claire had her ways. She seemed to enjoy creating tension among men, watching the drama unfold. I think she viewed it all as a sort of game, not fully understanding the potential danger.”

Tilly nodded slowly, a chill going through her. The depths of Claire’s reckless manipulations were becoming clearer, blurring the lines of victim and provocateur.

Tilly stood back, her mind grappling with the complexities of Claire’s character. “It’s difficult to understand the different facets of Claire,” she reflected aloud. “On one hand, she seemed to enjoy manipulating Walter, but it’s evident she eventually became genuinely afraid of him.”

Tamara gave a slow, thoughtful nod. “Claire’s interactions with Walter were indeed a tangled web. There were times she would allow him to visit her at the office, giving him the impression she was warming up to him again. But then, after he left, she’d instruct me to call the police and report him for breaching the restraining order.”

With another deep sigh, Tamara’s expression grew more somber. “This pattern of mind games continued for quite some time. But in hindsight, I believe Claire’s fear became very real towards the end. She stopped playing her usual games and seemed genuinely scared.”

Tilly felt a shiver run down her spine. “So, she began to realize that she couldn’t control Walter’s obsessive behavior?”

“Exactly,” Tamara confirmed. “What started as her manipulation spiraled out of her control. Eventually, her own schemes turned against her.”

Tilly’s expression softened with empathy. Despite the complexity of Claire’s actions and her role in the escalation of events, it was clear that she had ultimately become a victim of a tragic and violent end. The realization that Claire may have underestimated the severity of Walter’s obsession only added to the tragedy of the situation. Tilly’s resolve to uncover the entire truth was now stronger than ever, fueled by a deep sense of justice for Claire, regardless of her flawed actions.


Chapter Eleven

While Tilly and Tamara were deep in conversation about the intricate dynamics between Claire and Walter, the sound of the office door chime interrupted them. An elderly couple stepped into the office, their expressions a mix of concern and uncertainty. Tamara’s professional demeanor swiftly returned as she greeted them with a warm, yet composed smile.

“Mr. and Mrs. Jensen, it’s wonderful to see you both. How may I assist you today?” Tamara inquired, her voice carrying a tone of genuine concern.

The woman, clutching her purse tightly, voiced her worry. “Well, dear, we’re just a bit confused about the status of our home sale, especially after the tragic news about Claire,” she said, her voice tinged with anxiety.

Tamara offered a nod full of understanding and empathy. “I completely understand your concerns. Please, take a seat, and we’ll discuss everything.” She then turned to Tilly, her expression apologetic. “Was there anything else you needed, Tilly? Or may I assist these clients?”

Tilly, sensing an opportunity, replied, “Actually, if it’s not too much trouble, could I take another quick look in Claire’s office? I just want to double-check a few documents.”

Tamara responded with an easy shrug, indicating her agreement. “Of course, feel free to have a look. The police have already gone through everything in there quite thoroughly.” She then redirected her attention to the Jensens, her professional demeanor resurfacing. “Would either of you like some coffee or tea while we talk?”

Tilly nodded her thanks to Tamara and slipped away from the reception area, moving towards Claire’s office with a sense of purpose. As she entered the room, she closed the door softly behind her, enveloping herself in the quiet solitude of the space. The office, still filled with Claire’s personal touches, felt like a frozen echo of her presence.

Standing in the center of the room, Tilly closed her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing to tap into her magical senses. She extended her awareness outward, seeking the subtle energies that lingered in the space. The air around her seemed to thrum with a silent, unseen tension.

As her focus deepened, Tilly began to sense an undercurrent of residual emotion. It was a palpable feeling of rage, a turbulent storm of anger that seemed to permeate the very walls of the office. The intensity of the emotion was overwhelming, almost suffocating in its raw power.

Tilly’s brow furrowed in concentration as she tried to discern the source of this rage. She reached out with her magical intuition, attempting to connect the emotional residue to Walter. However, the connection was elusive, the threads of energy frayed and tangled, making it impossible to definitively link the anger to him.

Opening her eyes, Tilly exhaled slowly, her mind racing with the implications of her findings. The rage she had sensed was undoubtedly significant, a key piece of the emotional puzzle surrounding Claire’s death. Yet, without a clear link to Walter, it remained just another mysterious piece in an increasingly complex case.

She murmured to herself, “There’s so much anger here, but I can’t be sure it’s Walter’s. I need more.”

Determined to explore every avenue, Tilly began to methodically examine the room once more. She sifted through papers on the desk, opened drawers, and scanned the bookshelves, hoping to uncover something tangible that could lead her to a clearer understanding of the emotional residue she had detected.

As she worked, the office remained silent, save for the soft rustling of papers and the occasional distant murmur of voices from the reception area. Tilly’s investigation was thorough and unhurried, her every move guided by a blend of intuition and determination.

Tilly’s meticulous search of Claire’s office led her to a small, neatly organized stack of business cards on the corner of the desk. Her fingers hovered over them, her senses attuned to any subtle shifts in the room’s energy. As she touched one particular card, a jolt of recognition coursed through her. It was Martin’s business card, and it radiated a distinct, almost palpable aura of greed.

Holding the card between her fingers, Tilly closed her eyes, focusing on the energy emanating from it. The sensation was unmistakable – a deep, insatiable hunger for more, an unrelenting desire that seemed to seep from the very fibers of the paper. The energy was so strong, so focused, that it almost had a physical presence in the room.

Tilly opened her eyes, studying the card more closely. “Martin,” she whispered to herself, her voice a mix of curiosity and concern. “What were you so desperate for?”

She turned the card over in her hands, examining every inch of it. The card was standard for a business professional – clean, crisp, with a simple yet elegant design. But the energy it held told a different story, one of ambition and avarice that went beyond normal business dealings.

Tilly placed the card back on the desk, her mind racing with questions. What was Martin’s connection to Claire? Was his greed merely professional, or was there something more personal, more sinister at play?

***

In the quiet confines of Shane’s office, a space adorned with commendations and a large, worn map of the city, Tilly and Shane sat across from each other, deep in discussion. The room, with its muted colors and shelves of case files, felt like a sanctuary away from the chaos of the sheriff station.

Tilly leaned forward in her chair, her expression earnest. “Shane, when I was in Claire’s office, I found Martin’s business card. It wasn’t just lying there; it was hidden. And the energy it gave off... it was intense, like a tangible wave of greed.”

Shane, seated behind his desk cluttered with paperwork and a steaming cup of coffee, listened intently. He steepled his fingers, considering her words. “Greed, huh? That’s a strong lead. Do you think it’s enough to shift our focus onto Martin?”

“I do,” Tilly replied, nodding firmly. “It’s not just a hunch. The energy was specific and overwhelming. It’s more than professional ambition; there’s something personal, something desperate about it. We need to look into Martin’s background, his dealings.”

Shane nodded, his expression contemplative. “All right, I trust your instincts on this. I’ll arrange for a search warrant for Martin’s realty office. If there’s anything to uncover, we’ll find it.”

A few hours later, Tilly and Shane stood outside Martin’s realty office, a modern building nestled among a row of similar structures. The morning was cool, the city slowly waking up around them.

“It’s time,” Shane said, checking his watch before they entered the office. The bell above the door chimed as they stepped into the sleek reception area, where a young receptionist looked up in surprise.

“Shane, Tilly, how can I assist you?” she inquired, her voice laced with caution.

Shane showed his badge and the search warrant. “We need to conduct a search related to an ongoing case,” he announced.

The receptionist immediately stood, moving aside to allow them access. “Of course, Detective. Please, go ahead.”

Tilly and Shane proceeded into the main office area, a space filled with desks, computers, and busy employees. They began a thorough search, methodically examining every nook and cranny.

As they sifted through documents and opened drawers, the search initially seemed fruitless. However, as one of the officers searched the seating area in Martin’s office, a small but significant discovery was made. Nestled deep in the cushions of Martin’s couch, they found one of Claire’s earrings.

Tilly’s eyes widened at the sight of the earring, a piece of evidence that could potentially link Martin to Claire. Shane picked up the earring with a gloved hand, examining it closely.

“This could be significant,” Shane murmured, his gaze meeting Tilly’s. “It’s not definitive proof, but it’s a start.”

Tilly nodded, her mind racing with the implications of this discovery. The earring, seemingly innocuous, could be the clue they needed to connect Martin to Claire’s murder more concretely.

The atmosphere in Martin’s realty office had shifted palpably with the arrival of Martin himself. He sat in the reception area, a picture of restrained agitation, under the watchful eye of a deputy who had been instructed not to let him into his office during the search. His posture was rigid, his hands clasped tightly in his lap, betraying a veneer of calm that barely concealed his underlying tension.

Shane, holding the discovered earring with a gloved hand, stepped out of the office and into the reception area where Martin waited. The air seemed to thicken with anticipation as Shane approached, the earring glinting subtly in the office’s fluorescent lighting.

“Mr. Martin,” Shane began, his voice even but firm, “we found this earring under a couch cushion in your office. Can you explain why it was there?”

Martin’s gaze flickered to the earring and then back to Shane, his expression a carefully crafted mask of surprise. “Ah, that must be Claire’s,” he said, his voice steady but with a hint of forced nonchalance. “She stopped by a few weeks ago to discuss a deal involving two of our clients on one of my listings. It must have fallen off then.”

Shane’s eyes narrowed slightly, scrutinizing Martin’s reaction. “That’s quite a coincidence, don’t you think? An earring just happens to fall off during her visit and ends up under your couch cushion?”

Martin shifted uncomfortably in his seat, but maintained his composure. “I assure you, Detective, it was a purely professional meeting. Claire was as meticulous about her appearance as she was about her work. It’s not unthinkable that she didn’t notice losing an earring.”

Shane didn’t break his gaze, his suspicion evident. “And you didn’t think to return it to her? Or even mention it?”

Martin’s response was a shrug, an attempt at appearing nonchalant. “It must have slipped my mind. We were very focused on the business at hand. Claire’s passing was a shock to us all, but I had no reason to connect this earring to her until now.”

Tilly, observing the exchange from a short distance, could sense the tension emanating from both men. Martin’s explanation, while plausible, seemed too convenient, and Shane’s skepticism was clearly mirrored in his body language.

The deputy standing nearby watched the interaction closely, ready to intervene if necessary. The reception area, usually a hub of activity and business, had become a stage for a tense and critical confrontation.

Shane took a step back, his eyes still locked on Martin. “We’ll be keeping this for further investigation,” he said, referring to the earring. “And we’re not done looking into this, Mr. Martin. If there’s anything you’re not telling us, now would be the time to speak up.”

Martin met Shane’s gaze, his expression unreadable. “I’ve told you everything I know, Detective. I hope you find who’s responsible for Claire’s death.”


Chapter Twelve

In the midst of the tense atmosphere following the confrontation with Martin, Tilly felt a compelling urge to tap into her magical senses once more. The realty office, with its sleek modern furniture and walls adorned with framed listings, seemed to buzz with an undercurrent of energy – an energy that Tilly hoped to decipher.

As Shane continued his questioning, Tilly discreetly moved away from the group, seeking a quieter corner of the office. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to center herself. Her intention was to sense the underlying magical energies within the space, to glean any hidden truths that might aid their investigation.

However, as she extended her magical awareness, Tilly was met with an unexpected challenge. The energy fields within Martin’s office were chaotic, swirling in a tumultuous dance that made it difficult to focus on any one source. It was as if the very air was charged with a disorienting static, disrupting her ability to read the subtle magical traces she sought.

Frustrated, Tilly concentrated harder, attempting to filter through the chaos. But the more she tried, the more elusive the clarity became. It was an unusual sensation, one she hadn’t often encountered in her practice.

Opening her eyes, Tilly glanced towards Martin, who was still engaged in conversation with Shane. There was something about his presence that seemed to be at the heart of the chaotic energy. Tilly’s intuition told her that Martin was unknowingly a null – a rare individual whose innate, low-grade magic instinctively interfered with the magic of others.

She approached Shane quietly, her expression thoughtful. “Shane, can I have a word?” she asked, pulling him slightly aside.

Shane excused himself from Martin and turned to Tilly. “What is it?” he asked, noticing the perplexed look on her face.

“There’s something off about the energy in this office,” Tilly explained in a low voice. “It’s chaotic, like a storm of interference. I think it’s coming from Martin. He might be a null without even knowing it.”

Shane’s brow furrowed in confusion. “A null? What does that mean for our investigation?”

“It means that any magical traces or energies we’re trying to detect here might be skewed or hidden because of his presence,” Tilly replied. “It’s like trying to listen to a radio station with too much static. We’re not getting the full picture.”

Shane glanced back at Martin, who was watching them with a guarded expression. “So, what’s our next move?” he asked, turning back to Tilly.

Tilly pondered for a moment. “We might need to approach this from a different angle. If we can’t rely on magical readings here, we’ll have to lean more on conventional methods. Maybe there’s something in the paperwork or his computer files that we missed.”

Shane nodded in agreement. “All right, let’s do another sweep of the office. Keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.”

With their search yielding no further evidence, Tilly turned to Shane, a plan forming in her mind. “Shane, can you find a reason to take Martin outside? I need to do a magical sweep of the office without his interference,” she murmured, keeping her voice low to avoid being overheard.

Shane, understanding the necessity of her request, gave a subtle nod. “I’ll handle it,” he replied with a hint of determination in his tone.

He approached Martin, who was standing somewhat aloof, his arms crossed defensively. “Mr. Martin, could you step outside with me for a moment? I need to discuss a few procedural details regarding the search.”

Martin, looking slightly taken aback, nodded reluctantly. “Of course, Detective,” he said, his voice betraying a hint of unease.

Shane led Martin outside to his cruiser, parked conspicuously in front of the office. As they exited, Tilly watched them go, waiting for the moment when the office door closed behind them. Once they were out of sight, she turned her attention back to the task at hand.

Alone in the office, Tilly closed her eyes and focused. With Martin’s nullifying presence removed, the chaotic energy had dissipated, leaving a clearer, though still complex, magical landscape to explore. She extended her senses, seeking any trace of Claire’s energy.

As she moved around the office, her attention was drawn to the couch – the same cushion under which Claire’s earring had been found. Concentrating on the area, Tilly began to pick up faint traces of Claire’s energy. The psychic impressions were vague and blurred, like looking through a fogged window, but they were unmistakably Claire’s.

Tilly’s brow furrowed as she delved deeper into the impressions. Images and sensations began to coalesce in her mind, forming a narrative that was both unexpected and intimate. She saw flashes of Claire and Martin, their interactions charged with a clandestine excitement. The visions suggested something more than professional dealings – a tryst, perhaps, hidden beneath the guise of business meetings.

Opening her eyes, Tilly stepped back from the couch, her mind racing with the implications of her discovery. If Claire and Martin had been involved in a secret relationship, it added a new dimension to the case, one that could explain some of the underlying tensions and motivations.

Just then, Shane re-entered the office, his expression inquisitive. “Find anything?” he asked, looking around the now quiet office.

Tilly turned to him, her expression serious. “I think Claire and Martin might have been involved romantically. I picked up traces of her energy around the couch, and the psychic impressions... they suggest something more personal.”

Shane’s eyes widened slightly at the revelation. “A romantic involvement? That could complicate things. It gives Martin a whole different motive, possibly jealousy or a lover’s quarrel.”

Tilly nodded in agreement. “Exactly. We need to look into this angle more. It might be the key to understanding what really happened to Claire.”

Shane, with a newfound sense of purpose, stepped outside to where Martin was waiting by the cruiser, his posture rigid with apprehension.

“Martin, there’s something we need to clarify,” Shane began, his tone direct and unwavering. “Why didn’t you mention that Claire had visited you here at the office when we first spoke with you after her death?”

Martin, taken aback by the repeated question, shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He glanced around, as if seeking an escape route, before meeting Shane’s steady gaze. “Well, Detective, I didn’t think it was relevant. Our meeting was strictly professional.”

Shane, not satisfied with the response, pressed further. “Strictly professional, yet we found her earring under your couch cushion. That suggests a level of intimacy beyond a professional relationship.”

Martin’s expression tightened, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his voice. “Look, people lose things all the time. It doesn’t mean anything. Claire was here for a business discussion, nothing more.”

Shane leaned in slightly, his eyes searching Martin’s face for any sign of deceit. “It’s just odd that you failed to mention this visit, especially given the circumstances of her death. It could be seen as you withholding information.”

Martin let out a frustrated sigh, running a hand through his hair. “Shane, I assure you, I had no reason to withhold anything. Claire’s death was a shock to all of us. I didn’t think a lost earring was of any importance.”

Shane took a step back, his expression still skeptical. “Well, Martin, this development certainly adds a new layer to our investigation. We’ll need to verify the nature of your relationship with Claire.”

Martin nodded, though his eyes betrayed a flicker of anxiety. “Of course. Whatever helps you get to the bottom of this.”

As Shane walked back into the office, he exchanged a glance with Tilly, who had been observing from the doorway. Her expression was one of deep thought, clearly pondering the implications of Martin’s evasive responses.

Shane approached her, his voice low. “What do you make of that?”

Tilly shook her head slightly, her eyes still on Martin, who was now watching them from a distance. “His answers were too rehearsed, too controlled. There’s more to his story than he’s letting on.”

Shane nodded in agreement. “I think so too. We’ll need to dig deeper into Martin’s background and his relationship with Claire. There’s a piece of this puzzle we’re still missing.”

***

In the subdued ambiance of Shane’s office, Tilly and Shane sat across from each other, each lost in thought. The room, usually a hub of activity and decision-making, felt unusually still, as if echoing their uncertainty. Outside, the world moved on, but inside, time seemed to slow down as they grappled with the complexities of the case.

Shane, his expression a swirl of contemplation and concern, broke the silence. “We’re in a bind here. Without concrete evidence, implicating Martin is difficult, but everything we’ve found so far makes it hard to rule him out completely.”

Tilly, her fingers intertwined, looked up, her eyes reflecting her inner turmoil. “I can’t shake off the feeling that Martin is involved somehow. The chaotic energy in his office, Claire’s earring found under his couch cushion... it’s all too coincidental.”

Shane leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You think there’s more to their relationship than what meets the eye?”

Tilly nodded, her voice firm yet laced with uncertainty. “Despite their apparent animosity, I think Claire and Martin might have been involved romantically. It’s a hunch, but the psychic impressions around the couch... they suggested something intimate.”

He stood up, a renewed sense of purpose in his posture. “We need to dig deeper into Martin’s background, find out more about his connection to Claire. There might be a whole other side to this story we’re missing.”

Tilly’s gaze followed Shane as he began pacing the room, his mind clearly racing with new strategies and approaches. “Exactly. If they were involved, it could be the key to understanding the motive, the why behind all this.”


Chapter Thirteen

In the quiet of her home, Tilly sat thoughtfully in her living room, the soft glow of the evening light filtering through the windows. The case had reached a point where conventional methods seemed insufficient, and she found herself contemplating a more unconventional approach – one she had never attempted before. The idea of summoning Claire’s spirit for insights lingered in her mind, a path fraught with uncertainty and the unknown.

Isis, her feline companion, lay curled up beside her, her eyes reflecting a deep understanding. “If you’re considering reaching out to Claire’s spirit, the Blood Drop Ruby might aid you,” Isis suggested, her voice calm and reassuring. “With the right spell, it should be possible.”

Tilly nodded slowly, the weight of the decision heavy on her shoulders. Communicating with the dead was uncharted territory for her, but the urgency of the case called for desperate measures.

Wes was out for the evening, having mentioned grabbing a beer with a new friend he’d met on a recent run. The timing felt right – the house was quiet, and she wouldn’t have to worry about hiding her magical endeavors from him.

Standing up, Tilly made her way to the secret spell room, a hidden space in her home where she kept her magical artifacts and spellbooks. The room was dimly lit, the walls lined with shelves filled with ancient tomes and various mystical objects. At the center of the room sat the Blood Drop Ruby, its deep red hue glowing softly in the dim light.

Tilly approached the ruby with a sense of reverence. She reached out, her fingers gently caressing the smooth surface of the gemstone. The energy emanating from it was powerful, pulsing with an ancient magic.

She opened one of her spellbooks, its pages worn with age, and began to search for a spell that could facilitate communication with the spirit world. The book creaked as she turned the pages, each one filled with arcane knowledge passed down through generations.

Finding a suitable spell, Tilly began to prepare the ritual. She arranged candles in a circle around the ruby, their flames casting flickering shadows across the room. She then sat cross-legged in front of the gemstone, taking a deep breath to center herself.

Closing her eyes, Tilly began to chant the incantation, her voice steady and clear. The air in the room grew thick, charged with magical energy. The ruby started to glow brighter, its light pulsating in rhythm with Tilly’s words.

As the spell reached its crescendo, Tilly felt a shift in the atmosphere, a thinning of the veil between the living and the dead. She opened her eyes, the ruby now radiating a brilliant light, bathing the room in a crimson glow.

Tilly waited, her heart pounding in anticipation. She knew that if the spell worked, she might soon be in the presence of Claire’s spirit, ready to uncover the truths that had eluded them thus far. The room was silent, save for the soft crackling of the candle flames, as Tilly prepared herself for what might come next.

Despite the intensity of the ritual and the pulsating energy of the Blood Drop Ruby, the spell to summon Claire’s spirit did not yield the desired result. Tilly opened her eyes to the same dimly lit room, the ruby’s glow fading back to its usual soft shimmer. A sense of disappointment washed over her, but she was not one to give up easily.

Isis, sensing Tilly’s frustration, spoke up. “It’s a complex spell, Tilly. Perhaps there’s another in your collection that could guide us better.”

Tilly nodded, her resolve firming. She stood and began to peruse her extensive collection of magical books, each a repository of ancient wisdom and arcane practices. As she searched, the twin cats, Isis and Erid, joined her, their keen eyes scanning the shelves.

After some time, Erid’s attention was drawn to a particular tome, its cover worn and its pages yellowed with age. “Here, this might have what we need,” he meowed, nudging the book with his paw.

Tilly pulled the book from the shelf and opened it. Inside, she found a spell that seemed more suited to her needs, but it was clear that this ritual required significant magical and spiritual preparation. The spell was to be performed over three days, aligning with the days before and the day of the funeral, a time when the veil between worlds was at its thinnest.

In the time leading up to the ritual, Tilly dedicated herself to the necessary preparations, balancing her time between her magical pursuits and being present for Wes. She knew the spell she planned to cast was complex and required not only her full magical concentration but also a deep spiritual readiness.

During the day, while Wes was engrossed in his online classes or out for his runs, Tilly retreated to her secret spell room. Here, she spent hours poring over the spellbook Erid had nudged towards her, familiarizing herself with every nuance of the ritual. The Blood Drop Ruby, central to the spell, lay on the table, its deep red hue a constant source of energy and focus.

Tilly would hold the ruby, feeling its ancient power seep into her, fortifying her magical reserves. She practiced the incantations, her voice a soft murmur in the quiet room, and meditated deeply, aligning her spirit with the energies she would need to summon Claire’s spirit.

When Wes was home, Tilly set aside her preparations, ensuring that their time together was undisturbed by her otherworldly concerns. They shared meals, talked about his classes and new friends, and enjoyed the simple, everyday moments. Tilly cherished these times, knowing they provided a necessary balance to the intense spiritual work she was undertaking.

As the day of the ritual drew nearer, Tilly felt a growing sense of readiness. The night before the funeral, she planned to complete her final preparations, charging herself fully with the ruby’s energy. She knew that the success of the ritual hinged on her ability to be both magically potent and spiritually attuned.

In the evenings, after Wes had retired to his room, Tilly would sit quietly in the living room, reflecting on the task ahead. The house was peaceful, the only sounds the gentle ticking of the clock and the occasional soft purring of Isis and Erid. In these moments of solitude, Tilly gathered her strength and focus, readying herself for the challenging ritual that awaited her.

***

The day of Claire’s funeral dawned overcast, the sky a mottle of grays that seemed to mirror the somber mood of the occasion. Tilly arrived at the funeral, her senses heightened by the charged energy of the Blood Drop Ruby she had been attuning herself with. The ruby, now concealed within the folds of her dress, pulsed softly against her skin, a constant reminder of the task she had set for herself.

The funeral was held in a quaint chapel, its stained glass windows casting colorful patterns on the pews and the somberly dressed attendees. Tilly took a seat towards the back, her eyes scanning the crowd, observing the faces of those who had come to pay their respects to Claire.

As the service progressed, Avril, Claire’s younger sister, stepped up to the podium to give the eulogy. Tilly listened intently, her mind contrasting the heartfelt words with the complex and often troubling picture of Claire that had emerged during the investigation.

Avril’s voice was steady, but emotion tinged her words. “Claire was a beacon of light in our lives, always bringing joy and laughter wherever she went. Her generosity knew no bounds, and she touched the hearts of everyone she met.”

Tilly felt a twinge of dissonance as she listened. This portrayal of Claire as a selfless, joyous individual seemed at odds with the manipulative, sometimes callous person she had come to know through the investigation. It was a reminder of the many facets a person could possess, the public persona often masking a more complex private reality.

As Avril continued, Tilly closed her eyes, reaching inward to the energy of the ruby. She focused on Claire, attempting to establish a connection with her spirit. The ruby’s energy surged through her, a torrent of magical power that she directed towards her goal.

But despite her efforts and the ruby’s potent energy, Tilly felt a barrier, an inexplicable resistance that prevented her from reaching Claire. It was as if Claire’s spirit was shrouded, inaccessible even to Tilly’s heightened abilities.

Opening her eyes, Tilly felt a sense of frustration and confusion. Why couldn’t she reach Claire? Was there something about Claire’s spirit, or the circumstances of her death, that made communication impossible?

As the last notes of the somber funeral hymn faded away, Tilly remained seated, her mind racing with the implications of her failed attempt to reach Claire. Around her, the mourners began to rise, their movements slow, their expressions a blend of grief and solemnity. The chapel, with its high ceilings and stained glass windows, echoed with the soft murmur of voices and the shuffling of feet.

Tilly’s senses, still heightened from the energy of the Blood Drop Ruby, picked up on an undercurrent of intense negativity permeating the chapel. It was a thick, almost tangible presence that seemed to saturate the air, creating an invisible barrier that her magic couldn’t penetrate. This oppressive energy felt like a direct obstruction to her connection with Claire’s spirit.

Closing her eyes, Tilly focused on the source of this negativity. Her magical intuition, new but strengthened by the ruby, guided her senses through the crowd. She felt drawn to a particular presence in the chapel – Martin. He stood among the other mourners, his face a mask of grief, but there was something about him that stood out to Tilly’s magical perception.

She could sense an aura of power surrounding Martin, subtle yet unmistakable. It was as if he possessed latent magical abilities, ones that he might not even be aware of. This unintentional emanation of energy from Martin could be what was preventing Claire’s spirit from coming through.

Tilly opened her eyes, her gaze settling on Martin. He seemed like any other mourner, his head bowed in respect, but to Tilly’s magically attuned senses, he was a null capable of nullifying the powers of others.

After the funeral, as the mourners dispersed under the gray, overcast sky, Shane and Tilly found themselves walking side by side through the churchyard. The air was filled with the muted sounds of farewells and the distant rumble of cars. Shane cast a sidelong glance at Tilly, his expression a mix of curiosity and concern.

“You seemed quite intent back there in the chapel,” Shane remarked, his voice low. “What was that all about?”

Tilly exhaled slowly, her gaze fixed on the path ahead. “I was trying to reach Claire’s spirit,” she confessed, her voice tinged with a hint of frustration. “But there was this intense negativity, like a barrier. I think it might be connected to Martin. He could be unknowingly blocking any spiritual contact.”

Shane’s brows furrowed slightly as he processed her words. He glanced at her, his expression thoughtful but skeptical. “Spirit contact, huh? That’s a bit out of my field, Tilly. I’m not saying I don’t believe in your abilities, but it’s hard for me to grasp.”

Tilly nodded, understanding his skepticism. “I know it sounds far-fetched, Shane. But there’s something about Martin that’s interfering. I can feel it.”

Shane looked ahead, watching as the last of the mourners left the church grounds. “Even if that’s true, Tilly, we have to think about what will stand up in court. The legal system needs concrete physical evidence. Spiritual evidence, no matter how compelling it might be to us, won’t hold up.”

Tilly sighed, knowing Shane was right. “I get it. We need something tangible. It’s just frustrating feeling so close to a breakthrough and yet so far.”

Shane placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We’ll get there, Tilly. We just have to keep digging. Let’s go over everything again – the interviews, the crime scene, Martin’s background. There’s a piece we’re missing, and we’ll find it.”

As they walked back to their cars, the church bell tolled in the distance, marking the end of the day’s somber proceedings. The sound echoed through the emptying churchyard, a solemn reminder of the task that lay ahead of them.


Chapter Fourteen

In the interrogation room of the police station, Shane was ready to dive into another round of questioning. The room’s bland walls and harsh fluorescent lighting created an atmosphere that was cold and impersonal, a stark contrast to the emotional weight of the investigation.

Derek, a contractor who had frequently worked for Claire and had been notably wronged by her, sat across from Shane. His posture was tense, his hands clasped tightly on the table, betraying his discomfort. His eyes darted around the room, signaling his unease.

Tilly, granted access by Shane, observed from the observation room. She watched intently, her unique perspective and intuition ready to assist in the interrogation.

Shane, maintaining a professional yet assertive demeanor, began the questioning. “Derek, we need to talk about your professional relationship with Claire. It’s common knowledge that she didn’t treat you fairly. Walk me through the details.”

Derek shifted in his chair, clearly uncomfortable. “Detective, Claire and I had a business relationship, sure. But she didn’t play fair. She’d often delay payments or shortchange me after I completed jobs.”

Shane leaned forward, his gaze sharp. “Did this business conflict ever escalate? Were there confrontations?”

Derek exhaled deeply, his frustration evident. “We had our share of arguments. I confronted her several times about the payments. But it was just about the money she owed me.”

In the observation room, Tilly scrutinized Derek’s responses, her mind analyzing his body language and tone for any signs of deception or hidden motives. She understood the complexities of human emotions and knew that unraveling Derek’s true feelings about Claire was crucial.

Shane continued, his tone unyielding. “Tell me about the last time you saw Claire. What happened?”

Derek’s gaze fell to the table before he responded. “The last time was at her office. I went there to demand the payment she’d been holding back. It got heated, but that’s all it was – a dispute over money.”

Tilly, observing from the observation room, leaned closer to the glass. She sensed Derek’s defensiveness and something more, an underlying layer of emotion he was trying to conceal.

Shane sensed it too. “Derek, if there’s anything you’re not telling us, now’s the time. Holding back information won’t do you any favors.”

As the interrogation continued, the tension in the room seemed to thicken. Derek, his hands still clasped tightly, appeared increasingly agitated under Shane’s steady gaze. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting stark shadows across the table.

“Derek, let’s talk specifics,” Shane pressed on, his voice firm. “How exactly did Claire’s actions impact your business?”

Derek’s jaw tightened, and he leaned forward slightly. “She played games, Detective. Used my bids to get lower prices from her preferred contractor. It cost me time and money. I’d do the work, put in the bids, and then she’d just use them to undercut me.”

Shane nodded, jotting down notes. “That must have been frustrating. Did it ever lead to any confrontations?”

“Yeah, we had words about it,” Derek admitted, his voice tinged with bitterness. “I confronted her, told her it wasn’t right. But she just brushed me off, said it was business.”

Tilly, observing from the other side of the one-way mirror, watched Derek’s reactions closely. His resentment was palpable, but she sensed a restraint in his demeanor, a conscious effort to keep his emotions in check.

Shane shifted the topic. “Where were you the weekend Claire died?”

Derek relaxed slightly, a faint hint of relief in his posture. “I was at a BBQing competition. It’s a hobby of mine. I was there the whole weekend.”

Shane raised an eyebrow. “Can anyone corroborate that?”

“Plenty of people saw me there,” Derek responded, a trace of defensiveness returning to his voice. “I even won third place in the ribs category. You can check it out, it’s all public.”

Shane made a mental note to verify Derek’s alibi. “We’ll look into that, Derek. If what you’re saying checks out, it’s important for establishing your whereabouts.”

Shane, sensing there was more to uncover, leaned forward, his hands clasped together on the table. “Derek, aside from your own interactions with Claire, have you noticed anything unusual or anyone acting suspiciously around her?”

Derek paused, his eyes narrowing as he delved into his memory. “Well, there’s something about Martin,” he began, his tone cautious. “I saw them together a few times recently. They looked... cozy, which was odd, considering they were always at each other’s throats.”

Shane’s interest piqued. “Cozy? In what way?”

Derek shifted in his chair, clearly uncomfortable but willing to share what he had observed. “I saw them at a café once. They were sitting close, laughing, which was strange. Claire and Martin were known to have a pretty volatile professional relationship.”

In the observation room, Tilly, who had been attentively following the conversation, leaned in closer. This new piece of information about Claire and Martin added another layer to the already complex case.

Shane continued, his tone even but probing. “Did you ever hear them arguing about anything specific? Or did Claire ever mention anything to you about Martin?”

Derek shook his head. “No, she never talked to me about him. But it was common knowledge they clashed over business deals. Seeing them like that, friendly and all, it didn’t add up.”

Shane made a mental note of Derek’s observation. “Did you see them together any other time? Anything that stood out?”

“Just that once at the café,” Derek replied. “But it stuck with me because it was so out of character for both of them.”

Shane leaned back, his mind processing the new information. “All right, Derek. That’s helpful to know. We’ll look into this angle.”

Derek nodded, a mix of relief and lingering tension evident in his demeanor. “I hope you find out what happened to her, Detective. Despite everything, she didn’t deserve what happened.”

As Derek stood up to leave the interrogation room, his movements were stiff, the residue of the tense conversation still clinging to him. Tilly watched him intently, her senses extending beyond the physical realm, tapping into the subtle currents of magic to gauge the true nature of his emotions.

As he walked past the one-way mirror, Tilly closed her eyes, focusing her energy. She could sense the layers of resentment emanating from Derek, a bitter aura that surrounded him like a cloak. However, within that bitterness, there was a boundary, a line he hadn’t crossed. The resentment was strong, but it lacked the intensity, the depth that might drive a person to commit murder.

Opening her eyes, Tilly turned to Shane, who was gathering his notes. “Shane, I should have mentioned this earlier, but I spoke with Derek about being at the BBQ competition. His resentment towards Claire is palpable, but it doesn’t feel like it extends to murder. His alibi seems solid, and he doesn’t strike me as someone capable of such violence.”

Shane looked up, his expression a mix of surprise and contemplation. “You spoke with Derek about the competition?”

Tilly nodded, a hint of apology in her tone. “Yes, I did. It was before we brought him in. I wanted to get a sense of his whereabouts during the time of Claire’s death.”

Shane considered this for a moment, then sighed, a slight smile playing on his lips. “Well, it would have been good to know sooner, but I appreciate the insight. From what we’ve seen and heard, Derek doesn’t seem like the type to carry out such a vicious attack, despite having a motive. And with his strong alibi, it’s unlikely he’s our guy.”

Tilly nodded in agreement, relieved that Shane understood. “It’s a complex case, Shane. Every person we talk to seems to add another piece to the puzzle, but it’s still not coming together.”

Shane stood up, his demeanor resolute. “We’ll keep digging, Tilly. Someone out there knows what happened to Claire, and we’re going to find them. Let’s go over the evidence again, see if we missed anything.”


Chapter Fifteen

The atmosphere in the interrogation room shifted as Tamara, Claire’s assistant, was ushered in for another round of questioning. The room seemed to close in around them, heightening the sense of gravity surrounding the investigation.

Tamara, who seemed nervous but also resolved, took a seat across from Shane. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap, her eyes darting around the room before settling on Shane. Tilly, having been allowed to stay in the room by Shane, sat quietly to the side, her presence unobtrusive yet observant.

Shane, his approach methodical and direct, began the questioning. “Tamara, thank you for coming in again. We need to go over some details about your work with Claire. Specifically, any unusual interactions or behaviors you might have noticed.”

Tamara nodded, swallowing hard. “Of course, Detective. I’ll help however I can.”

Shane leaned forward slightly, his gaze steady. “Let’s start with the days leading up to Claire’s death. Did she seem different to you? Anxious, perhaps, or worried about something?”

Tamara took a moment, collecting her thoughts. “Claire was always pretty guarded about her personal feelings. But yes, in the last week, she seemed... on edge. More so than usual.”

Tilly, listening intently, noted the subtle shift in Tamara’s tone, the hint of concern that crept in as she spoke of Claire’s final days.

Shane picked up on it too. “Can you elaborate on that? Did she mention anything specific that was troubling her?”

Tamara hesitated, her eyes flickering down before meeting Shane’s again. “She didn’t say much, but I overheard a phone call. She sounded upset, almost scared. I couldn’t make out much, but she mentioned someone’s name... Martin, I think.”

Shane’s interest was visibly piqued. “Martin? Did she say anything else that might help us understand the context of that call?”

“Not really,” Tamara replied, her voice tinged with regret. “I didn’t want to pry. But after the call, she was visibly shaken.”

In the corner, Tilly mulled over this new information.

Shane continued, his questions meticulous and probing. “Was there anything else out of the ordinary? Any other interactions or incidents that struck you as unusual?”

Tamara thought for a moment. “There was one thing. A few days before... before she died, Claire had a meeting with someone. I don’t know who it was, but they argued. It was heated, and Claire seemed really upset afterward.”

Shane made a note of this. “Do you know what the argument was about?”

“No, I’m sorry. They were in her office, and I didn’t hear much. But it was intense.”

Shane, leaning forward, his elbows resting on the table, fixed Tamara with a steady gaze. “Tamara, we need to understand your relationship with Claire. Were there any recent conflicts or disagreements between you two?”

Tamara’s eyes flickered, and she took a deep breath before speaking. Her voice trembled slightly as she began, “Yes, we... we had an argument. I was up for a promotion, and Claire denied it. She said I wasn’t ready, but I knew I was. It was unfair.”

As she spoke, tears welled up in her eyes, spilling over and trailing down her cheeks. The emotional strain was evident in her voice, which cracked with a mixture of frustration and sadness.

Shane’s expression softened slightly, but he maintained his professional demeanor. “I understand that must have been difficult. Did this argument lead to anything more serious?”

Tamara shook her head vigorously, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. “No, no, I was angry, but I didn’t... I didn’t kill her. I couldn’t do something like that.”

In the corner of the room, Tilly observed the exchange, her intuition telling her that Tamara’s emotions were genuine. The depth of her distress seemed to align with someone wronged, not someone capable of murder.

Shane, however, continued to probe, his questions becoming more pointed. “Tamara, where were you on the night of Claire’s death?”

“I was at home,” Tamara replied, her voice steadying a bit. “I was upset about the promotion, so I stayed in. I didn’t go anywhere.”

Shane noted her response, his expression unreadable. “Did anyone see you there? Any way to confirm your whereabouts?”

“My neighbor saw me,” Tamara said quickly. “I talked to her that evening. She can vouch for me.”

Shane leaned back, his gaze lingering on Tamara for a moment longer. “Thank you, Tamara. We’ll verify your alibi. Your cooperation is appreciated.”

As Tamara stood up, wiping her tears with the back of her hand, she looked at Shane, a plea in her eyes. “Please believe me, Detective. I’m telling the truth.”

Shane nodded, a silent acknowledgment of her plea. “You’re free to go, Tamara. We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions.”

After Tamara left the room, Shane turned to Tilly, who had been quietly taking in the entire exchange. “What’s your read on her?” he asked, seeking her perspective.

Tilly exhaled slowly, her mind still processing the emotional intensity of the interrogation. “Her emotions seemed genuine, Shane. I believe she was telling the truth about the argument and her alibi. Her resentment is there, but it doesn’t feel like it extends to murder.”

Shane nodded, his expression contemplative. “I agree. Her story has been consistent, and her emotions felt real. We’ll check her alibi, but it seems unlikely she’s involved in Claire’s death.”

Exiting the interrogation room, Shane and Tilly were surprised to find Tamara lingering in the hallway, her demeanor hesitant but urgent. The fluorescent lights of the corridor cast a sterile glow on her face, accentuating her anxious expression.

“Sheriff, Tilly,” Tamara began, her voice wavering slightly, “there’s something else I need to tell you.”

Shane and Tilly exchanged a quick glance before turning their full attention to Tamara. “What is it, Tamara?” Shane asked, his tone indicating his readiness to listen.

Tamara took a deep breath, steadying herself. “It’s about Martin. He’s been coming to the office a lot more recently. And there was this one afternoon...” She paused, collecting her thoughts. “He and Walter had a confrontation. It got heated, almost physical.”

Shane’s interest was immediately piqued. “A confrontation? Can you tell us more about that?”

Tamara nodded, her hands nervously twisting the hem of her blouse. “Yes, they were arguing about something. Voices were raised, and it looked like it might turn into a fight. Claire was there, and she was upset, but Martin convinced her not to call the police. He said it would cause a scandal.”

Tilly, observing Tamara’s body language, noted the genuine concern in her eyes. This new information about Martin and Walter added another complex layer to the investigation.

Shane, his mind already processing this new lead, asked, “Did Claire mention anything about the nature of their argument? Or did you overhear anything specific?”

Tamara shook her head. “I didn’t catch much of what was said. But Claire was shaken afterward. She mentioned that Martin could be persuasive when he wanted to be.”

Shane made a mental note of this. “Did you notice any change in Claire’s behavior after this incident?”

Tamara thought for a moment. “She seemed more on edge, more cautious. I think the confrontation really rattled her.”

“Tamara, do you think there was a romantic involvement between Martin and Claire?” Tilly asked, her voice gentle yet probing.

Tamara hesitated, her gaze drifting to the floor before meeting Tilly’s eyes again. “Yes, I think there was something between them,” she admitted, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “But I don’t know how serious it was. Claire... she was very private about her personal life.”

Tilly nodded, encouraging Tamara to continue. “Did she ever open up about her feelings? To anyone?”

Tamara sighed, a wistful expression crossing her face. “Not really. Claire kept that part of herself mostly closed off. The only people she seemed to really open up to were her sister, Avril, and her niece. They were the only ones who saw that loving side of her.”

Shane, who had been listening intently, interjected, “Did you ever see any signs, anything that might suggest the nature of Claire’s relationship with Martin?”

Tamara shook her head. “It was all very discreet. They were careful, especially around the office. But there were moments, little things, like the way they looked at each other or a casual touch. It was enough to make you wonder.”


Chapter Sixteen

The revelation about Martin and Claire’s possible romantic involvement had set Tilly’s mind racing. Determined to uncover more, she decided to return to Claire’s office, hoping to psychically pick up traces of the relationship that might have been left behind.

As Tilly entered the real estate office, the familiar setting greeted her with its professional ambiance. Tamara was stationed at the receptionist desk, her eyes briefly meeting Tilly’s as she walked in.

“Back again, Tilly?” Tamara asked, a hint of curiosity in her voice.

Tilly nodded, her expression serious. “Yes, I need to take another look in Claire’s office. I’m hoping to find something we might have missed.”

Tamara simply nodded and gestured towards Claire’s office. “Go ahead. I’ll be here if you need anything.”

Tilly thanked her and proceeded to Claire’s office, a space that now felt laden with unspoken secrets. She closed the door behind her, enveloping herself in the quiet solitude of the room. The office was as Claire had left it – impeccably organized, with personal touches that spoke of a woman who was both meticulous and proud of her achievements.

Standing in the center of the room, Tilly closed her eyes and focused her energy. She reached out with her senses, seeking any residual psychic imprints that might reveal the nature of Claire and Martin’s relationship.

The air around her seemed to pulse with a subtle energy, a tapestry of emotions and memories woven into the very fabric of the space. Tilly’s mind brushed against feelings of tension, moments of closeness, whispers of affection that seemed to hang in the air like echoes of a past long gone.

As she moved around the room, her attention was drawn to Claire’s desk. There, the energy felt more concentrated, more intense. Tilly could sense the undercurrents of a relationship that was both complex and fraught with unspoken emotions.

In Claire’s office, Tilly’s attention was drawn to a sweater draped over the back of Claire’s chair. It was a soft, cashmere garment, the kind that Claire would wrap around herself on cooler days. Tilly reached out, her fingers gently grazing the fabric. As she touched the sweater, a sudden rush of energy coursed through her, and her surroundings seemed to blur, giving way to a vision.

In the vision, the office transformed. Tilly saw Claire and Martin, not as the professional associates known to the public, but as two people sharing a moment of genuine affection. They stood close to each other, Martin’s arms wrapped around Claire in a tender embrace. Their eyes locked, conveying a depth of emotion that went beyond mere physical attraction.

Tilly could sense the complexity of their relationship – it was fraught with the challenges of their external lives, yet there was an undeniable sincerity in their interaction. Claire’s face, usually so composed and guarded, was softened by a vulnerability that she rarely showed to the world. Martin, often perceived as tough and unyielding, displayed a gentleness that was at odds with his public persona.

As the vision faded, Tilly found herself back in the present, still holding the sweater. The emotional residue of the vision lingered, leaving her with a profound sense of the hidden aspects of Claire and Martin’s relationship. It was clear that what they shared was not just a clandestine affair, but something deeper, more emotionally charged.

Tilly carefully placed the sweater back on the chair, her mind abuzz with the implications of her vision. This glimpse into Claire and Martin’s private world offered a new perspective on their relationship, suggesting that their connection was more significant than anyone had realized.

As she left Claire’s office, Tilly knew that this discovery was crucial. The emotional bond between Claire and Martin could be a key factor in understanding the events leading to Claire’s death. With this new insight, the case had taken a significant turn, and Tilly was more determined than ever to unravel the mystery surrounding Claire’s life and untimely demise.

***

Tilly made her way to Shane’s office, the vision she had experienced in Claire’s office still vivid in her mind. The town hall was a hive of activity, with officers and other employees moving briskly, their conversations a low hum in the background. She navigated through the corridors, her determination evident in her stride.

Upon reaching Shane’s office, she found him poring over files, his brow furrowed in concentration. The office was a reflection of Shane’s methodical nature, with neatly stacked papers and organized case boards. He looked up as Tilly entered, his expression shifting from focus to curiosity.

“Hey, Tilly. What brings you here?” Shane asked, setting aside the file he was reading.

Tilly took a deep breath, steadying herself for the conversation. “Shane, I went back to Claire’s office, and I had a vision. It was about her and Martin.”

Shane leaned back in his chair, his interest piqued. “A vision? What did you see?”

Tilly recounted the vision in detail – the affectionate embrace between Claire and Martin, the genuine emotions she sensed between them. “It was more than just a fling, Shane. They had real feelings for each other. It was intimate, emotional.”

Shane listened intently, his expression thoughtful. “That’s a significant revelation. It adds a new layer to their relationship, one we hadn’t considered.”

Tilly nodded, her conviction clear. “We need to look further into Martin. If he and Claire were that close, he could be more involved in her life – and possibly her death – than we initially thought.”

Shane considered this, his gaze drifting to the case board on the wall. “You might be right. If their relationship was as deep as you say, it could provide a motive, or at least explain some of Claire’s actions before her death.”

Tilly leaned forward, her urgency evident. “We can’t overlook this, Shane. Martin’s connection to Claire could be the key to understanding what happened to her.”

Shane stood up, his decision made. “All right, I’ll dig deeper into Martin’s background, see what else we can find. We need to approach this carefully, but you’re right – this could be crucial.” He glanced over at Tilly. “I’m heading to Martin’s office. I think it’s time we got some straight answers from him. You should come with me, your insights could be valuable.”

Tilly nodded. Together, they made their way to Martin’s real estate office, a sleek building that stood as a testament to the success of his business. The office was a flurry of activity, with agents and assistants moving between cubicles and phones ringing persistently.

Upon entering Martin’s office, they were greeted by the sight of him seated behind a large, polished desk. The room was spacious, the walls adorned with awards and recognitions. Martin looked up, his expression a mix of surprise and guarded wariness.

“Shane, Tilly, to what do I owe this visit?” Martin inquired, his voice steady but with an underlying note of tension.

Shane got straight to the point. “We need to talk about Claire. Specifically, about your relationship with her.”

Martin’s posture stiffened slightly, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his demeanor. “My relationship with Claire was strictly professional. We had our differences, but that was all.”

Shane leaned forward, not convinced by Martin’s response. “We have reason to believe it was more than that, Martin. Witnesses have suggested there was something personal between you two.”

Martin shifted in his seat, his gaze flickering away for a moment before returning to Shane. “People talk, Shane. They like to make assumptions, especially about people like Claire and me.”

Shane persisted, his tone firm. “It’s more than just talk, Martin. We’ve seen evidence that suggests you were involved with Claire on a personal level. It’s important you’re honest with us.”

Martin sighed, the façade of indifference slowly crumbling. “All right, yes, Claire and I were involved. It started a few months ago.”

Tilly, observing quietly, noted the change in Martin’s expression as he spoke. His admission seemed to bring him both relief and sorrow.

Shane continued, pressing for more details. “Why keep it a secret? Why the public feud?”

Martin ran a hand through his hair, a weary look on his face. “The feud was partly a facade. It was good for business, created a buzz. But what Claire and I had... it was real. We cared for each other deeply.”

Shane took notes, his expression still neutral but his eyes sharp. “So, your relationship was more than just a business strategy?”

“Yes,” Martin confirmed, his voice softer. “It was complicated, given our public images. But what we shared was genuine.”

Shane took a moment to jot down notes before looking back at Martin. “This changes the dynamics of the case, Martin. Your relationship with Claire could be a key factor in understanding what happened to her.”

Martin nodded, a mixture of resignation and sadness in his eyes. “I understand. I just wish things had been different.”

In the confines of Martin’s office, the air was thick with tension following his admission about his relationship with Claire. Shane, sensing there was more to uncover, leaned in, his gaze fixed on Martin.

“Let’s talk about your altercation with Walter,” Shane said, his voice steady but insistent. “We’ve heard there was a confrontation. What happened?”

Martin exhaled slowly, his eyes reflecting a momentary internal struggle before he began to speak. “Walter found out about me and Claire. He showed up one afternoon, furious, raging with jealousy.”

Tilly observed Martin closely, noting the flicker of frustration that crossed his face as he recounted the incident.

“He was out of control,” Martin continued. “Accusing me of stealing Claire from him, as if she was some sort of prize to be won. It was... intense.”

Shane’s expression remained impassive, but his eyes were sharp, dissecting every word. “Did it get physical?”

Martin shook his head. “Almost. But Claire was there. She stepped in before it could escalate. She had a way of calming things down.”

“And you didn’t think to involve the police?” Shane prodded.

Martin sighed, a rueful look crossing his face. “Claire convinced me not to. She thought involving the police would only fuel Walter’s instability, create more scandal. She was always careful about her public image.”

Shane nodded, taking in the information. “So, you just let it go?”

“I had no choice,” Martin replied. “Claire was adamant about handling it privately. She didn’t want to provoke Walter further.”

Shane leaned back, his gaze lingering on Martin for a moment longer. “Thank you for finally coming clean, Martin. This sheds new light on the situation. But I have to tell you, we’ll probably be back for more information. So, it’s best if you don’t leave town.”

Martin nodded, “I understand, Detective. I’ll be here if you need anything else.”

Shane and Tilly made their way out of the office, their minds abuzz with the new information. The case was evolving into a web of personal and professional entanglements.

As they stepped out of Martin’s office, the bustling atmosphere of the real estate firm contrasted sharply with the gravity of their conversation. Tilly and Shane moved through the corridor, their steps echoing slightly on the polished floor.

Once outside, under the open sky, Tilly turned to Shane, her expression thoughtful. “Shane, based on what Martin said, his heartbreak, and Walter’s possessiveness, I think we need to refocus on Walter. His reaction to their relationship could be more significant than we initially thought.”

Shane, who had been deep in thought, looked at Tilly, considering her words. “You think Walter’s jealousy might have driven him to do something more drastic?”

Tilly nodded, her gaze intense. “Yes, jealousy can be a powerful motive, especially in a situation as tangled as this one. Walter’s reaction to seeing Claire with Martin was extreme. We can’t overlook the possibility that it could have led to something more.”

Shane rubbed his chin, mulling over the idea. “It’s a valid point. Walter’s behavior does raise some red flags. We need to dig deeper into his actions and whereabouts around the time of Claire’s death.”

Tilly’s eyes were resolute. “We should also look into any past incidents involving Walter. If he’s had a history of aggressive or possessive behavior, it could strengthen the case against him.”

Shane nodded in agreement. “All right, let’s do that. I’ll pull up Walter’s records, see if there’s a pattern.”

Walking back to Shane’s car, Tilly and Shane were enveloped in a contemplative silence. The revelations from Martin had subtly altered the trajectory of their investigation, steering their focus toward Walter with renewed interest. It was as if a new pathway had opened up, one that promised to lead them closer to the heart of the mystery.


Chapter Seventeen

Shane and Tilly sat in the dimly lit records room of the sheriff’s station, surrounded by towering file cabinets and the musty scent of old paper. They were deep into researching Walter’s background, sifting through files and police reports. The fluorescent lights above flickered occasionally, casting a sterile glow over the documents spread out before them.

Shane pulled out another file, his expression growing grimmer with each page he turned. “Looks like Walter has a history of domestic abuse. There are restraining orders from two exes here,” he said, his voice tinged with disgust.

Tilly, looking over the documents, felt a chill run down her spine. “That adds a whole new layer to his profile. It’s more than just jealousy; it’s a pattern of possessive and violent behavior.”

Their investigation was interrupted by the arrival of Martin at the station. He carried Claire’s day planner, a sleek, leather-bound book. “I found this on my bedside table,” he explained, handing it over to Shane. “Thought it might be important.”

Shane and Tilly immediately began flipping through the planner. It was meticulously organized, with appointments and notes written in Claire’s neat handwriting. They quickly found the entry for the day she was killed – a scheduled meeting with Walter.

“It’s here, just like on her desk calendar,” Tilly noted. “It looks like a legitimate meeting, not just a setup to provoke him.”

After uncovering the unsettling details of Walter’s past, Tilly felt a growing conviction about the direction of their investigation. She turned to Shane, who was again absorbed in the files they had gathered.

“Shane, I think I need to go back to Claire’s office,” Tilly said, her voice firm with resolve. “I want to take Isis and Erid with me. Their presence might amplify my psychic abilities, help me pick up on any residual energies or clues we might have missed.”

Shane looked up, his eyes reflecting a mix of skepticism and trust. “All right, Tilly. Do what you need to do. Keep me posted on anything you find.”

Tilly nodded and left the station, her mind already focusing on the task ahead. She drove back to her house, where the late afternoon sun cast shadows across the front yard. Inside, the house was quiet, save for the faint sound of Wes’s voice coming from his room, where he was engaged in an online class.

She found Isis and Erid lounging in a sunlit spot in the living room. “Come on, you two,” she said softly. “We have work to do.” The cats, sensing the seriousness in her tone, followed her obediently to the car.

The drive to Claire’s office was a short one, but it gave Tilly time to center her thoughts and prepare for the psychic exploration she was about to undertake. She parked the car and, with Isis and Erid in tow, made her way into the building.

The office was quieter now, the hustle and bustle of the day winding down. Tilly entered Claire’s office, a space that now felt charged with hidden stories and unseen truths. She closed the door behind her, creating a secluded environment for her and her familiars.

“Let’s see what we can find,” Tilly whispered to Isis and Erid. The cats seemed to understand, their eyes scanning the room with an almost human-like perception.

Tilly sat down in Claire’s chair, taking a deep breath as she closed her eyes. She reached out with her senses, the presence of her familiars intensifying her psychic abilities. The room’s atmosphere shifted, the air growing heavy as if charged with the echoes of past emotions and events.

As Tilly delved deeper into her psychic exploration, guided by the subtle cues from Isis and Erid, she hoped to uncover the elusive clues that would bring them closer to solving the mystery of Claire’s death.

Tilly felt a surge of energy. The room, once a place of business and order, now felt charged with a dark, heavy aura. As she focused, the residual energy of Walter’s explosive rage became palpable, almost like a physical presence in the room. The cats, sensing the shift, stayed close, their eyes alert.

***

After her intense psychic exploration at Claire’s office, Tilly returned to the station, her mind swirling with the residual energy she had sensed. The drive back was a blur, her thoughts entirely consumed by the palpable aura of rage she had felt in Claire’s office – an aura she was convinced belonged to Walter.

Upon arriving at the station, Tilly sought out Shane, finding him in his office surrounded by case files and notes. He looked up as she entered, his expression one of weary determination.

“Shane, I felt it,” Tilly began, her voice urgent. “In Claire’s office, there was this overwhelming sense of anger, of murderous rage. It’s Walter’s energy; I’m sure of it.”

Shane’s eyes narrowed, processing her words. “You’re certain it was Walter’s?”

Tilly nodded emphatically. “Yes, it was unmistakable. The same energy we’ve been sensing around him. It was all over Claire’s office.”

Shane stood up, a new sense of urgency in his movements. “That’s it, then. We need to act on this.” He reached for his phone, dialing a number he knew by heart. “I’m calling Judge Harper. We might not have enough physical evidence to get a search warrant for Walter’s place, but she’s friendly. She’ll help.”

Tilly watched as Shane spoke into the phone, his tone concise and persuasive. He detailed the recent discoveries, the evidence from Martin, and Tilly’s psychic impressions. After a few moments, he hung up, a look of satisfaction on his face.

“We got it,” Shane said, turning to Tilly. “The warrant’s been granted. We’re searching Walter’s apartment.”

The search team, a group of seasoned officers, was quickly assembled and briefed. They set out for Walter’s apartment. His building was older, the paint peeling, and the hallways dimly lit, a far cry from the sleek modernity of Claire’s office space.

As the team entered the apartment, they moved methodically, searching each room with a practiced efficiency. The space was cluttered, the air stale, each room revealing more about Walter’s life and state of mind.

The search of Walter’s apartment unfolded with a tense anticipation. The team of officers, led by Shane, moved through the cramped, dimly lit space, their eyes keenly searching for any evidence that might link Walter to Claire’s death.

In the bedroom, one of the officers called out, drawing the team’s attention. “Found something here,” he announced, pulling out a small box from under the bed. Inside, they discovered a collection of women’s underwear and a hairbrush. The items were carefully arranged, almost reverently. It was immediately clear to everyone present that these were personal belongings of Claire’s, likely stolen from her.

Shane’s expression hardened as he examined the items. “This is Claire’s,” he said, a mix of disgust and resolve in his voice. “Looks like Walter took these from her laundry. It’s a clear sign of his obsession.”

The search continued, with officers meticulously combing through every inch of the apartment. In the laundry area, another significant discovery was made. Behind the dryer, partially hidden and crumpled, was a polo shirt bearing the Andale Credit Union logo – the same place where Walter worked.

The shirt was stained with what appeared to be blood. It looked as though someone had attempted to wash it, but the dark stains remained, stubbornly imprinted on the fabric.

“Looks like we’ve got something here,” one officer called out, holding up the shirt with gloved hands.

Shane approached, his eyes narrowing as he inspected the shirt. “This could be it,” he muttered. “The blood... we’ll need to get this to the lab right away.”

Tilly, standing just outside the laundry area, felt a chill run down her spine. The discovery of the shirt was a grim confirmation of the violent encounter they suspected had taken place.

Shane turned to one of his officers. “Get this to forensics immediately. I want a rush on the blood analysis.”

As the officers bagged the evidence, the significance of their findings hung heavily in the air. The hidden stash of Claire’s belongings and the blood-stained shirt painted a disturbing picture of Walter’s possible involvement in her death.

When the search concluded, Shane and Tilly stepped out of the apartment.

“We need to move fast,” Shane said, his voice firm. “This evidence puts Walter right in the center of this. But I hadn’t arrested him yet due to a lack of evidence. Now we’ve got to find him before he realizes we’re onto him.”


Chapter Eighteen

The investigation had taken a sharp turn, focusing squarely on Walter. Tilly, driven by a sense of urgency, knew she had to use her unique abilities to delve deeper into the evidence. She waited until the station quieted down for the evening, most officers having left for the day. The evidence room, usually under strict watch, was less guarded now, providing her the opportunity she needed.

Slipping into the evidence room, Tilly’s heart raced with adrenaline and purpose. The room was dimly lit, shelves lined with bagged items from various cases. She found the evidence from Claire’s case, including the stained polo shirt found at Walter’s apartment. It was sealed in a clear evidence bag, marked for transport to the city’s crime scene lab.

Tilly carefully opened the bag, her fingers trembling slightly as she lifted the polo shirt. The moment her skin made contact with the fabric, her world shifted. Vivid psychic flashes bombarded her senses, disjointed and chaotic, yet horrifyingly clear.

She saw Walter, his face contorted in a rage, his hands gripping a knife. Claire was there, pleading, her voice filled with terror and disbelief. The vision was brutal and unrelenting – Walter stabbing Claire repeatedly, each thrust fueled by a jealous, obsessive fury.

Tilly gasped, the intensity of the vision overwhelming her. She carefully placed the polo back into the bag, her hands shaking. The psychic imprint left no doubt in her mind – Walter had brutally killed Claire in a fit of jealous rage.

With the evidence resealed, Tilly made her way to Shane’s office, her mind still reeling from the psychic encounter. Shane looked up as she entered, his expression weary yet expectant.

“I saw it, Shane,” Tilly said, her voice heavy with the weight of her discovery. “Walter killing Claire. It was him, in a jealous fury. The polo shirt... it’s definitely the one he wore.”

As Tilly recounted her psychic experience, Shane’s expression shifted from curiosity to concern. His jaw tightened, a clear sign of the internal struggle between his belief in Tilly’s abilities and the rigid demands of his profession.

“How did you see this, Tilly?” Shane asked, his tone a mix of intrigue and apprehension.

Tilly hesitated, knowing her methods were unorthodox in the realm of law enforcement. “I... I went into the evidence room,” she confessed, her voice low. “I needed to touch the polo shirt, to connect with it.”

Shane’s eyes widened slightly, a flicker of surprise crossing his face. “You went into the evidence room? Tilly, that’s risky. You can’t just do that.”

“I know, Shane, but it was the only way,” Tilly replied earnestly. “When I held the shirt, the vision was clear. Walter’s rage, Claire’s fear... it was overwhelming.”

Shane leaned back in his chair, processing her words. He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration and understanding. “I believe you, Tilly, I do. But we’re bound by the rules of evidence here. We need physical proof. The lab results from the polo are crucial. If it’s Claire’s blood, we can make a move against Walter.”

Tilly nodded, her frustration evident but tempered by an understanding of Shane’s position. The constraints of his job, the reliance on tangible, irrefutable evidence, were barriers she couldn’t circumvent. She felt a surge of impatience, knowing the truth yet being unable to act immediately.

“I understand, Shane,” she said, her voice tinged with resignation. “It’s just hard, knowing what I know and still having to wait.”

Shane looked at her, his gaze sympathetic yet resolute. “It’s one of the hardest parts of this job. But we’re close, Tilly. We’ll get him.”


Chapter Nineteen

Eager to find irrefutable proof of Walter’s guilt, Tilly made her way to Claire’s house under the cover of dusk. The neighborhood was quiet, with only the occasional flicker of a television screen visible through neighboring windows. Claire’s house, a two-story structure with a well-manicured lawn, stood silent and seemingly empty.

Tilly approached the front door, her heart pounding with a mix of anticipation and apprehension. She knew that breaking into the house was risky, but the need for more evidence drove her forward. She glanced around to ensure no one was watching before she whispered a soft incantation. The lock clicked, yielding to her magical persuasion, and she quietly pushed the door open.

Inside, the house was still, the air heavy with the absence of its occupants. Tilly knew Avril and her daughter were away, which gave her the opportunity to search without interruption. She stepped into the living room, her senses heightened, attuned to the psychic imprints left behind.

The room was tastefully decorated, with plush sofas and framed photographs adorning the walls. Tilly’s gaze was drawn to a picture on the mantelpiece – Claire, Avril, and their parents, all smiling, captured in a moment of familial happiness. As Tilly reached out to touch the frame, she was enveloped in a wave of nostalgia and love, so totally different from the dark undercurrents she had been sensing in the case.

“This shows a different side of Claire,” Tilly murmured to herself, her voice soft in the quiet room. “Not just the ruthless businesswoman, but a daughter, a sister.”

Moving through the house, Tilly entered Claire’s study. The room was orderly, with a large desk and bookshelves filled with literature and business books. Another photograph caught her eye, this one of Claire with her niece. The affection between them was evident, Claire’s face softened in a way that Tilly hadn’t seen in any other images.

Tilly stood there for a moment, absorbing the contrasting energies of the house. It was a place marked by both love and sorrow, a reflection of the complexities of Claire’s life. The warmth emanating from the family photographs was a poignant reminder that Claire, despite her flaws and the cutthroat nature of her business dealings, had also been capable of love and tenderness.

As she continued her search, Tilly remained focused on her goal – to find something that could link Walter to Claire’s death. Yet, the emotional imprints in the house served as a reminder that the story they were unraveling was not just a tale of murder and jealousy, but also one of a life that had been lived with its own share of love and loss.

Tilly’s search in Claire’s house led her next to the bedroom, a space she hoped might hold more personal items like a diary or journal. The bedroom, with its soft lighting and elegant decor, felt like a sanctuary. Tilly began her search at the nightstand, meticulously going through each drawer. She sifted through a collection of thriller novels and the latest issues of fashion magazines, but her search for a diary proved fruitless.

Feeling a twinge of disappointment, Tilly paused and sat back on her heels, scanning the room for any other potential hiding places. That’s when a small, shiny object partially hidden under the bed skirt caught her eye. Curious, she reached out and pulled it free, revealing a photo strip that had evidently slipped down the back of the nightstand and been forgotten.

The photo strip was coated in a fine layer of dust and a few stray cobwebs, indicating it had been lying there unnoticed for quite some time. Tilly carefully brushed off the dust and examined the images. The strip was from a photo booth, capturing a series of poses of Claire and Walter. The photos appeared to be from the early days of their relationship, a time capsule of a budding romance.

As Tilly studied the photos, she couldn’t help but notice the difference in their expressions and body language. Claire seemed almost aloof, her smile forced and her posture stiff. Walter, in stark contrast, looked at Claire with a gaze full of adoration and hope, seemingly oblivious to her lack of engagement.

Holding the photo strip, Tilly felt a wave of emotions wash over her. She sensed Walter’s deep longing and insecure hope, the opposite of Claire’s veneer of indifference. The emotional imprints on the photo were strong, painting a clear picture of a relationship that was unbalanced from the outset.

Tilly stood up, the photo strip in hand, contemplating the sad trajectory of Claire and Walter’s relationship. The images, frozen in time, were a poignant reminder of the emotional chasm that had existed between them, a chasm that had ultimately led to a tragic end. The photo strip, while not the diary she had hoped to find, was nevertheless a significant piece of evidence, offering a glimpse into the emotional dynamics that had played out between Claire and Walter.

Tilly was so engrossed examining the photo strip, she didn’t hear Walter enter the bedroom behind her. His voice made her startle violently.

“That was one of the last good days we had.”

Heart lurching, Tilly whirled to face him. Walter’s expression was melancholy as he gazed at the photo over her shoulder.

“Before everything got so messy and toxic, we really had something special,” Walter continued softly.

Tilly’s mouth went dry, thoughts racing wildly. How had she not heard him come in?

Oblivious to her panic, Walter snatched the photo strip, caressing it gently. “I left this here, hoping Claire would find it. So she’d remember how perfect we were in the beginning.”

He finally met Tilly’s frightened eyes. “I just wanted things to go back to how they were then. Before her games and manipulations ruined everything we had.”

Tilly slowly edged toward the door, every muscle tensed, unsure what Walter’s intentions were cornering her here. She had to get out and warn Shane immediately that his obsession was clearly spiraling.

But she knew one wrong move could make this volatile situation explode. Heart pounding, Tilly chose her next words carefully, bracing for his reaction.

“Walter, I know you cared for Claire deeply,” Tilly said slowly. “But you understand this behavior - breaking into her home - isn’t right, don’t you?”

Walter merely shrugged, seemingly unbothered. “When you love someone, boundaries stop mattering. I just needed to be close to Claire, feel connected to her.”

He ran a finger over a jewelry box on Claire’s dresser. “Even when she was alive, I’d come in here sometimes when she wasn’t around. Sleep in her bed, look through her things.”

Revulsion crept through Tilly, but she remained rooted in place, not daring to provoke him.

Oblivious, Walter carried on. “And now, it’s just my way of grieving and staying near Claire. Our relationship transcends something as trivial as trespassing.”

Tilly’s pulse pounded in her ears. The full extent of Walter’s deeply disturbing fixation was starkly clear now. She had to divert his attention and get out immediately, before his unraveling volatility turned on her.

Heart in her throat, she cautiously took a step toward the door. “You must have a lot of memories here. But why don’t we continue this conversation somewhere else?”

His polite veneer didn’t waver. But the terrifying emptiness in Walter’s eyes set off every instinctual alarm in Tilly’s body screaming danger.

Knowing she was taking a huge risk, Tilly decided to gently probe Walter for anything implicating about his knowledge of Claire’s life those final days.

“Walter, were you aware of anyone else Claire was spending time with?” she asked, trying to keep her tone casual. “Like that realtor Martin Bell, perhaps?”

Walter’s polite facade cracked in an instant, his face contorting in rage at the name. “Don’t you dare say that!” he shouted, spittle flying from his mouth. “Don’t spread vicious lies!”

Before Tilly could react, he had grabbed her brutally by both arms, wild eyes boring into hers. She cried out in pain and fear.

“Take it back!” Walter screamed, face inches from hers, shaking her violently. “Claire was only ever mine! Tell me you made that up about Martin!”

Heart hammering wildly, Tilly forced herself to go limp and look down submissively, praying it would appease his hair-trigger temper.

“You’re right, Walter, I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I must have been mistaken.”

After an endless moment, she felt his crushing grip finally loosen. Tilly had to bite her tongue to keep from crying out in relief. She kept her eyes downcast, not daring to make any sudden moves.

“Don’t forget it,” Walter muttered darkly. “Claire was my destiny - my whole world. I won’t let anyone taint what we had.”

Tilly swallowed hard. His violent outburst had just confirmed her worst fears about his slipping grip on reality. Now she just had to make it out of this room alive.

Tilly froze as Walter blocked the bedroom doorway, his face a mask of obsessive fury. “You know too much,” he rasped, an undercurrent of violence lacing his soft tone. “I won’t let you leave now.”

Before Tilly could react, he charged at her, meaty hands grasping for her throat. Panicked, she choked out a hurried paralyzing incantation as his thumbs pressed ruthlessly into her windpipe.

Walter’s body went rigid, though his crazed eyes still burned with rage. Gasping sweet air into her tortured lungs, Tilly wrenched herself from his frozen clutch. She lunged for the cracked door behind Walter’s immovable form, stumbling into the hall.

With shaking hands, Tilly managed to retrieve and unlock her phone. She hastily punched Shane’s icon, praying he would answer. At his concerned “Tilly?” she wheezed out, “Walter’s here, Shane! At Claire’s house! He tried to...”

Tilly knew her spell wouldn’t hold Walter for long. She turned and ran through the house, her heart pounding in her chest. Behind her, she could hear Walter’s groans as he began to regain control of his body.

She couldn’t finish the sentence, because heavy footsteps were already thudding down the stairs behind her as she tried get out. The spell had worn off.

Adrenaline flooding her veins, Tilly fled toward the nearest sanctuary she could think of - a first floor powder room. She heard Walter scream her name as she slammed and locked the flimsy door.

“Open up, Tilly!” Walter bellowed, his voice filled with uncontrolled fury. “You can’t hide from me!” He began pounding on the door, the sound echoing through the house like thunder

Tilly backed away from the door, her mind racing for a way out. The door shuddered under Walter’s relentless assault, the wood starting to splinter. She knew it wouldn’t hold him for long.

Outside, the sound of sirens filled the air, growing louder with each passing second. Tilly’s heart leaped with hope. Shane was close.

The door was on the verge of giving way when the sound of police cars screeching to a halt outside the house reached Tilly’s ears. Moments later, she heard Shane’s voice, authoritative and commanding, followed by the sound of other officers.

“Walter, step away from the door! This is the police!” Shane shouted.

There was a moment of silence, then the sound of a scuffle. Tilly stayed huddled in the bathroom, her body trembling, until she heard Shane’s voice again, softer this time.

“Tilly, it’s okay. You can come out now. We’ve got him.”

Shaking, Tilly unlocked the bathroom door and opened it slowly. Shane stood there, his expression a mix of relief and concern. Behind him, officers were escorting a handcuffed Walter out of the house.

Tilly stepped into Shane’s embrace, allowing herself a moment of vulnerability. She had faced a terrifying ordeal, but she was safe now. Shane had arrived just in time, and Walter, the man who had killed Claire in a jealous rage, was finally in custody.

Shane roughly shoved a handcuffed Walter into the back of a squad car, his face stoic. Tilly stood nearby wrapped in a blanket, still shaken.

“Walter Kincaid, you are under arrest for the murder of Claire Wexler, as well as assault and attempted murder of Tilly Parsons,” Shane recited coldly.

Walter just laughed bitterly, the sound sending chills down Tilly’s spine. “She drove me to it! Claire couldn’t let our love go, she had to keep playing games. I only finished what she started.”

Shane’s eyes were hard flints. “So you admit to brutally attacking Claire when she tried to move on from your twisted obsession?”

Walter’s face spasmed with rage. “She betrayed what we had! I went there that day just wanting to talk, but then she threw Martin in my face. Taunting me with him...”

He trailed off, chest heaving. Then his shoulders slumped. “So, yes, I stabbed her. Over and over. I had to make the torment stop.”

Tilly felt nauseous hearing the candid confession spill forth. Walter met her eyes, his gaze chillingly empty.

“Claire left me no choice. She was my entire world,” he said quietly. Shane slammed the door in disgust.


Chapter Twenty

Tilly stepped into the darkened house, the click of the closing door an abrupt disruption to the tranquil silence within. The confrontation with Walter had drained her, body and soul. She leaned briefly against the wall, allowing her rapid pulse to downshift.

When her breathing steadied, she moved toward the back rooms on quiet feet. The guest room door was cracked open, and she carefully peeked inside. Wes was splayed across the bed, features smoothed in untroubled sleep, oblivious to the chaos that had engulfed her evening. Tilly envied his peaceful ignorance.

In the kitchen, the overhead light illuminated a scribbled note in Wes’s familiar scrawl, reminding her of his impending departure the next morning. She traced her fingers over the messy handwriting, simultaneously savoring this tangible piece of him and lamenting his imminent absence.

Tilly desperately needed to recharge, mentally and magically, after being pushed to her limits. She retrieved the Blood Drop Ruby from its altar room. The pulsating gem warmed her palm instantly, familiar and comforting.

Settling into her reading nook, Tilly closed her eyes, focusing on stabilizing her breathing as she channeled the ruby’s radiant energy. Like a salve, its glow soothed her frayed nerves, fortifying her faded power reserves.

Slowly, her chaotic thoughts realigned, the scattered shards of fear recombining into a sharpened sense of purpose. By the time the first hints of dawn lightened the windows, Tilly’s hands no longer trembled, and her resolute spirit felt restored.

She set the now-dormant ruby gently in its stand. The haunting events with Walter had tested her, but also affirmed her own resilience. Recharged and centered once more, she was ready to confront whatever lay ahead.

Rested and rejuvenated from her meditation, Tilly made her way to the kitchen, feeling a renewed sense of energy. The early morning light filtered through the windows, casting a warm glow over the room. She decided to prepare an extravagant, made-from-scratch breakfast, a small way to make up for the time she hadn’t been able to spend with Wes during his visit.

She began by pulling out various ingredients from the refrigerator and pantry. Eggs, fresh vegetables, cheese, and bread lined the counter. Tilly moved around the kitchen with a graceful efficiency, cracking eggs into a bowl and whisking them vigorously. She chopped vegetables with precision, the knife making a rhythmic sound as it hit the cutting board.

As the aroma of cooking filled the kitchen, Wes emerged from the guest room, drawn by the inviting smell. He rubbed his eyes, still groggy from sleep, and smiled when he saw Tilly at the stove.

“Wow, what’s all this?” Wes asked, his voice tinged with both surprise and appreciation.

Tilly turned to him, a warm smile on her face. “Just thought we could have a nice breakfast together before you head back to school.”

Wes sat at the kitchen table, watching as Tilly moved about the kitchen. She flipped omelets with a practiced flick of her wrist and toasted bread to a perfect golden brown. The table was set with plates, cutlery, and glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice.

Soon, Tilly brought the dishes to the table, placing a hearty omelet and a stack of toast in front of Wes. She sat down opposite him, her heart swelling with a mixture of love and melancholy. These moments with Wes were precious, a reminder of the simple joys in life amidst the chaos of her work.

They ate in a comfortable silence initially, savoring the delicious meal. Then, conversation flowed naturally between them, talking about Wes’s studies, his plans, and a bit about Tilly’s work, though she carefully steered away from the more dangerous aspects.

As breakfast came to an end, Wes stood up, gathering his things. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom. It was amazing. I wish we could have more mornings like this.”

Tilly stood and embraced him, holding him tight for a moment. “Me too, Wes. Be safe, and call me when you get back, okay?”

“I will,” Wes promised, giving her a final hug before grabbing his bag.

Tilly watched from the doorway as Wes got into his car and drove off, a sense of pride mixed with the inevitable worry of a mother. As his car disappeared from view, she let out a deep sigh, feeling both the emptiness of the house and the fulfillment from their brief time together.

***

Feeling a sense of restoration after her morning meditation and the comforting breakfast with Wes, Tilly decided to invite Shane over for dinner. It was a gesture that felt both bold and right, a step towards something more personal in their relationship that had been slowly building amidst the chaos of their work.

She spent the afternoon preparing for the evening, selecting recipes that she knew Shane would enjoy. The kitchen was filled with the aromas of simmering sauces and spices as Tilly moved around with a sense of purpose, chopping vegetables, seasoning meat, and tasting sauces. She set the table with care, placing candles to create a warm, inviting ambiance.

When Shane arrived, there was a moment of hesitation as he stepped into the house, a subtle acknowledgment of the shift in their relationship. He brought a bottle of wine, which Tilly accepted with a smile.

“Something smells amazing,” Shane commented as he entered the kitchen, looking around appreciatively.

“Thanks, I hope you’re hungry,” Tilly replied, feeling a flutter of excitement.

Dinner was a relaxed affair, with conversation flowing easily between them. As the evening wore on, the time for Shane to normally leave approached. However, tonight felt different. Tilly found herself not wanting the evening to end. Gathering her courage, she turned to Shane, who was helping her clear the table.

“Shane, would you like to stay tonight?” she asked, her voice slightly tentative but sincere.

Shane paused, looking at her with a depth of emotion in his eyes. “Yes, Tilly, I’d like that very much,” he replied, his voice low and warm.

It was a significant moment for both of them, a step into new territory that they both felt ready to explore.

As they prepared for bed, Tilly turned to her familiars, Isis and Erid, who had been lounging contentedly in the living room. “You two,” she said with a playful firmness, “are sleeping in the guest room tonight.”

The cats looked up at her, their eyes reflecting an understanding that seemed almost human. They didn’t protest or meow in objection. Instead, they gracefully stood up, stretching leisurely before sauntering off towards the guest room. It was as if they sensed the importance of the night for Tilly and respected her need for privacy.

Tilly watched them go, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. She turned back to Shane, who was watching the exchange with an amused expression.

“They seem to approve,” Shane remarked, a hint of laughter in his voice.

“They’re just happy for me,” Tilly replied, her smile widening. “For us.”


Thank you for reading!
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