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Chapter One

Tilly slowly stepped out of her car, the gravel of the parking lot crunching softly under her heels. She paused to take in the sights and sounds of the night—the hooting of a distant owl, the rustling of leaves in the breeze, the chirping of crickets singing their midnight song.
 
After a moment, she turned to her car and opened the back door to retrieve her costume. The rich purple and black velvet and satin fabrics glimmered in the moonlight as she shook out the full skirts. She carefully put on the dress, feeling the luxurious material swish around her legs. Next, she pinned the feathered mask, accented with shimmering beads and jewels, across her eyes. She closed the car door and clicked the lock button on her key fob, the lights flashing as the car let out two sharp beeps.
 
Alone now, she made her way down the dirt path that wound through the dark forest toward the clearing where the celebration was being held. As she walked, the hem of her full skirts brushed against the grass and fallen leaves. Overhead, the full moon filtered down through the canopy of trees, casting dappled silver shadows on the ground.
 
In the distance, Tilly could hear the lively sounds of the Mid-Moon Masquerade growing louder—the laughter and chatter of guests overlaid with rhythmic music. As she drew closer, she felt her heart quicken with anticipation and nerves. She still could hardly believe that she had stumbled into a secret community of witches after purchasing the old Winslow house just a few months ago. Yet here she was, dressed up and on her way to meet them under the mystical light of the full moon.
 
Finally, Tilly stepped into the clearing, the party coming into full view before her. She drew in a soft gasp. The trees around the perimeter were adorned with strings of lanterns in rich shades of purple, silver, and black, bathing the area in an otherworldly glow. Long tables draped with velvet cloths held a bountiful spread of appetizers and drinks that partygoers would stop to sample before whirling back to the dance area.
 
All around, people swayed and spun in even more ornate costumes than her own. Sequins caught the glow of the lanterns as they swayed, feathers fluttered with each turn, rhinestones glinted and shone. Tilly stood transfixed at the edge of the clearing, unsure where to even begin to dive into the lavish spectacle spread out before her.
 
“Tilly! There you are.”
 
She turned to see Shane approaching, looking dashing in his sheriff’s uniform. The golden buttons on his jacket glinted in the lantern light. As he drew nearer, Tilly could make out his warm eyes twinkling behind his simple black domino mask.
 
“I’m so glad you could make it,” he said, smiling. “That costume is incredible on you.”
 
Tilly felt a flush of pleasure at the compliment. “Thank you,” she replied, smoothing her hands over the luxurious velvet and satin. “I wanted to really get into the spirit of things tonight.”
 
“Well, you definitely succeeded. You look amazing.”
 
Shane’s voice was sincere and admiring. Tilly’s heart gave a little flutter. Over the past few months since she had moved to Andale, her attraction to the handsome sheriff had grown. She treasured moments like this between them.
 
“As great as you look, unfortunately I’m here on duty tonight,” Shane continued apologetically. “Things tend to get a little wild once people have had a few drinks. Nancy and I are keeping an eye on everything, making sure no one gets too out of hand.”
 
He gestured to where his deputy Nancy Andale stood nearby, also in uniform with her hair tucked beneath her hat. She gave Tilly a little wave before moving off into the crowd.
 
“I understand,” Tilly said, hoping the disappointment didn’t show in her voice. “I know keeping the peace here is important.”
 
“It is, but I wish I could enjoy the party with you.” Shane touched her arm lightly. “Hopefully, I’ll still see you around tonight during my patrols. And save me a dance if you get a chance.”
 
With a last charming smile, he turned and disappeared into the colorful swirl of costumed guests. Tilly’s arm tingled where he had touched it. She drew in a deep breath, feeling off-balance in the wake of even just a brief interaction with Shane.
 
No matter—she had a whole night of revelry ahead of her. Smoothing down her skirts once more, Tilly plunged into the crowd, eager to experience all the masquerade had to offer.
 
Tilly made her way through the colorful crowd, exchanging friendly greetings with familiar faces from around town. She spotted her best friend, Emmy Andale, by the drink table, dressed in a shimmering emerald gown and peacock-feathered mask.
 
“Tilly! Oh my goodness, look at you!” Emmy cried, rushing over to give her an enthusiastic hug. “I love it! You look like you just stepped out of a fairytale.”
 
Tilly laughed, giving her friend an affectionate squeeze before stepping back to admire her costume. “Me? Look at you, Queen of the Forest! That dress is amazing.”
 
The two chatted amiably about the party preparations and guessed at the identities of some of the more elaborate masks and costumes around them. Eventually, Emmy gestured to a woman across the way wearing an ice-blue gown dusted with silver glitter.
 
“Oh, there she is!” Emmy said. She led Tilly over to the woman, who turned to greet them with a smile. Behind her feathered, frost-colored mask, Tilly recognized Jade, the owner of the local arts center.
 
“Tilly, I’m so glad you’re here!” Jade said warmly, giving her a squeeze. “There’s someone I want to introduce you to.”
 
She turned and beckoned another woman over. This woman wore a flowing burnt orange dress accented with intricate beadwork. An exotic feathered mask in shades of gold, orange, and red obscured her face.
 
“Tilly, meet Olive Winston,” Jade said. “She’s the talent behind the gorgeous new painting collection we just displayed at the arts center. Olive, this is Tilly, our newest resident.”
 
“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Olive said. Behind her mask, her eyes were intelligent and assessing. “I’ve been hearing so many lovely things about you.”
 
Tilly flushed with pleasure at having such a renowned local artist know who she was. “The pleasure is mine,” she replied. “Your work is so beautiful and unique. I can see why it’s the talk of the town lately.”
 
“Oh, it’s just a hobby of mine,” Olive said, tilting her head modestly at Tilly’s effusive compliment on her work. “I’m so flattered you enjoyed the new collection.”
 
“Enjoyed seems like an understatement,” Tilly replied enthusiastically. “The way you capture light is incredible - I can practically feel the warmth radiating from your landscapes. And those portraits...the depth of emotion you convey through the eyes, it’s remarkable.”
 
Olive smiled, touching her hand lightly to her chest. “You’re too kind. But please, tell me more of your thoughts. I’d love to hear what aspects spoke to you.”
 
As the lively music and laughter of the party swirled around them, Tilly eagerly delved into her impressions of Olive’s pieces.
 
“The painting of the old barn at sunset, with the way you made the fading light glow on the weathered wood...it evoked this nostalgic feeling of beloved places from childhood. And the one of the forest in autumn, with the leaves vibrant even as some were falling...it reminded me of the bittersweet but beautiful cycle of change we all experience.”
 
Tilly soaked up every detail as Olive explained the real locations that had inspired certain paintings, her technique for layering oils to achieve brilliant luminosity, the thrilling moment when disparate dabs of color finally resolved into a finished scene.
 
“I can practically see the paintings coming to life as you describe your process,” Tilly said longingly. “The amount of planning and emotion you pour into this work, it’s just incredible.”
 
Olive acknowledged her passion with a graceful dip of her head. “I do become very absorbed in a piece while painting. It’s almost like meditating - the outside world falls away.”
 
After a few minutes, Olive was drawn away by other partygoers wanting to meet the mysterious talent behind the new gallery show. As Tilly watched her disappear into the crowd, she felt a glow of happiness at being welcomed into the thriving arts community of her new hometown.
 
The warm glow Tilly had been feeling cooled abruptly at the interjection of a brash voice.
 
“Copy my style? Ha! More like I should be accusing her of plagiarism,” came the rude scoff.
 
Tilly turned to see a tall woman with a mane of ebony curls spilling out from beneath a feathered emerald mask. Her lips were twisted in a sneer as she glared after Olive’s retreating figure.
 
Jade’s friendly demeanor evaporated. “Mezalyn, please. We’ve talked about this,” she said sharply.
 
But Mezalyn disregarded her, raising her voice to carry over the music. “She’s stolen my ideas more than once, and I’m sick of everyone fawning over her so-called ‘talent.’”
 
Tilly felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment at the public confrontation marring the lovely event. She glanced anxiously at Olive, who had gone rigid, fists clenched at her sides.
 
“You are out of your mind,” Olive spat, whirling to face Mezalyn. “I’ve never once copied you, nor would I ever want to. Your amateur dabbling could never compare to my work.”
 
“How dare you!” Mezalyn shot back. “You peeked at my sketchbook during Jade’s paint night and then had the gall to incorporate my concepts into your new show!”
 
Jade hurriedly stepped between the two as indignant shouting erupted from both sides. Partygoers slowed their dancing to rubberneck. Mortified, Tilly began discreetly moving away from the ugly scene.
 
The squabbling faded as she retreated to a quieter corner of the clearing. Letting out a heavy sigh, she took a restorative sip of punch and tried to shake off the unpleasant incident. Looking up, she noticed Olive storming away as well, followed closely by Stephen Figg.
 
Even from a distance, Olive’s body language radiated fury. Stephen seemed to be attempting to speak with her, but she whirled on him, shouting loud enough for Tilly to make out her words.
 
“Enough, Stephen! Just leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to you, not now, not ever!”
 
Olive’s voice was sharp with frustration. Stephen’s shoulders slumped, but he respected her wishes and turned away, disappearing into the darkness at the edge of the woods. His departure did not seem to soothe Olive’s temper. Shaking her head vehemently, she also vanished into the night shadows beyond the lantern light.
 
Tilly bit her lip with concern, hoping that Olive would be able to recover from the unpleasantness and enjoy the remainder of the masquerade celebration.
 
As the night wore on, the masquerade carried on in full swing. Tilly mingled amiably amongst the costumed townsfolk, nibbling appetizers and sipping wine as she pushed the earlier unpleasantness from her mind.
 
She was startled from her thoughts when Mezalyn sidled up to her, full of effusive, wine-flushed apologies for the scene with Olive. In a conspiratorial tone, she invited Tilly to join the witches for their own discreet revelry in a hidden clearing after midnight. After a moment’s hesitation, Tilly accepted. Despite Mezalyn’s outburst, her curiosity won out.
 
So it was that when the moon reached its peak in the star-strewn sky, Tilly found herself stealing away from the main festivities with Mezalyn and several others. They moved stealthily through the shadowy forest until coming upon a smaller clearing bathed in silver moonlight.
 
Tilly hung back uncertainly under the trees as the others stepped out to form a circle. Chrysanthemums and sprigs of herbs were laid out, and a small fire flickered at the center. The women disrobed freely, laying their finery aside until they stood bare under the moon. Soft chanting began as they joined hands and stepped rhythmically around the fire.
 
Tilly watched, wide-eyed and fascinated. The herbs and flowers released their fragrances into the air as feet trod upon them. She breathed deep the earthy, floral mingling of scents as the women’s voices rose and fell in their mysterious chant.
 
When they beckoned, she shyly joined them, still in her gown. Mezalyn pressed a cup of wine into her hand and she sipped liberally for courage, the heady vintage unfurling warmth through her limbs.
 
Emboldened by the drink, Tilly began swaying gently in time with the chanting, letting the ancient words wash over her. The women smiled and laughed, weaving playfully in and out as they circled. The firelight flickered hypnotically against their bare skin.
 
Tilly lost track of time as she gave herself up to the ritual. Her mind was lulled into a dreamlike state by wine, herbs, and chanting. At last, the women tapered to a whisper and then silence. Almost regretfully, Tilly followed them as they drifted back through the sleeping forest toward town and the last dwindling hours of the Mid-Moon Masquerade.
 




Chapter Two

Tilly was awakened by the sound of her cats, Isis and Erid, speaking urgently.
 
“Tilly, wake up!” Isis meowed, jumping up on the bed.
 
Tilly groaned and pulled the pillow over her head. “Just five more minutes,” she mumbled.
 
“There’s no time!” Erid insisted. “You need to get up now, it’s important!”
 
Tilly pried one eye open to squint at the cats blearily. “My head is absolutely pounding,” she complained. “Let me get some coffee first to clear this fog.”
 
Isis nudged her shoulder insistently with her head. “No coffee now, this can’t wait!” the cat said. “We need you to get up and follow us right away.”
 
“Can’t it wait just a little bit?” Tilly begged pitifully. “My headache from last night is the worst.”
 
Erid jumped down from the bed and went to the door, looking back and flicking his tail impatiently. “It absolutely cannot wait,” he meowed. “We need you to come now, before anyone else shows up.”
 
With a resigned sigh, Tilly hauled herself reluctantly from the warm bed. The movement made her head throb anew. “All right, all right, I’m coming,” she relented, shuffling slowly across the room.
 
“Thatta girl,” Isis encouraged. “We’ll get you some coffee later, but right now you need to hurry.”
 
The two cats led the stumbling, bleary-eyed Tilly downstairs and out the back door. She followed them across the lawn to the woods behind her farmhouse, dreaming longingly of coffee and trying to ease her pounding headache.
 
Tilly followed Isis and Erid through the quiet woods, leaves crunching underfoot. She squinted against the morning sunlight that sent stabs of pain through her lingering headache.
 
As the small, hidden clearing came into view, Tilly hesitated. It was too still, too silent after the lively gathering there last night. Unease prickled down her spine.
 
She stepped slowly into the clearing and a gasp caught in her throat. The bonfire pit stood cold and dead at the center, last night’s herbs and flowers wilted around it. And splayed on her back next to the ashes was Olive Winston.
 
Tilly pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling a cry. Olive’s eyes stared vacantly upward. The front of her robe hung open, revealing a neck mottled with vicious bruises. But most shocking were the strange arcane symbols painted in dark liquid across the fabric.
 
Tilly swayed unsteadily, the ghastly scene threatening to undo her already queasy stomach. Isis and Erid steadied her by pressing against her legs.
 
Looking around frantically, Tilly took some small relief in seeing they were alone. “What happened?” she whispered through trembling fingers. There was no one to answer.
 
Slowly, Tilly stepped closer on shaky legs. She knelt next to Olive’s lifeless form, hoping she was wrong about Olive being dead. She desperately searched for a pulse. Olive’s arm and neck were still warm.
 
Tilly rocked back on her heels, breathing shakily as her mind tried to comprehend the horror before her. Olive was truly dead. The ugly bruises and eerie symbols painted on her body left little doubt this was murder. Something unspeakable had happened under the cover of night after the masquerade revelry.
 
Finally, Tilly stirred, realizing she was contaminating a crime scene with her presence. She gingerly got to her feet, careful not to touch anything around Olive’s body. Isis and Erid flanked her anxiously as she began to cautiously withdraw toward the edge of the clearing.
 
Once under the safety of the trees, Tilly fumbled for her cell phone with trembling fingers. She quickly dialed Sheriff Shane Ackers while continuing to move away from the clearing.
 
Shane picked up on the second ring. “Good morning, Tilly!” His warm voice was so at odds with the gruesome discovery that Tilly had to choke back a hysterical sob.
 
“Shane...” she gasped out. “I’m in the woods behind my house. Olive Winston is dead in the witches’ gathering clearing. Murdered, I think.”
 
She heard his sharp intake of breath. When he spoke again, his voice was all business. “Don’t touch anything. I’m on my way.”
 
“There are strange symbols painted on her,” Tilly rushed on in a quivery voice. “And her mask from last night is on but askew, like there was a struggle.”
 
“I’ll be there in five minutes,” Shane said firmly. “Stay where you are.”
 
Tilly let the phone fall into her lap, as at some point she had sat down on the trail to the clearing, comforted marginally by the knowledge that Shane was on his way. Isis and Erid pressed against her legs as she waited numbly for help to arrive.
 
***
 
Tilly paced fretfully at the edge of the woods, wringing her hands as she waited for Shane to arrive. Her heart thudded anxiously in her chest and she kept replaying the awful image of Olive’s body branded in her mind.
 
Finally, she heard the sound of twigs snapping underfoot and turned to see Shane striding into view, brow furrowed with concern.
 
“Tilly,” he said gently as he approached. “Are you okay?”
 
She shook her head, feeling the sting of tears in her eyes. “Not really,” she admitted, her voice quivering. “Finding her like that...it was so horrifying. I still can hardly believe it’s real.”
 
Shane’s expression was sympathetic. He reached out and gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “I understand. Just try to take some deep breaths. I’m going to check out the scene now so we can start getting answers.”
 
Tilly nodded gratefully, hugging her arms around herself for warmth as the morning chill seeped through her robe. She watched Shane make his way purposefully toward the witches’ gathering clearing, leaves and twigs crunching under his boots.
 
He paused at the edge of the clearing, surveying the area slowly before proceeding forward. As he reached Olive’s body, Tilly saw his shoulders tense and his jaw clench tightly at the nightmarish sight. His eyes narrowed as he took in the lurid symbols obscuring the front of her robe.
 
Crouching down, Shane withdrew a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and tugged them on. With great care, he examined Olive’s body and the surrounding ground. Tilly could see his gaze lingering on the strange arcane markings, his forehead creasing in consternation.
 
After thoroughly documenting the scene with photographs, Shane returned to where Tilly huddled anxiously. “No obvious signs of who did this or why,” he told her grimly. “Any idea what these symbols mean?”
 
Tilly shook her head helplessly. “I wish I did, but they aren’t like anything I’ve seen before in my studies.” She shivered as a chill ran through her that had nothing to do with the morning air. “I’m still so new to all of this.”
 
Shane nodded in understanding, his eyes sympathetic. “I know this is hard,” he said gently. “But anything you can remember from last night might help. We’ll get to the bottom of this, I promise.”
 
Looking into his compassionate eyes, Tilly felt a small spark of hope begin to flicker through the darkness of this awful morning. She would do anything she could to help bring Olive’s killer to justice.
 
After taking a few moments to collect herself, Tilly turned to Shane. “I’d like to try using my powers to search the area,” she offered, her voice growing steadier. “Even if I’m inexperienced, my extra senses could pick up on something you might miss.”
 
Shane considered this and then nodded. “All right. But be very careful not to disturb any evidence.” He stepped back to give her space.
 
Tilly approached the clearing slowly, Isis and Erid at her heels. At the edge, she paused and closed her eyes, tuning her focus inward. After a few deep breaths, she extended her magical perception outward. The bitter tang of lingering emotions hit her first - anger, fear, betrayal all tangled together. She shivered but pushed deeper.
 
Moving into the clearing, she probed each object - the ashes of the fire pit, the herbs and flowers, Olive’s robe. But no traces of magic lingered on any physical thing. All she could feel were those dark emotional echoes permeating the space.
 
Eyes still closed, Tilly turned her focus to the woods encircling them. She sought even a whisper of magical energy used for evil, but felt nothing beyond the natural magic inherent in the trees and earth.
 
At last she opened her eyes with a frustrated sigh. “Whoever did this left no magical trace that I can sense,” she told Shane regretfully. “All I’m getting are residual emotions - anger, fear, betrayal. But they’re jumbled, hard to read clearly.”
 
Shane gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze. “You did everything you could. And that gives us some clues.” Determination flashed in his eyes. “We’ll figure this out, one step at a time.”
 
After exhausting her magical efforts, Tilly stepped back as Shane surveyed the scene with a critical eye. In the distance, she could hear more officers approaching through the woods.
 
Shane turned to her. “Why don’t you head home for now?” he suggested gently. “My team has things under control here. Get some rest.”
 
Tilly hesitated. “Maybe I should go check on Jade first,” she said worriedly. “I know she and Olive were close.”
 
But Shane shook his head. “It’s still very early. Nothing we can do will change what’s happened here today. I’ll be notifying the family soon.”
 
Realizing the wisdom in his words, Tilly reluctantly agreed. She gave his hand a grateful squeeze before making her way out of the woods, the morning’s events weighing heavily on her heart.
 
Once home, she headed straight for the shower, letting the hot water wash away some of the chill and shock from her bones. Dressed in clean clothes, she went to the kitchen.
 
As Tilly brewed a large pot of restorative coffee, Isis and Erid wound entreatingly around her ankles. “All right, you two, let me get some tuna for you,” she acquiesced with a small, sad smile.
 
She fed the familiars, then made herself some eggs. The normalcy of eating helped settle her nerves slightly. After two bracing cups of coffee, she felt ready to face the day ahead. Glancing at the clock, she saw the arts center would soon open.
 
“Be good, you two,” she told the cats, giving them each a scratch behind the ears. “I’m going to check on Jade.”
 




Chapter Three

The sun was gradually making its ascent in the morning sky, casting a warm golden hue over the town. Tilly, with a sense of purpose in her stride, was heading towards the renowned Andale Arts Center located in the heart of downtown. She felt the day’s weight already and decided to make a brief detour to her favorite cafe. There, she ordered two rich, creamy lattes. Somewhere deep down, she had this intuition that Jade, her dear friend, would be in desperate need of the soothing embrace of caffeine, especially today.
 
Upon reaching the arts center, Tilly spotted Jade. She was just in the process of unlocking the main entrance. It was evident that Jade had been crying; her eyes were puffy and had a reddish tinge. The moment Jade’s gaze met Tilly’s, her attempt at composure shattered, and her face contorted with grief.
 
“Oh, Tilly,” Jade managed to utter, her voice shaky and filled with emotion. “I’ve just been informed about the tragic news concerning Olive. It’s all just so... overwhelming.”
 
Without missing a beat, Tilly handed one of the lattes to Jade. “I sensed you’d need this,” she whispered softly, trying to offer some comfort.
 
Jade’s lips curled into a faint, appreciative smile. Together, they stepped into the gallery. As Jade switched on the lights, the room was bathed in a soft glow, revealing the myriad of colorful paintings that adorned the walls. However, the beauty of the art seemed overshadowed by the palpable void left by Olive’s absence.
 
The two women settled down, and Tilly patiently waited, allowing Jade some time to regain her composure. After a few moments of silence, Tilly delicately approached the topic that was on both their minds.
 
“I’ve been meaning to ask you about the disagreement that took place last night,” Tilly started cautiously. “It was between Olive and Mezalyn, right?”
 
Jade let out a deep, weary sigh, her gaze fixed on the swirling patterns in her coffee. “I can’t help but feel responsible,” she confessed. “I should’ve intervened much sooner. The full moon always has this strange effect on me. I lose my better judgment. I thought a glass of wine would help me relax, but things spiraled out of control before I even realized.”
 
Tilly gave her a knowing look, accompanied by a half-smile. “Trust me, I get it,” she said, sharing her own tale of waking up with a pounding headache that morning.
 
This elicited a soft chuckle from Jade. She then began to narrate the tale of the growing animosity between the two artists. Over the past few months, tensions had been escalating, with Mezalyn often displaying overt signs of envy whenever Olive received any form of accolade or recognition.
 
“I used to dismiss their squabbles as just typical artist rivalries, perhaps exacerbated by alcohol,” Jade admitted with a hint of regret. “But had I known the depth of their animosity...” Her voice wavered, and she couldn’t continue as tears threatened to spill once again.
 
Jade sat back with a heavy sigh, absently stirring her cooling coffee. “Their rivalry has been simmering for months,” she said slowly. “But it really boiled over when Olive saw some of Mezalyn’s new pieces.”
 
She shook her head, clearly still perplexed by the whole situation. “It was after one of my Paint and Sip nights a few weeks ago. Mezalyn had been trying out a new abstract style - lots of bold colors and thick, sweeping brushstrokes. Very different from her usual landscapes.”
 
Jade paused, gathering her thoughts before continuing. “Later, Olive came to me absolutely livid. She was convinced that Mezalyn had peeked at her sketchbook during the event and then plagiarized her unique style.”
 
Tilly’s eyes widened in surprise as she recalled Olive’s colorful, vividly textured abstract pieces that had been the talk of recent gallery showings.
 
“Now that I think about it, I do remember Mezalyn mentioning something about that Paint and Sip during their argument,” Tilly said. “But in the heat of the moment it slipped right by me.”
 
Jade nodded. “Olive was certain she saw some of her original concepts copied directly into Mezalyn’s new paintings. And she adamantly accused Mezalyn of art theft whenever they crossed paths after that.”
 
She set down her coffee with another heavy sigh. “I chalked most of it up to artistic temperament at first. But clearly this rivalry ran deeper than I realized. If only I’d tried to mediate sooner...” She trailed off, fresh distress written across her face.
 
Tilly reached out and gave her hand a comforting squeeze, aching for the pain her friend was feeling. This tense feud between the artists now seemed potentially more significant.
 
As Jade and Tilly were speaking in hushed voices, the door chimes suddenly rang out. They looked up to see a small crowd of people entering the gallery.
 
Jade quickly composed herself, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “I suppose news has spread about poor Olive,” she murmured.
 
Several of the new arrivals were speaking in gossipy whispers, casting curious glances around the paintings. Others wore solemn expressions as they offered Jade quiet condolences.
 
Tilly gave her friend’s hand one last supportive squeeze. “Will you be all right?” she asked gently.
 
Jade managed a watery smile. “I tend to throw myself into work when I’m upset,” she replied. “And hopefully, not all these looky-loos will leave empty-handed.”
 
Tilly smiled back reassuringly. She bid Jade a warm goodbye, promising to check on her again soon. As she left, she glimpsed Jade straightening her shoulders and striding over to greet the waiting customers.
 
Stepping outside, Tilly headed for the sheriff’s station, troubled thoughts swirling. She hoped speaking with Shane would provide more insight into Olive’s shocking murder at the hands of someone still unknown.
 
***
 
Tilly made her way briskly to Shane’s office, eager to share with him the details from her talk with Jade.
 
Shane looked up and gave her a weary but welcoming smile as she entered. “Morning, Tilly. Please, have a seat.”
 
Tilly settled into the chair across from his desk and quickly launched into recounting the conversation. “I spoke with Jade about that blow-up between Olive and Mezalyn,” she began. “And it sounds like there was some serious bad blood brewing.”
 
She went on to explain Olive’s angry accusations of plagiarism after the recent Paint and Sip night, and Mezalyn’s poorly concealed jealousy over Olive’s artistic success.
 
Shane listened with rapt attention, leaning forward with his elbows on his desk. When Tilly finished, he sat back with a thoughtful rub of his chin.
 
“This bitter rivalry seems like it definitely gives Mezalyn a solid motive,” he said. “I think it’s time I have a serious chat with her about all this.”
 
“I agree completely,” Tilly said fervently.
 
Shane considered for a moment before his expression turned decisive. “In fact, why don’t you join me for the interview?” he proposed.
 
At Tilly’s surprised look, he went on. “As a fellow witch, your presence might help encourage Mezalyn to open up. She’s always been wary of outsiders.”
 
Tilly took a second to think it over, then nodded firmly. “I want to do anything I can to help get to the bottom of Olive’s murder.”
 
Shane smiled gratefully as he stood and grabbed his keys from the desk. “With some luck, we can shake loose some information from her to move this investigation forward.”
 
Together they strode out to his cruiser with purpose. As Shane pulled onto the road, Tilly sent up a silent prayer that their talk with Mezalyn would unveil valuable clues amidst the chaos of this senseless tragedy.
 
***
 
Shane pulled the cruiser up outside a small cottage on the outskirts of town. As they approached the front door, Tilly could see Mezalyn through the window, working intently on a painting.
 
Shane knocked briskly and Mezalyn opened the door, eyebrows rising in surprise at the sight of the sheriff and Tilly on her doorstep.
 
“Morning, Mezalyn. Mind if we come in for a chat?” Shane asked politely.
 
Looking wary, Mezalyn stepped aside and gestured for them to enter. Tilly’s gaze was immediately drawn to the vibrant paintings adorning the walls. She recognized Mezalyn’s signature impressionist landscapes.
 
“What’s this about?” Mezalyn asked defensively, crossing her arms over her paint-flecked smock.
 
“We just had some questions about your...disagreement with Olive last night,” Shane began delicately.
 
At this, Mezalyn’s expression darkened. “That hack was always accusing me of plagiarism,” she spat bitterly. “When really she was stealing my ideas and style.”
 
Tilly studied a lifelike floral still life on the wall. Mezalyn clearly had raw talent but lacked Olive’s striking creativity and technical skill.
 
“Are you certain she copied your work?” Tilly asked gently. “Her style seems quite distinct.”
 
Mezalyn’s eyes flashed. “I know copycat work when I see it,” she insisted stubbornly. But Tilly glimpsed a flicker of doubt behind the resentment.
 
As Shane gently pressed Mezalyn for more details about the previous night, Tilly studied the woman closely. Beneath the defensiveness, she sensed anxiety and something evasive in her manner.
 
“Did you see or speak to Olive again after your argument at the festival?” Shane asked.
 
Taking a deep breath, Mezalyn began, “After the heated disagreement with Olive, I didn’t cross paths with her again. I felt the need to distance myself from the negative energy, so I headed home. The full moon was out, and I thought it would be the perfect time to meditate and find my inner balance.”
 
Shane, maintaining his calm demeanor, inquired, “Was there anyone with you at home who can vouch for your whereabouts for the rest of the evening?”
 
Mezalyn hesitated, her discomfort evident. “Actually, no. I was by myself at home. And I assure you, I did not step out until the first light of dawn.”
 
Tilly and Shane exchanged a brief yet loaded look. The absence of a solid alibi certainly raised eyebrows.
 
After a few moments of silence, Mezalyn, with a hint of uncertainty in her voice, added, “However, something peculiar did catch my attention as I was departing from the festival.”
 
Both Tilly and Shane leaned in slightly, their interest piqued. Taking her time, Mezalyn continued, “I witnessed Stephen Figg pursuing Olive into the forested area, even though she had clearly rebuffed his advances. Initially, he ventured in alone. But shortly after, he re-emerged, only to discreetly follow Olive once more.”
 
Shane, deep in thought, responded, “That’s an intriguing piece of information. We’ll definitely need to delve deeper into that.” As they wrapped up their conversation, Shane handed Mezalyn his business card. “Should any other details or memories resurface, please don’t hesitate to reach out.”
 
Exiting Mezalyn’s quaint cottage, Tilly couldn’t shake off the feeling that they had stumbled upon a significant clue in unraveling the mystery behind Olive’s tragic demise. Moreover, Mezalyn’s evasive behavior hadn’t done her any favors in dispelling suspicions.
 




Chapter Four

After leaving Mezalyn’s cottage, Shane soon got an urgent call crackling over the police radio about a break-in across town.
 
He shook his head, looking at Tilly apologetically as he pulled the cruiser up beside her parked car. “I’ve got to go deal with this new mess over on Chestnut Street,” he told her regretfully.
 
“Hopefully, it’s just some teenagers again and I can wrap it up quickly. But let’s plan to meet up again as soon as possible to discuss our next steps on the Olive case.”
 
“Of course,” Tilly said understandingly as she climbed out of the vehicle. “Good luck with the break-in!”
 
She watched Shane speed away, lights flashing, before turning thoughtfully toward her own car. Though alone again, she wasn’t ready to stop sleuthing just yet. Mezalyn’s account of Stephen Figg’s odd behavior was sticking in her mind.
 
Tilly drove across town to the Figg Brothers Construction workshop. Inside, she found Stephen sitting on a sagging couch, silently sorting through a toolbox with slumped shoulders and downcast eyes.
 
“Hello, Stephen,” she said gently, not wanting to startle him.
 
He looked up slowly, resignation etched on his face. “Let me guess - you want to ask me more questions about Olive,” he said dully.
 
Tilly approached him cautiously. “I know you already spoke to Sheriff Ackers. But if there’s anything else you can recall, any little detail...”
 
Stephen shook his head wearily. “I’ve told him everything already.” His voice was raw with grief.
 
Tilly carefully extended her senses toward him. Alongside the profound sorrow radiating from him, she felt regret and confusion swirling within Stephen. But she detected no hint of guilt over Olive’s horrific death. Only loss.
 
“I believe you,” she said softly, her heart aching for his pain. “Olive meant so much to this town. She deserves justice.”
 
At the mention of that word, Stephen’s face crumpled. Haltingly, he began recounting his last painful interactions with the vibrant woman who had captured his heart, however briefly.
 
Tilly listened compassionately, hoping to gain deeper insight into their complex relationship, tragically cut short by an act of violence that still begged for answers.
 
As Tilly gently encouraged Stephen to open up about his tumultuous history with Olive, the door to the workshop suddenly swung open. She turned to see Shane entering, an apologetic look on his face.
 
“That break-in call turned out to be a false alarm,” he explained, coming over to join them. “The homeowner just forgot they’d left a window unlocked.”
 
He gave Stephen a sympathetic nod before turning to Tilly. “Listen, can I chat with you outside for a minute?”
 
Something about his too-casual tone made Tilly think he was trying to subtly signal her to leave. But she pretended not to pick up on the hint.
 
“Actually, Stephen was just telling me more about his relationship with Olive,” she said pleasantly. Shane’s eyes flickered with understanding, but he didn’t push the issue.
 
Instead, he addressed Stephen directly. “Now, I know there was some trouble between you two recently. Olive even filed a restraining order, correct?”
 
Shane studied Stephen closely, his expression giving away nothing. “So let me be clear,” he said slowly. “Despite the restraining order and everything that happened prior, you maintain you never intended Olive any actual harm?”
 
Stephen fervently shook his head. “Of course not!” he insisted. “I was falling for that woman hard. I still don’t fully understand why she became so convinced a relationship would ruin her art.”
 
He gave a helpless shrug, his confusion seeming sincere. “All I wanted was to make her see we could be happy together but she could still paint. I just didn’t know when to give up pushing the idea on her.”
 
Stephen’s shoulders slumped and he stared down at his hands. “I know I came on too strong about it all. She clearly felt I wasn’t respecting her wishes. I see that now.”
 
Shane nodded slowly, eyes narrowed in scrutiny. Tilly stayed quietly observant, getting a feeling there were nuances here they had yet to unravel. Olive had clearly seen a threat, but could Stephen’s actions be explained innocently?
 
“For now, I’d strongly advise you not to leave town,” Shane said gravely after a weighty pause.
 
Stephen lifted his head, dismay written across his face but he didn’t protest. Tilly knew Shane had little choice - they lacked definitive evidence to fully implicate or exonerate Stephen either way. For now, they only had the words of a heartbroken man.
 
As she and Shane turned to go, Stephen spoke up urgently. “For what it’s worth, I truly cared for Olive. Deeply. Despite everything that happened...I would never have seriously harmed her.”
 
His voice rang with conviction in the quiet workshop. Tilly turned back and gave him a sympathetic look, unsure yet what to believe. But perhaps Stephen deserved a chance to prove himself innocent through cooperation rather than punishment.
 
As Tilly and Shane turned to leave, Stephen suddenly called out, “Wait, there’s something else I should mention!”
 
They paused and looked back attentively as Stephen shifted on his feet, looking anxious.
 
“It’s probably nothing, but last week I did witness Olive arguing pretty intensely with River Montague,” he explained hesitantly. “They were outside June’s Cafe. I made sure to keep my distance, at least fifty yards back respecting the restraining order.” He looked at Shane beseechingly, as if fearing admonishment.
 
But the sheriff merely nodded for him to continue.
 
“Even from far off though, I could tell they were really upset with each other,” Stephen went on. “No idea what the argument was about. But they were both gesturing emphatically. At one point Olive even shoved River pretty hard before storming off.”
 
Shane stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Well, following the spirit of the restraining order isn’t good enough,” he said sternly after a moment. “You shouldn’t have been anywhere near Olive to begin with.”
 
Stephen flushed and stammered, “I know, I know. I just...I was worried for her. Those last few weeks whenever we talked, she seemed jumpy and nervous. Out of sorts.”
 
He spread his hands helplessly. “She even cryptically mentioned finding something big - something the whole world deserved to know. It had me concerned for her well-being. I only wanted to keep an eye on Olive from a distance.”
 
Tilly and Shane exchanged a meaningful look. This seemed an important lead worth follow-up. They had yet to speak with River Montague about her relationship with the victim. Perhaps it was time for a thorough discussion.
 
Thanking Stephen sincerely for the information, the pair left the workshop, minds spinning over what earth-shattering revelation could have rattled Olive’s world so badly in her final troubled weeks.
 
After leaving the construction workshop, Shane walked Tilly back to where her car was parked. As they reached the vehicle, he turned to her with a concerned look.
 
“Tilly, why did you go ahead interrogating Stephen without me there?” he asked gently. “That could have been risky.”
 
Tilly flushed, chagrined. “I know, I just thought I could help by keeping the investigation moving,” she explained. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”
 
Shane nodded understandingly. “I admire your initiative, but you need to be more careful,” he cautioned. “If Stephen was truly dangerous, you could’ve been putting yourself in harm’s way.”
 
“You’re absolutely right,” Tilly acknowledged soberly. “I wasn’t thinking. Although...” she added thoughtfully, “Andi was probably around the shop somewhere. I doubt I was truly alone with Stephen.”
 
“True,” Shane conceded after a moment’s consideration. Then his tone turned brisk. “Here’s what we’ll do - follow me back to the town hall. You can leave your car there and we’ll take the cruiser over to have a chat with River together.”
 
Tilly agreed readily. She knew Shane was just looking out for her safety, and she resolved to be more prudent moving forward. Working in unison, not secrecy, was key to solving this mystery.
 
She climbed into her car to follow the sheriff, eager to move the investigation forward. Hopefully, River could help shed light on whatever ominous knowledge had begun plaguing Olive in her final days.
 




Chapter Five

Tilly and Shane approached the grand residence of River Montague, the path beneath their feet bordered by meticulously maintained flowerbeds. The sprawling mansion, located on the town’s periphery, exuded an air of opulence, its stately architecture a testament to River’s wealth and status. Given Stephen’s revelations about River’s very public altercation with Olive, the refined socialite had swiftly risen on their list of persons of interest.
 
With a firm hand, Shane knocked on the heavy, intricately carved door. The ensuing silence was palpable, charged with anticipation. After what felt like an eternity, the door inched open, revealing River. The poised woman they knew from society pages was replaced by a figure with tousled hair and fatigue-marked eyes.
 
“Mrs. Montague,” Shane began, his voice authoritative yet respectful, “we’d like to discuss Olive Winston with you.”
 
A shade of unease passed over River’s face, but she stepped aside, granting them entry. The interior of the house was as lavish as its exterior, and they soon found themselves seated on a plush sofa adorned with silk cushions. The room was pristine, but the atmosphere was thick with tension.
 
Without mincing words, Shane dove in. “We’ve been informed of a recent public spat between you and Olive. Could you shed some light on that?”
 
River’s face momentarily betrayed her surprise and fear, but she quickly masked it with a veneer of indifference. “You’re misinformed,” she responded, her voice cold and clipped. “Olive and I rarely crossed paths.”
 
Shane’s skeptical gaze didn’t waver, prompting River to reiterate, “I assure you, there was no animosity between us.” Yet, her eyes darted away, avoiding direct contact.
 
A silent exchange passed between Tilly and Shane. River’s demeanor screamed of concealed truths and underlying fears.
 
As Shane prepared to delve deeper, River abruptly rose from her seat. “I must ask you to leave. I have pressing engagements,” she declared, her voice betraying a hint of desperation.
 
Shane held up a diplomatic hand as River tried to usher them out. “Mrs. Montague, please. We only want to get to the truth here. Anything you can tell us would be helpful.”
 
River wavered, clearly conflicted. Finally, she sank slowly back down onto the sofa with a brittle sigh.
 
“I had nothing to do with that poor woman’s dreadful murder,” she said hollowly. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap.
 
Shane exchanged a glance with Tilly before gently prodding, “But you did argue with Olive recently, correct?”
 
River closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, the composure she’d been clutching had crumbled away to reveal raw nerves beneath. “It was a silly quarrel over a project she was working on,” she admitted haltingly. “Nothing more.”
 
Though she seemed to be holding something back still, Tilly sensed they had finally made a crack in River’s facade. Whatever Olive had been investigating prior to her death had clearly caused great friction between the two women.
 
As River fell into an anxious silence, clasping and unclasping her hands tightly in her lap, Tilly cautiously extended her magical senses toward the woman. She closed her eyes, concentrating on picking apart the churning emotions within River.
 
Most potent was a stark, paralyzing fear - Tilly could nearly taste its bitter tang as it rolled off River in waves. But twining subtly beneath the fear was a deep vein of grief, a profound mournful ache that welled up like sap from a tree.
 
Brow furrowed, Tilly pushed her perception deeper, searching intently for even a faint flicker of guilt in relation to Olive’s murder. But she found none - only more of that gnawing dread and sorrow.
 
Letting her magical efforts recede, Tilly opened her eyes with a small shake of her head at Shane. Clearly River was tangled in this mystery, her actions driven by a terror she desperately wanted to keep hidden. Yet at its core lay anguish, not violence.
 
Shane gave her a nearly imperceptible nod of understanding before turning back to River. “If you can think of anything else that could help, please don’t hesitate to call,” he told her gently.
 
River lifted her head slowly, eyes glistening. “Just find who did this,” she whispered.
 
As they moved to leave the oppressive weight of unspoken secrets behind, Tilly knew that would only be possible by unraveling this mystery with great care. The truth of what had transpired between River and Olive waited patiently beneath the surface.
 
But when Shane turned to lead them out of the sitting room, Tilly hesitated. There was something she wanted to clarify after noticing River’s odd reaction when Olive’s art was mentioned.
 
“Mrs. Montague, this project you and Olive quarreled over,” she asked gently. “Was it a painting she was working on?”
 
River froze, hand still gripping the ornate brass door handle. Her shoulders tensed before she slowly turned back around, face carefully composed.
 
“I’m not sure I follow,” she said evenly.
 
But Tilly had seen the subtle signs of distress. She tread cautiously but persisted. “It’s just you seemed...uncomfortable when we brought up Olive’s creative work earlier.”
 
Shane looked on silently, letting Tilly take the lead.
 
River’s facade wavered slightly even as she gave a brittle laugh. “It was nothing of importance, I assure you,” she said in a strained voice. “Now I really must get back to my own work.”
 
She reopened the front door in clear dismissal. As they left, Tilly felt sure of one thing - whatever Olive had been investigating, her art had played a key role. And that knowledge seemed to strike a deep chord of fear within River Montague.
 
Once settled back in Shane’s cruiser after the tense visit with River, Tilly turned to him eagerly. “I really think we should examine Olive’s art studio next,” she said. “Whatever project she was working on seems key to unraveling this whole mystery.”
 
Shane nodded slowly, contemplative. “I agree. The answer very well may lie somewhere within her unfinished artworks, given how strangely River reacted to any mention of them.”
 
He shot her a wry half-smile. “And I won’t bother trying to discourage you from tagging along anymore. You’ve proven yourself quite the tenacious investigator - like my unofficial new partner.”
 
Tilly grinned, pleased that Shane seemed to truly value the contributions she’d made to the investigation so far. As they pulled out onto the quiet road, Shane gave her an almost pleading look.
 
“Any chance we could stop for some lunch first though?” he asked hopefully. “I’m running on just a bowl of corn flakes this morning and it is really not sticking with me.” He patted his stomach ruefully.
 
Tilly laughed. “Lunch sounds perfect, actually. I was too anxious to eat much of a breakfast myself earlier.”
 
Shane’s face brightened. “Well then, how about we swing by the Star Spangled Bar & Grill? I heard they’ve got a juicy new burger special that’s to die for.”
 
The tense conversations and churning suspicions of the morning had worn them both out. A relaxing lunch break would do them good before diving back into the secrets and danger awaiting them among Olive’s unfinished artworks.
 
At the restaurant, Shane and Tilly slid into opposite sides of a cozy booth by the window. When the peppy waitress came by for their order, they both decided to try the juicy new burger special.
 
“I’ll take mine with just ketchup, pickles and lettuce, please,” Shane said.
 
Tilly grinned. “Make mine fully loaded - extra cheese, jalapenos, sautéed onions, the works!”
 
The waitress chuckled as she jotted down their orders and bustled off.
 
“So,” Shane said, turning his warm gaze on Tilly. “Tell me more about what brought you to our little Andale in the first place.”
 
As they waited for their food, Tilly found herself opening up to Shane about her impulsive decision to leave behind city life for a fresh start in this charming small town.
 
“I just felt drawn here for some reason,” she explained with a reflective smile. “The peace and community of it, I guess.”
 
Shane nodded knowingly. “I get that. I’ve lived here my whole life and can’t imagine being anywhere else.” His eyes took on a playful glint then. “Of course, we have our town characters too. Let me tell you about the time old Ed Gabler tried to turn his shed into a makeshift hot tub...”
 
Tilly laughed aloud at the ridiculous but funny story, and soon they were swapping entertaining tales about life in Andale, thoughts of the ongoing murder investigation temporarily forgotten.
 
When their burgers arrived, the conversation lulled into a comfortable silence as they enjoyed the perfectly cooked meal. Tilly found herself noticing the way humor crinkled the corners of Shane’s eyes, the warm timbre of his laugh. The natural chemistry between them was growing undeniable.
 
Too soon, they had cleaned their plates. But Tilly treasured those stolen moments deepening their connection beyond just partners on a case. She hoped this was the start of something lasting, not fleeting.
 




Chapter Six

As their meal concluded and the waitress approached with the bill, Shane swiftly reached out, claiming it before Tilly could even make a move. She began to voice her objection, but he preempted her with a playful gesture and a mischievous smile.
 
“Allow me,” he offered warmly. “Perhaps it’s a bit old-school of me, but I’d like to take care of this.”
 
Tilly chuckled, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Well, in that case, thank you, gallant gentleman,” she quipped. “But at least let me fetch us some refreshing sodas for our journey.”
 
She made her way to the bar and soon returned, hands cradling two condensation-kissed beverages. With their meal settled and drinks ready for the road, they directed their steps towards their next destination: Olive’s personal art studio.
 
Nestled beside Olive’s quaint residence on the town’s outskirts, the studio was a haven of creativity. As they entered, Tilly was immediately captivated by the myriad of canvases, each at a different stage of creation, that adorned the walls and stood proudly on easels.
 
“It’s evident she was juggling multiple projects,” Tilly observed, her voice filled with wonder. Olive’s artistry was a reflection of her ever-changing emotions, yet every piece resonated with her unmistakable fervor.
 
Shane, taking in the vibrant colors and varied styles, commented, “Her work is distinctly different from Mezalyn’s, that’s certain.” He chuckled, a touch of self-mockery evident. “Mind you, I’m hardly an art connoisseur. I’d probably display a child’s pasta artwork and deem it a work of genius.”
 
Tilly grinned, appreciating his candidness. “I might not be an expert on artistic techniques, but I trust my instincts when it comes to appreciating art.”
 
However, as they perused the studio, no single piece revealed any overt hints about Olive’s recent emotional turmoil. What had she discovered that had placed her at odds with River, leading to such dire consequences?
 
Navigating through the studio, Tilly and Shane meticulously examined each canvas, absorbing the stories they told. In a neglected corner, obscured by a draped, paint-splattered smock, Tilly discovered a collection of canvases hidden from immediate view.
 
With gentle hands, she began revealing the images, each one causing her eyes to grow wider in astonishment.
 
“Shane,” she murmured, her voice tinged with surprise, “you need to see this.”
 
Drawn by her tone, Shane approached and together they beheld a series of intimate sketches and paintings, all portraying River Montague in various states of undress. The artwork was imbued with a tenderness and sensuality that was a departure from Olive’s typical style.
 
Shane cleared his throat, slightly taken aback. “Well, this is...unexpected.”
 
Tilly, deeply engrossed, studied a particularly evocative piece where River, rendered in rich oils, cast a sultry glance over her shoulder. “The emotion in these works is unmistakable,” she observed. “Every stroke speaks of deep affection and longing.”
 
She met Shane’s gaze, her eyes searching his for understanding. “I believe Olive’s feelings for River went beyond mere friendship.”
 
Shane, absorbing the implications, responded thoughtfully, “It’s evident there was a profound connection. But did River feel the same? Was she just a muse to Olive, or was there more?”
 
The question lingered in the air, heavy with significance. The depth of emotion captured in Olive’s art hinted at a profound connection. Yet, whether River reciprocated those feelings remained a mystery. Unraveling the intricacies of their relationship might be the key to understanding the enigma surrounding Olive’s tragic fate.
 
Photos of the revealing paintings in hand, Shane and Tilly promptly returned to River Montague’s imposing home. This time, Shane rapped his fist insistently on the heavy front door until a distressed looking River reluctantly allowed them back inside.
 
“Mrs. Montague, I believe you need to explain these,” Shane said without preamble. He held up the phone photos of the nude portraits found in Olive’s studio.
 
River went utterly white at the sight of them, one hand flying to her mouth. For a long moment she just stared, stricken into silence. Finally, she managed to stammer out an unconvincing response.
 
“Olive asked me to model some clothing designs for her,” she claimed in a rush. “S-she said I had good bone structure. But I certainly never posed nude!”
 
River’s eyes were wild, hands clasped before her like a plea. “Those scandalous paintings exist only in her imagination, clearly some warped fantasy! I would never have agreed to such a thing.”
 
Tilly and Shane exchanged a look loaded with meaning. The genuine depth of feeling portrayed in Olive’s artworks seemed irrefutable evidence of a deeper relationship.
 
“Mrs. Montague,” Shane said gently. “I understand this is difficult. But hiding from the truth will not help bring Olive’s killer to justice.”
 
River wavered, eyes shining with tears. Tilly sensed she was on the brink of opening up. Whatever had truly passed between them, River could not dismiss Olive’s love so easily.
 
Just as River seemed on the brink of a confession, the front door suddenly swung open. Norton Montague strode in, only to pull up short at the sight of Tilly, Shane, and his distressed wife.
 
“What’s going on here?” he demanded, eyes narrowing suspiciously as he glanced between them.
 
Before Shane could reply, Norton caught sight of the image illuminated on his phone screen - one of the nude portraits of his wife found among Olive’s artworks.
 
“What in god’s name is that?” he exclaimed, face mottling with fury as he lunged to snatch the phone from Shane’s hand.
 
River gasped, shrinking away from her incensed husband. Shane quickly twisted out of reach, keeping the screen out of Norton’s sight.
 
“Sir, I suggest you let us explain everything in private,” he said evenly, though his jaw was tense.
 
“No need. See yourselves out of my house.” Norton trembled with rage, but stalked into the house without another word, slamming the door forcefully behind him.
 
River let out a stifled sob, sinking weakly onto a nearby chair.
 




Chapter Seven

Back in the cruiser, Tilly and Shane sat in shocked silence trying to process the storm of drama they’d just witnessed. The gentle humming of the engine seemed to accentuate the heavy quiet hanging between them.
 
Finally, Shane broke the silence, speaking up quietly. “If River really was having an affair with Olive...well, that certainly gives Norton one heck of a motive to want her dead.” He shook his head, face grim. “Nothing drives people to violence faster than jealousy.”
 
Tilly nodded slowly. “I agree Norton seems like a possible suspect now.” She hesitated, then added, “But shouldn’t we also still consider River too?”
 
Shane looked over at her in surprise.
 
Tilly elaborated, “If the affair was a secret she desperately wanted to keep, she could have been the one to kill Olive out of desperation or fear of exposure.”
 
Shane leaned back, rubbing his chin as he turned this over. “That’s a fair point,” he conceded after a moment. “This has shaped up to be much more tangled than just a love triangle.”
 
He started the engine with a heavy sigh. “One thing does seem clear - neither of them is willing to share much more with us at this stage.”
 
As they pulled away, Tilly stared pensively out the window. She knew unraveling this dark web of secrets, betrayal and loss would require even more discretion than ever. One misstep could allow the killer to slip right through their fingers.
 
After leaving the Montague residence, Tilly and Shane drove back through town with thoughtful expressions, mulling over all they had learned. The twisted love triangle they had uncovered added complexity to the case, but still left many questions unanswered.
 
Eventually, Shane broke the heavy silence. “You know, I think we need more context around Mezalyn’s extreme accusations about Olive stealing her art style,” he said contemplatively.
 
Tilly nodded. “I agree. We should speak to Jade again - maybe she can provide some more details about that infamous paint night incident.”
 
With a potential next step in mind, Shane changed course and headed for the Andale Arts Center. Tilly gazed out the window as the shops and restaurants of downtown rolled past, hoping their talk with Jade would help advance the investigation.
 
There were so many tangled threads unravel in Olive’s final troubled weeks. Any insights to help weave them together into a coherent picture could prove critically valuable in bringing her killer to justice.
 
At the arts center, Jade greeted them with a tired smile. When Tilly and Shane explained they were hoping to learn more specifics about the now infamous paint night that had sparked Mezalyn’s extreme plagiarism accusations, Jade let out a long, weary sigh.
 
“I should have known that evening would come back to haunt me,” she said regretfully. But then she waved them over. “Come take a look at what I have on file from it, though.”
 
Jade settled behind her computer and began clicking through some folders. “The goal of the event was just a simple exercise in accuracy,” she explained as she searched for the files. “Each person tried their hand at realistically painting the Eiffel Tower based off a provided photograph.”
 
Finally, she pulled up a folder of participant pictures from that night and turned the screen to face Tilly and Shane. “See for yourselves what happened,” she said, looking on pensively as they scrolled through the images. “As you can see, they both excelled at capturing the image. But afterward, Mezalyn became utterly convinced that Olive had simply copied her unique style instead of the source material.”
 
She shook her head, clearly still perplexed by the overreaction. Tilly and Shane shared a meaningful look. To an insecure Mezalyn, perceived theft of her “signature” style could seem unforgivable.
 
“If she truly believed Olive plagiarized her work, it may have made her angry enough to kill,” Tilly said quietly.
 
Jade paled but did not argue the disturbing point. “I never dreamed a simple paint night could catalyze something so terrible,” she said sorrowfully.
 
Thanking Jade for the helpful information, Tilly hoped she and Shane were slowly piecing together the strained threads of motive tying this tragedy together. Mezalyn’s inflated jealousy and sense of entitlement could prove as dangerous a mix as Norton’s rage or River’s desperation.
 
As they prepared to take their leave, a new bookshelf near the front door caught Tilly’s eye. It was marked ‘Free’ in large letters and stacked with an assortment of used books.
 
“This is new - what a nice idea!” she remarked to Jade.
 
The other woman smiled, though sadness still lingered in her eyes. “Yes, that was Olive’s doing actually. She donated so many of her old books, wanting others to enjoy them.”
 
Tilly stepped closer and scanned the titles. Almost all were installments from the popular Jude Masters supernatural series. She recognized a couple other titles too - thrillers and mysteries from well-known authors.
 
“Olive was a huge Jude Masters fan, wasn’t she?” Tilly mused.
 
Jade nodded. “Oh, yes, she had the whole collection and would lend them out to spread the love. I made sure to keep them available in her honor.”
 
Tilly ran a finger thoughtfully down the spine of one well-worn paperback. She hoped keeping Olive’s passion alive through these books could bring some small comfort.
 
Intrigued by the donated bookshelf’s tie to Olive, Tilly wondered if it might provide some clue about the shifts in Olive’s mindset leading up to her death.
 
She moved along the rows of books, scanning covers closely. Shane followed her lead, catching on to her intent. But at first, everything seemed normal.
 
Reaching the Jude Masters series, though, Tilly noticed something off. In each book, the author photo on the back had been defaced - devil horns and a goatee scribbled onto his face in black ink. The childish graffiti obscured Masters’ features almost beyond recognition.
 
“She clearly felt some personal anger toward this author,” Tilly murmured. Shane picked up one of the vandalized books with a contemplative frown.
 
“But was it over something small, like killing a beloved character?” Tilly mused aloud. “Or did this run deeper?”
 
They flipped through the pages searching for any hidden notes or messages but found nothing. Still, the defaced photos suggested Olive had uncovered some controversy surrounding the famous writer. Perhaps even a secret damaging enough to kill for?
 




Chapter Eight

After parting ways with Shane, Tilly decided to show the mysterious arcane symbols from the crime scene to her fellow witches. Even if law enforcement databases yielded nothing, perhaps someone in the magical community would recognize their meaning.
 
She gathered Emmy, Jade, Mezalyn and a couple other local witches in the back room of Jade’s arts center. Once everyone had arrived, Tilly pulled out her phone somberly.
 
“I know this will be hard, but I need your help,” she began. “Does anyone recognize the origin of these?”
 
She slowly passed her phone around the circle, displaying the photos of the strange markings painted on Olive’s robe. A heavy silence descended on the room as each woman studied the images with furrowed brows.
 
Emmy finally broke it with a discouraged shake of her head. “I’m stumped. Never seen symbols like these before.”
 
The others all murmured agreement, confusion evident on their faces.
 
“Nothing I recognize from any magical traditions,” Jade added with a mystified frown. She handed the phone back to Tilly. “I’m afraid we’re as perplexed as you are.”
 
Seeing Tilly’s crestfallen expression, Emmy put a comforting hand on her arm. “Don’t lose hope yet! There must be someone out there familiar with these. We’ll all keep digging.”
 
The other witches chimed in with encouragement and offers to reach out to their wider networks. Tilly felt heartened by their support. This mystery would take all of them working together to unravel.
 
She thanked each woman sincerely before they dispersed from the impromptu meeting. Though discouraged, Tilly was far from defeated. There had to be a key to deciphering these arcane markings. She just needed to open her mind to new approaches in order to uncover it.
 
After the fruitless meeting with her fellow witches, a frustrated Tilly headed home to regroup. Hanging up her coat, she gave her twin cats, Isis and Erid, an affectionate chin scratch in greeting. Their rumbling purrs and the comfort of home helped lift her spirits slightly.
 
She put out a small bowl of treats for the familiars, who happily wound around her legs as she waited for the kettle to boil. Soon Tilly was curled up on the plush sofa, a mug of steaming chamomile tea in hand.
 
Gesturing the cats over, she pulled up the cryptic symbol photos on her phone once more. “Any chance these look at all familiar to you two?” she asked hopefully.
 
Isis and Erid studied the strange markings, their slitted eyes narrowed intently. But after a long moment, they slowly shook their furry heads in unison.
 
“We’re just as stumped as you are,” Erid admitted, nudging his head against her hand apologetically.
 
Tilly sighed, sinking back against the soft cushions. On a hunch, she set down her tea and went to pull a heavy leather-bound tome off the bookshelf. Settling cross-legged on the rug, she slowly turned the aged pages, scrutinizing each section on magical runes and symbols. But she found nothing even vaguely resembling the mysterious markings.
 
Snapping the large book shut in frustration, Tilly tossed it aside, the cats jumping at the thud. They immediately came over to give her sympathetic head butts.
 
“Don’t get discouraged,” Isis reassured, purring softly. “We’ll figure this puzzle out together.”
 
As Tilly sank back dejectedly against the couch cushions, Isis suddenly perked up her ears from where she was curled on a nearby chair.
 
“You know, it just occurred to me - these odd symbols may not actually be connected to witchcraft at all,” the cat remarked thoughtfully.
 
Tilly looked over, intrigued by this new angle. “What makes you say that?”
 
“They have such a dark, ominous air around them,” Isis mused. “Perhaps their origins are more...demonic in nature.”
 
Tilly’s eyes widened as she turned this over. “Cam! Of course. As a reformed demon, he would surely recognize if these markings relate to his infernal heritage.”
 
Erid flicked his tail approvingly from his spot on the rug. “An excellent thought. You should go consult with him right away.”
 
Energized by this new prospect, Tilly quickly finished off her cooling tea and grabbed her keys from the dish by the door. The short drive to Pastor Cam’s church passed in a blur. She had to stop herself from outright running up the stone steps and through the carved wooden doors in her haste.
 
Inside, she found Cam tidying up the chancel after an evening service, his expression somber but welcoming. “Tilly, please come in,” he greeted warmly. “What brings you by at this hour?”
 
Taking a steadying breath, Tilly pulled up the cryptic symbol photos on her phone screen once more. “I was hoping you could lend your insight on these unusual markings. Namely, if they bear any relation to...well, your own ancient heritage.”
 
Cam’s eyebrows shot up, but he nodded gravely. “I will certainly do my best to help. Let us take a closer look.”
 
Tilly watched anxiously as Cam peered closely at each photo, his demonic senses probing the arcane symbols intently. The silence in the candlelit sanctuary seemed to stretch endlessly.
 
Finally, Cam let out a small sigh and lifted his head. “I am afraid these markings are completely foreign to me,” he said, regret etched across his kind features. “And mystifyingly, I detect no magical resonance from them either.”
 
Tilly’s shoulders slumped. She had been so hopeful Cam would recognize the symbols’ significance.
 
Noticing her crestfallen expression, Cam offered gently, “In truth, I suspect these symbols may be utterly fabricated - an attempt to frame or incriminate the witch and demon communities perhaps.”
 
Tilly nodded slowly as she considered this. “When I first discovered Olive’s body, I didn’t pick up on any lingering magical traces either,” she admitted. “But Isis and Erid did describe the symbols as having a very sinister, ominous air.”
 
Cam nodded thoughtfully. “Your familiars likely sensed the malicious intent and hatred fueling this vicious murder. The symbols themselves hold no power, but rather channel the killer’s dark emotions.”
 
He handed the phone back with an apologetic pat of her hand. “I wish I could be of more help. But it seems we must dig even deeper to unravel the true meaning behind this mystery.”
 
“I understand,” Tilly replied, mustering a grateful smile despite her disappointment. “Thank you for trying, Cam.”
 
She bid the pastor goodnight, her steps heavy leaving the church. Olive’s killer had attempted to disguise their crime through occult means. But true evil left traces no spell or symbol could conceal, however crafted.
 
As Tilly drove home in the fading evening light, still feeling discouraged by her lack of headway on the symbols, her cell phone suddenly rang out loudly in the quiet car.
 
She picked it up and was surprised to hear Shane’s voice on the other end. “Tilly! I think I’ve got a promising lead on that Jude Masters connection,” he said, an excited note in his voice.
 
Instantly, Tilly perked up, her earlier gloom dissipating. “Oh? What did you find out?” she asked eagerly.
 
“Well, turns out a few years back, Masters got caught up in a huge plagiarism scandal,” Shane revealed. “Multiple famous authors came forward accusing him of lifting their work. There was massive public outcry against him.”
 
He went on, “After it all went down, Masters apparently retreated completely from the public eye. Hasn’t published another book or done appearances since, from what I can tell.”
 
Tilly’s mind raced, piecing this together. Olive’s odd graffiti defacement of the author’s photos indicated she had somehow learned of this buried controversy.
 
“If Olive had exposed those plagiarism allegations, it would have destroyed Jude Masters’ chances at a comeback,” she mused aloud.
 
“My thoughts exactly,” Shane said. “This gives Masters clear motive if he got wind of Olive unraveling his secret.”
 
“Shane, this is huge! You could have just cracked this case wide open,” Tilly exclaimed gratefully. After a long day of fruitless efforts, this felt like a ray of light piercing the clouds. Perhaps the full truth was finally within reach.
 
***
 
The next morning, Tilly sat at the kitchen table eating a bowl of oatmeal and recounting the previous night’s revelations to Isis and Erid over their own breakfast of tuna.
 
“So I’m thinking this famous author Jude Masters might be our killer,” she told them excitedly around a mouthful of oats.
 
The cats looked up from their bowls, eyes wide. “You really believe a man might kill someone over books?” Erid asked skeptically.
 
Tilly nodded, swallowing her bite. “I know it seems extreme. But if Olive had proof he’s a plagiarist who stole work, it would completely ruin his career. I think that’s motive enough for someone obsessed with reputation.”
 
Isis licked her whiskers thoughtfully. “Humans do get rather irrational about odd things. And writers can be especially temperamental.” She flicked her tail. “Perhaps you’re right to be suspicious of this one.”
 
Fueled by their support, Tilly finished her breakfast and headed to the library, determined to learn everything she could about the reclusive author’s past scandals and suspicious disappearances.
 
Settling in at one of the research computers, she pulled up digital archives and began keyword searches for Jude Masters. Dozens of inflammatory articles appeared, chronicling the plagiarism allegations that had ignited public outrage...
 
She took notes on key dates, places, and involved parties, slowly piecing together a timeline in her mind. The depths of his deception were staggering. No wonder Masters had fully retreated from the public eye afterwards.
 
Digging further back, Tilly discovered old brief mentions of the author being spotted over the years in small, remote towns. He would check into a hotel or rent a cabin for a short time before vanishing again.
 
“He was clearly hiding out all this time, never staying anywhere more than a few weeks,” Tilly murmured aloud. Something about this pattern nagged at her, but she couldn’t quite grasp what yet.
 
She printed a few of the most pertinent articles to share with Shane later. Jude Masters had gone to extensive lengths to disappear and evade facing consequences for his misdeeds. The pressing questions were how and when had his path crossed Olive’s here in sleepy Andale? And just what had she uncovered to threaten his clearly delicate new life?
 
As Tilly drove to meet Shane and share her research findings, her mind kept drifting back to the mysterious arcane symbols painted on Olive.
 
Their origins remained utterly unknown, despite exhaustive efforts querying her fellow witches and even a reformed demon. The symbols appeared connected to no magical tradition Tilly had ever encountered.
 
She frowned contemplatively as she turned down the wooded road to the sheriff’s station. If the markings were fabricated, as Pastor Cam suspected, what meaning or malice had the killer imbued them with?
 
A dark thought occurred to her then – perhaps their mystery was precisely the point. The very obscurity and inexplicability of the symbols served the killer’s aim to baffle and mislead.
 
Tilly shivered despite the mild day. By designing occult runes no one could interpret, the murderer created ambiguity. They added a terrifying dimension while concealing motives and identity.
 
She could only hope that continuing to pull at the tangled threads around Olive’s death would finally reveal the human monster lurking behind the arcane mask.
 




Chapter Nine

Arriving at the sheriff’s station, Tilly could immediately tell Shane was energized about a development in the case. He looked up from his computer screen eagerly as she entered his office.
 
“You’re not going to believe this,” he said, “but I think I’ve got the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”
 
He motioned her over to look at his monitor as he explained. “A fan just sent me this photo of herself with Jude Masters from a book event years ago.”
 
On the screen was a grainy cell phone picture of Masters at a signing table, leaning in to scribble his autograph in a reader’s book. Tilly’s breath caught - the man bore an uncanny resemblance to Julian Manning.
 
“That can’t just be coincidence,” she exclaimed, pointing at the photo. “That’s clearly Julian!”
 
Shane nodded, his expression intense. “Exactly what I thought. Jude Masters and Julian Manning have to be the same person. Which means...”
 
“...he’s been hiding here in plain sight all along,” Tilly finished, her mind spinning. If Olive had somehow uncovered Manning’s true identity, it gave him solid motive to silence her before she could expose him.
 
Shane was already out of his chair, grabbing his jacket and keys. “We need to have a serious talk with Mr. ‘Manning’ about his past. And his connection to Olive,” he said firmly.
 
Tilly hurried to follow his long strides out to the cruiser, pulse racing. Finally, the twisting threads surrounding Olive’s murder seemed poised to unravel at last. The answers had to be within reach now.
 
Shane maneuvered the cruiser carefully along the winding dirt road that led deep into the forest. Tilly gazed out anxiously at the thick woods surrounding them on all sides, feeling as if they were driving into the heart of darkness itself.
 
Eventually, a small, dilapidated cabin came into view at the end of the overgrown drive. It was tucked among the soaring pines, the sagging roof dotted with dead leaves and its shutters barely clinging to their hinges.
 
Shane cut the engine and they cautiously approached the creaking porch steps. The woods here were eerily devoid of sounds, no birds or insects daring to pierce the heavy silence. Tilly suppressed a shiver of unease.
 
Shane rapped insistently on the weathered door, the knocks echoing through the trees. No response came initially, but finally they detected shuffling footsteps slowly approaching from within.
 
The door cracked open to reveal a wan, unshaven Julian Manning peering out at them with bloodshot eyes. “What do you want?” he demanded testily.
 
“We need to talk with you,” Shane said firmly, flashing his badge when Julian tried to claim he was busy writing.
 
With a scowl, Julian reluctantly swung the door wider and shuffled back inside. Tilly followed Shane over the threshold, cringing as the boards groaned underfoot.
 
The cabin’s interior was one open space, clutter piled on every surface. Julian busied himself making coffee while they perched on an ancient sofa spilling stuffing from countless tears. Tilly noted the space lacked any personal artifacts, feeling sterile and temporary.
 
“So what’s this about?” Julian grumbled, not meeting their eyes as he sank into a creaking armchair.
 
Shane explained they were following up on the Olive Winston case. At the mention of her name, Julian’s already pale face blanched further. His hands shook as he lifted his coffee mug, sloshing some over the rim.
 
“Don’t know why you’re talking to me about that,” he muttered unconvincingly.
 
Tilly shared a subtle look with Shane. They were clearly on the right track - now they just needed to get Julian to fully crack.
 
As Shane and Tilly continued questioning Julian, his steadfast denials slowly crumbled under the weight of evidence.
 
Shane leaned forward, eyeing him intently. “Are you sure you have no connection whatsoever to author Jude Masters?” he asked point blank.
 
Julian’s eyes darted away. “I told you, I don’t know anything about him.”
 
Tilly jumped in. “It just seems odd that you bear an uncanny resemblance to Masters.” She pulled the incriminating photo up on her phone. Julian went pale at the sight.
 
“This is you in the picture, isn’t it?” Tilly pressed gently. “You and Jude Masters are the same person.”
 
It wasn’t a question. Julian dropped his head into shaking hands with a long sigh, all pretense gone.
 
“Okay, fine, it’s me all right?” he admitted bitterly, finally lifting his bloodshot eyes. “I’m Masters. But I swear on my life I had nothing to do with hurting Olive.”
 
“So yeah...Olive figured out who I was at the masquerade,” Julian explained haltingly. “Later that night, she came up to me and confronted me about it.”
 
He rubbed a hand down his unshaven face. “She was all excited, saying stuff like ‘I can’t believe it’s really you, Jude Masters! You’re my favorite author.’”
 
Julian shook his head, a hint of bitterness in his tone. “I tried to brush her off at first, pretend she had the wrong guy. But Olive was certain. She’d recognized me from my old book jacket photos.”
 
Sighing heavily, he continued. “I finally admitted who I was just to get her to keep her voice down. Then I tried to explain - begged her to please just let me live in peace under my new name.”
 
Julian lifted his bloodshot eyes to Tilly and Shane. “In the end she seemed sympathetic. Swore she’d keep my secret and leave me be. That’s the absolute truth of what happened.”
 
Tilly studied Julian closely as he spoke, seeking out any deceit. His account about that night did seem truthful. But if Olive had possessed proof of his past, it still provided a motive for murder, regardless of their civil conversation.
 
As they walked back to the cruiser, Shane shook his head in frustration. “He’s clearly still hiding something. I don’t fully buy this claim of a peaceful chat with Olive.”
 
Tilly nodded in agreement. “Me neither. Especially since he outright lied at first about his identity.”
 
She ticked off her skepticism on her fingers. “And Olive had already donated and vandalized those books before the masquerade. So she must have recognized Julian and confronted him earlier than he admits.”
 
“Exactly,” said Shane. “Not to mention her defaced author photos don’t strike me as the actions of someone who’s just curious and gossipy.”
 
Tilly shuddered, picturing Olive’s rage as she had scribbled on those images. “No, those are the actions of someone who feels betrayed or angry.”
 
They reached the cruiser and Shane sighed heavily as he opened the driver’s side door. “Whatever his past relationship with Olive, Julian Manning still has motive if she was threatening to expose him. We need to keep a very close eye on him.”
 
“I completely agree,” said Tilly as they pulled away down the rutted driveway. “He may act oblivious writing in that cabin, but there’s darkness in his past. This may not be over yet.”
 
She gazed back anxiously at the receding gloomy little cabin. Its occupant harbored buried secrets and ghosts that could yet haunt his future, and theirs.




Chapter Ten

After the tense visit with Julian, Shane suggested he and Tilly stop for a quick coffee break before continuing on with their investigation. The quaint cafe’s aroma of roasted beans and baked goods was comfortingly mundane compared to the eerie, isolated cabin in the woods.
 
Tilly breathed in the cozy scent as they waited for their lattes. “We definitely earned a short pit stop after that encounter,” she said with an exhale.
 
Shane nodded, rolling his stiff shoulders. “No kidding. My nerves are still jangled. Let’s just drink our coffee and unwind for a few minutes.”
 
Soon they were strolling down the quiet main street sipping their lattes, the normalcy of shopkeepers raising awnings in the afternoon sun masking the darkness still simmering beneath the town’s surface.
 
Lost in thought, they didn’t notice Norton Montague until the disheveled man was nearly upon them. “Sheriff!” he called out in a ragged voice, weaving closer. The sharp odor of liquor emanated from him.
 
“I need to confess something,” he slurred, eyes bloodshot and hollow. “I now believe River is the one...the one who murdered that woman.” He spat the word ‘woman’ bitterly.
 
Shane and Tilly exchanged startled looks. This was a shocking public accusation to make against one’s own wife. Gently taking Norton’s arm, Shane guided the man toward the station.
 
“Why don’t you come with me and we can talk about this further in private,” he suggested diplomatically. Norton followed without resistance, still muttering under his breath.
 
Tilly trailed anxiously behind. They had suspected River was hiding something about Olive’s death. But if even her own husband was willing to accuse her of the act, the unraveling of secrets seemed imminent at last.
 
Upon reaching the imposing facade of the town hall, Shane swiftly ushered a visibly distressed Norton through the grand double doors, with Tilly following closely. She hesitated momentarily, unsure of her place in the unfolding drama, as Shane and Norton made their way into a modestly furnished conference room. However, when Shane didn’t signal for her to leave, she quietly entered the room, choosing a spot near the entrance. She felt a growing anticipation; this conversation had the potential to be a game-changer.
 
Shane, ever the professional, gestured for Norton to take a seat. “All right, Norton,” he began, his voice soft yet firm, “tell me why you think your wife might be implicated in Olive’s death.”
 
Norton’s face crumpled, and he buried it in his trembling hands. “Those paintings,” he began, his voice hoarse, “the ones showcasing River in such...intimate poses.” He shuddered, clearly struggling with the revelation.
 
“She has this unique mole, right on the upper part of her left hip. I’d know it anywhere.” His voice wavered, betraying his emotions.
 
Without a word, Shane retrieved his phone and displayed the contentious paintings. Norton, with a heavy sigh, pointed to the barely visible mole on the painted figure’s exposed skin.
 
From her vantage point, Tilly watched the exchange, her heart racing. The implications were clear: River’s relationship with Olive had been far more intimate than she had let on.
 
Norton’s voice, laden with despair, broke the silence. “If River thought Olive might expose their relationship to the world...” He couldn’t finish the sentence.
 
Norton’s eyes, previously sharp with distress, now seemed to cloud over, as if he were gazing into a distant past. He took a deep, shuddering breath, his fingers drumming nervously on the table. The room was silent, save for the distant hum of the building’s air conditioning and the muted sounds of activity outside the door.
 
“Our marriage,” Norton began, his voice hesitant, as if he was treading on fragile ground, “has been on shaky ground for quite some time. It’s not something I’ve spoken of openly, not even to close friends.” He paused, his gaze dropping to his hands, which were now clasped tightly together.
 
Shane, sensing the gravity of the moment, leaned in, his entire demeanor radiating patience and understanding. Tilly, still positioned near the entrance, felt a wave of empathy wash over her. The pain in Norton’s voice was palpable, and she couldn’t help but be moved by his raw honesty.
 
Norton took another steadying breath. “I’ve often wondered if River remains by my side solely because of the financial comforts I offer. The opulent parties, the endless overseas trips, the luxury brands that fill her wardrobe... I’ve always been able to provide her with a life many dream of.” He paused, a bitter smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “But at what cost to our genuine connection?”
 
Tilly watched as Norton’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “I recognize how pitiable it might sound,” he continued, his voice thick with emotion. “But despite everything, my love for her has never wavered. I’d move mountains for her, even if it meant ignoring certain truths or enduring heartbreak.”
 
Shane’s face, which had remained inscrutable throughout their conversation, softened. “Love is a powerful force,” he murmured, his voice gentle. “It can drive us to make choices we never thought possible, to endure situations we never imagined. But it’s also important to remember that truths, no matter how deeply buried or painful, eventually find their way to the surface.”
 
Norton simply nodded.
 
The room’s atmosphere, already dense with emotion, seemed to grow even more charged as Shane adjusted his posture, his gaze unwaveringly fixed on Norton. The soft sounds of shifting leather and the faint rustle of fabric momentarily filled the silence.
 
“You’re free to go, Norton,” Shane began, his voice even but bearing an unmistakable undertone of authority. “However, I’d advise you to remain in town. No sudden departures or unexpected vacations, all right?”
 
Norton’s eyes widened, his astonishment palpable. The realization that he was being viewed not merely as a concerned husband but also as a potential suspect seemed to take him completely off guard. His posture, previously one of weary resignation, became rigid. His complexion, already pale, seemed to bleach further, emphasizing the dark shadows beneath his eyes.
 
“You believe... you believe I might be involved?” Norton’s voice quivered, a mix of disbelief and indignation. The words seemed to catch in his throat, each syllable heavy with emotion.
 
Shane, attempting to navigate the delicate situation, raised a hand in a calming gesture. “It’s just protocol, Norton. We have to explore every avenue, every potential lead. It’s not a reflection on you personally; it’s how these investigations proceed.”
 
From her vantage point, Tilly watched the play of emotions across Norton’s face: shock, bewilderment, and a dawning sense of betrayal. The room’s ambiance grew even more intense, the walls seemingly echoing the silent beats of three hearts, each processing the gravity of the unfolding situation.
 
Norton took a deep, shaky breath. “I would never hurt River,” he whispered, the rawness in his voice evident. “She’s my wife.”
 
Shane nodded slowly, his face a mask of professionalism. “I understand your sentiments, Norton. Just ensure you stay within reach. We’ll be in touch.”
 
The two men shared a prolonged, silent gaze, a wordless exchange filled with tension, understanding, and the intricate interplay of trust and suspicion.
 




Chapter Eleven

The door clicked shut behind Norton, leaving a lingering silence in its wake. The room, which had been thick with tension moments before, now felt oddly empty, the remaining occupants each lost in their thoughts.
 
Shane leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight. He ran a hand through his hair, exhaling deeply. “You know, Tilly,” he began, his voice contemplative, “Norton’s reactions, his demeanor... it all points to him being a strong suspect.”
 
Tilly, who had been gazing at the spot Norton had vacated, turned to face Shane. Her brow furrowed, her green eyes reflecting a storm of emotions. “I don’t know, Shane,” she replied, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “His shock, the devastation in his eyes... it felt genuine, as if he’s just piecing everything together for the first time.”
 
Shane’s gaze was steady, his blue eyes searching Tilly’s face. “People who commit heinous acts,” he said slowly, “are often adept at deception. They can lie, act, and manipulate situations to their advantage. It’s what makes them so dangerous.”
 
Tilly bit her lower lip, her gaze dropping to her hands, which were now clasped tightly in her lap. The weight of Shane’s words pressed down on her, and she felt a twinge of doubt. “I understand that,” she murmured, her voice soft. “It’s just... everything about Norton’s reaction felt so raw, so visceral. But you’re right; we can’t afford to be swayed by appearances alone.”
 
Shane leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “It’s a tough situation, Tilly. Emotions, personal biases, they can cloud our judgment. But we have to remain objective, follow the evidence, and see where it leads.”
 
Tilly nodded slowly, her gaze meeting Shane’s once more. “I know,” she whispered. “It’s just hard to reconcile the Norton I saw today with someone capable of murder.”
 
The room settled into a contemplative silence once more, the weight of their task and the complexities of human nature pressing down on them both. The journey to uncovering the truth was proving to be more convoluted and emotionally taxing than either of them had anticipated.
 
The decision to delve deeper into Norton’s life led them to Montague Fine Furniture and Imports, a sprawling establishment that stood as a testament to the Montague family’s affluence and influence in Andale. The building itself was an architectural marvel, with its ornate wooden carvings and expansive glass windows that showcased a myriad of exquisite furniture pieces from around the world.
 
As Shane and Tilly approached the entrance, the soft chime of a bell announced their arrival. The rich scent of polished wood and varnish greeted them, mingling with the faint undertones of leather and fabric. The store was a labyrinth of aisles, each one meticulously arranged with furniture that ranged from ornate antiques to sleek, modern designs.
 
They were soon approached by a middle-aged woman with a warm smile and a nametag that read ‘Linda.’ Recognizing Shane, she greeted him with a nod. “Sheriff, how can I help you today?”
 
“We’re here to ask a few questions about Norton Montague,” Shane began, his tone professional.
 
Linda’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but she nodded. “Of course. What would you like to know?”
 
As they spoke with Linda and subsequently several other employees, a consistent picture began to emerge. Norton was described with words like ‘kind’, ‘generous’, and ‘understanding.’ Many spoke of the times he’d gone out of his way to assist them, whether it was a personal crisis or a simple matter of adjusting work schedules.
 
“He’s one of the best bosses I’ve ever had,” Linda confided, her eyes sincere. “Always fair, always listening.”
 
Another employee, a young man named Carlos, chimed in, “The morning Olive... you know, the morning she was found, Mr. Montague was already here when I arrived. He was in the back, starting on inventory. It’s a big task, and he often gets a head start.”
 
A chorus of agreement followed from others nearby. “Yeah, he was here,” confirmed another voice, belonging to a tall, lanky individual named Raj. “When I clocked in at 5:00 a.m., he was deep into counting stock.”
 
Tilly exchanged a glance with Shane. The alibi seemed solid, corroborated by multiple sources. But in the complex web of relationships and events surrounding Olive’s death, where did this leave them?
 
The ambient noise of Montague Fine Furniture and Imports seemed to fade into the background as Shane and Tilly stepped away from the group of employees, finding a quieter corner amidst a display of ornate, hand-carved cabinets. The soft glow from the overhead chandeliers cast a warm light on the polished wood around them, creating an intimate bubble amidst the vast expanse of the store.
 
Shane took a deep breath, his eyes searching Tilly’s as he began, “The coroner got back to me earlier. He’s estimating that Olive was strangled around 5:00 a.m.”
 
Tilly’s heart skipped a beat. “But that’s the same time Norton was here, starting on inventory,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
Shane nodded, the lines on his forehead deepening. “Exactly. If what the employees said is true, then Norton seems to have a solid alibi.”
 
A heavy silence enveloped them, punctuated only by the distant murmurs of customers and the soft footsteps of employees moving about. The intricate patterns on the cabinets seemed to dance and shift in the dim light, mirroring the ever-evolving puzzle of Olive’s tragic end.
 
Tilly’s fingers played with a silver pendant around her neck, a nervous habit she often fell into when deep in thought. “It’s frustrating,” she admitted, her gaze distant. “Every time we think we’re getting closer to the truth, another twist emerges.”
 
Shane’s hand reached out, resting gently on her arm in a gesture of comfort. “It’s the nature of investigations like this,” he said softly. “But we’ll get there. We just need to keep digging, keep questioning.”
 
Tilly looked up, meeting his steady gaze. “I know. It’s just... every revelation seems to bring more questions than answers.”
 
Shane’s lips quirked in a wry smile. “Welcome to my world,” he remarked, a hint of humor lightening the gravity of their conversation.
 
The ambient hum of the store seemed to fade, replaced by the soft, rhythmic ticking of an antique grandfather clock that stood sentinel near the exit. Its pendulum swung back and forth, marking time in a world that felt momentarily suspended. Shane turned to Tilly, his gaze searching hers with an intensity that made the air between them feel charged.
 
“I want to speak to River again,” he began. “And I’d like you to be there with me.”
 
Tilly’s eyes, always so keen and observant, sparkled with a mix of curiosity and eagerness. “Of course,” she replied, her voice tinged with excitement. “But what’s changed? Why do you think I should be there this time?”
 
Shane paused, glancing momentarily at a nearby display of intricately carved wooden figurines, as if drawing inspiration from their silent forms. “River,” he started, choosing his words with care, “is like a locked chest, full of secrets. From our previous interactions, I’ve sensed that she might be more willing to reveal those secrets with you present. You have this... innate ability to connect with people, to make them feel seen and understood. I think you could act as a bridge, maybe even offer her the comfort she needs to open up.”
 
Tilly looked thoughtful, her fingers absentmindedly tracing the edge of a nearby table, feeling the smooth grain beneath her fingertips. “Comfort her?” she mused aloud. “It’s an interesting approach. But we must tread carefully. After all, she’s still a possible suspect in Olive’s murder.”
 
Shane nodded, his expression serious. “Absolutely. But sometimes, the path to the truth isn’t always direct. Sometimes, it requires a touch of empathy, a bit of understanding. If offering River a moment of solace gets her to reveal something crucial, then it’s a path worth taking.”
 
Tilly’s lips curled into a warm smile. “All right,” she said, “I’m in. Let’s see if we can unlock this mystery together.”
 
Shane’s face broke into a grateful grin, the weight on his shoulders seeming to lighten just a bit. “Thank you, Tilly.”
 
As they made their way to the exit, the world outside beckoned them, full of shadows and secrets. The grandfather clock continued its rhythmic ticking, a reminder that time was of the essence, and that every moment brought them closer to the heart of the enigma that was Olive’s tragic end.
 




Chapter Twelve

The Montague residence, nestled in the affluent part of Andale, stood tall and imposing. Its grandeur was accentuated by the meticulously manicured gardens, the ornate iron gates, and the soft glow of the setting sun reflecting off its pristine white walls. The house seemed to whisper tales of old money and deep-rooted secrets.
 
As Shane and Tilly approached the entrance, the heavy wooden door swung open to reveal River. Her usually impeccable appearance was slightly disheveled, her eyes wary and her posture defensive. The opulence of her surroundings seemed to contrast starkly with her current state.
 
“Detective,” she greeted Shane with a nod, her eyes darting to Tilly with a hint of apprehension. “Back so soon?”
 
“We have a few more questions,” Shane began, his tone firm yet respectful. “May we come in?”
 
River hesitated for a moment, her gaze flitting over the duo before she stepped aside, granting them entry. “Norton isn’t home,” she mentioned, almost as an afterthought.
 
The interior of the house was as lavish as its exterior, with high ceilings, intricate moldings, and art pieces that likely cost a fortune. But the atmosphere was thick with tension, the grandeur unable to mask the undercurrents of unease.
 
Once seated in the opulent living room, River’s fingers played nervously with the hem of her dress. Shane wasted no time. “River, we need to discuss your relationship with Olive.”
 
She looked away, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve already told you everything.”
 
Tilly, sensing the depth of River’s turmoil, tried a gentler approach. “River, we’re just trying to piece everything together. We believe you might have information that could help.”
 
River’s evasiveness was palpable. She seemed on the verge of retreating further into her shell when Shane decided to play his trump card. “Norton told us about the mole,” he said, his voice soft but insistent.
 
River’s eyes widened in shock, her face draining of color. “He... he knew?” she stammered, her composure crumbling.
 
Shane nodded, watching her closely. “Yes. And he identified you in Olive’s paintings.”
 
The weight of realization seemed to crash down on River. Her eyes, now filled with a mix of fear and rage, flashed with accusation. “Then he did it,” she spat out, her voice trembling with emotion. “He killed her! He killed my Olive!”
 
The room seemed to close in, the lavish decor and expensive art fading into the background as the raw intensity of River’s revelation took center stage. The intricate dance of truth and deception continued, with each player uncertain of the next move.
 
Shane’s posture shifted, his spine straightening as he leaned slightly forward, the intensity of his gaze locking onto River’s. “River,” he began, each word measured and deliberate, “I’ve been speaking with the employees at Montague Fine Furniture and Imports. They’ve confirmed that Norton was there early in the morning, engrossed in inventory tasks. He was already present when they arrived, placing him at the store around the estimated time of Olive’s death.”
 
For a moment, the room seemed to contract, the weight of Shane’s words pressing in. River’s face, a canvas of tumultuous emotions, now registered a mix of shock and a hint of dismay. The contours of her face seemed to soften, the lines of tension easing slightly, as if she had been holding onto a belief that was now shattered.
 
Drawing in a ragged breath, her fingers tightened around the plush armrests, her knuckles whitening. “Olive,” she murmured, her voice laden with a cocktail of pain and nostalgia, “she was the antithesis of Norton. She was fiery, full of life, and she ignited feelings in me that had long been dormant.” Tears pooled in her eyes, threatening to spill. “Yet, for all her passion, she couldn’t provide the stability, the comfortable life that Norton ensured.”
 
From her vantage point, Tilly could see the raw, unguarded pain etched on River’s face. It was a poignant reminder of the age-old battle between the heart’s desires and life’s practicalities.
 
Shane, his tone softer but no less insistent, pressed on. “River, did Olive ever ask you to leave Norton for her?”
 
A slow nod from River, her eyes clouded with memories. “She did,” she admitted in a hushed tone. “She dreamt of a life where we could be together, free from the constraints of Andale and its judgmental whispers. But I... I was too tethered to my current life.” She hesitated, her voice barely audible. “We had our disagreements, intense ones, but I swear, I never harmed her.”
 
The room, already thick with tension, seemed to grow even more stifling as River continued her tale. The soft hum of the air conditioning was the only sound that punctuated her words, each one heavy with regret.
 
“After one of our more heated arguments,” River began, her voice a mere whisper, “I told Olive that we couldn’t continue our relationship. It was tearing me apart, living in two worlds.” She paused, her gaze drifting to a framed photograph on a nearby table, showing her and Norton at some gala event, both smiling, a contrast to the current atmosphere.
 
“I asked her to destroy the paintings,” she continued, her voice gaining a touch of steel. “I wanted no evidence of our relationship, no reminders of the love we shared, and the pain it caused.”
 
Tilly could see the anguish in River’s eyes, the internal battle between love and duty, passion and pragmatism. It was a pain she had seen in many, but it was particularly raw and fresh in River.
 
“Olive... she understood, or at least I thought she did,” River’s voice trembled. “She took some of the paintings and set them alight right in front of me. The flames consumed them, and with each flicker, I felt a piece of our shared history vanish.”
 
Shane leaned back, processing her words. “But she didn’t destroy all of them,” he stated, more a fact than a question.
 
River’s face darkened, a storm of emotions playing out. “No,” she admitted bitterly. “She kept some, hidden away. And now, because of those paintings, our secret is out.”
 
Tilly watched River closely, trying to gauge the depth of her emotions. There was anger, certainly, a sense of betrayal even, but not the kind of rage that might drive someone to murder. River seemed more wounded by the breach of trust than anything else.
 
Shane, ever the detective, picked up on this as well. “You feel betrayed by Olive’s decision to keep some of the paintings,” he observed.
 
River nodded, her eyes glistening with fresh tears. “Yes, but not enough to hurt her. I loved her, in my own way. I just... I just wanted to protect my life, my reputation.”
 
Tilly, always attuned to the emotions of those around her, tried to probe deeper into River’s aura. She sought the telltale signs of guilt, the dark tendrils that often wrapped around a person’s soul when they harbored deep regrets or had committed unspeakable acts. But as she delved into River’s emotional landscape, she found it surprisingly clear of such markers.
 
River’s posture, though defeated, didn’t carry the weight of a killer. Her eyes, while filled with sadness and a hint of anger, lacked the haunted look Tilly had come to associate with those burdened by severe guilt. It was puzzling. If River truly had no part in Olive’s death, then why didn’t she sense any guilt about the affair? Most people, even in the throes of passionate love, would feel some remorse for betraying a spouse.
 
Tilly’s gaze shifted subtly, studying River’s face. Was it possible that River was one of those rare individuals who simply didn’t experience guilt in the same way as others? Or had she somehow found a way to compartmentalize her feelings, keeping her affair with Olive and her life with Norton in separate emotional boxes?
 
Shane seemed to be mulling over similar thoughts, his brow furrowed in contemplation. He caught Tilly’s eye, and for a brief moment, they shared a silent communication. Both were trying to piece together the puzzle that was River Montague.
 
River, seemingly oblivious to their silent exchange, continued to wring her hands, lost in her own world of memories and regrets. The room was bursting with unsaid words, and Tilly felt the pressing need to tread carefully. One wrong move, and they might lose River’s trust entirely.
 
Tilly hesitated for a moment, choosing her words with care. “River,” she began softly, “did you ever consider how Norton would feel in all of this?”
 
River’s eyes, which had been distant and clouded with memories, snapped to Tilly’s with a sudden intensity. Her face, previously a canvas of sorrow and regret, transformed. The lines of her mouth tightened, and her cheeks flushed a deep shade of crimson.
 
“Why should I?” she spat out, her voice rising with every word. “Why is it always about what Norton would feel or think? What about me? Don’t I deserve happiness?”
 
Tilly took a step back, taken aback by the sudden vehemence in River’s demeanor. “I didn’t mean to imply that you don’t,” she began, but River cut her off.
 
“Norton was good for one thing, and one thing only: his money,” she declared bitterly. “He provided the lifestyle I wanted, but he never truly understood me. Not like Olive did.”
 
Shane, who had been observing the exchange quietly, intervened. “River,” he said in a calm, authoritative tone, “we’re not here to judge your choices. But it’s essential for us to understand the dynamics of your relationships to get to the bottom of this.”
 
River’s eyes darted between Tilly and Shane, her anger still unmistakable but now mixed with a hint of desperation. “I’ve told you everything I know,” she said, her voice quivering.
 
Shane nodded slowly. “Thank you for your cooperation. But I’d advise you to stay in town. We may have more questions.”
 
River’s gaze dropped to the floor, her earlier fire now replaced with a mix of resignation and weariness. The room, once again, was filled with a heavy silence, punctuated only by the distant ticking of a clock.
 




Chapter Thirteen

“She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?” Shane finally said, breaking the silence as they walked down the pathway that led to the street.
 
Tilly sighed, her eyes narrowing as she pondered their recent interaction with River. “That’s one way to put it. She’s certainly self-centered, maybe even narcissistic. But is she a murderer? That’s another question entirely.”
 
Shane nodded, his eyes squinting against the afternoon sun as they reached his cruiser. “Agreed. She’s not winning any ‘Person of the Year’ awards, but whether she’s capable of killing Olive is still up in the air.”
 
Tilly slid into the passenger seat, her mind racing. “You know, I tried to sense guilt from her. I usually can, but with River, it’s like she’s either an emotional void or she genuinely didn’t do it.”
 
Shane started the engine, his face thoughtful. “Well, people who commit crimes often become good at lying or masking their feelings. But until we have more concrete evidence or leads, we can’t focus solely on her.”
 
Tilly nodded, her gaze drifting out the window as Shane pulled away from the curb. The trees lining the street seemed to blur together, their leaves a swirl of greens and browns, much like the tangled web of relationships and motives they were trying to decipher.
 
“So, where does this leave us?” Tilly finally asked, turning back to face Shane.
 
He gripped the steering wheel a bit tighter, his jaw set. “It leaves us back at square one, in a way. We’ve got multiple suspects, each with their own complicated ties to Olive, but nothing solid to go on.”
 
Tilly leaned back in her seat, her eyes on the road ahead but her mind whirling with the faces and stories of everyone they’d spoken to. “Then we need to dig deeper, look elsewhere, and shake some more trees. Someone knows something, Shane. And we need to find that someone.”
 
Shane glanced at her, his eyes meeting hers in a moment of shared determination. “Then let’s shake those trees until the truth falls out.”
 
The rhythmic hum of the cruiser’s engine filled the silence as they drove through Andale’s tree-lined streets. Shane’s jaw was set, his eyes focused on the road ahead, but Tilly could sense the storm of thoughts swirling within him.
 
“We need to talk to Stephen next,” Shane finally said, breaking the quiet that had settled between them.
 
Tilly nodded, her gaze thoughtful. “Given his history with Olive, the restraining order, and his... persistent attention towards her, it makes sense.”
 
Shane’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “There’s something about him that doesn’t sit right with me. His reactions, the way he’s been acting... I’ve got this gut feeling that he knows more than he’s letting on.”
 
Tilly considered this, remembering their previous encounters with Stephen. “He’s definitely been acting strange. But do you think he’s capable of...?”
 
Shane sighed, his expression conflicted. “I don’t know, Tilly. But we need to find out. And I want to do it alone.”
 
She turned to him, surprise evident in her eyes. “Why?”
 
He glanced her way, a protective edge to his voice. “Stephen’s unpredictable. If he feels cornered or threatened, there’s no telling how he might react. I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”
 
Tilly’s expression hardened. “Shane, I’ve been with you through all of this. I’m not backing down now. Stephen’s behavior is concerning, yes, but I can handle myself.”
 
Shane’s face softened, his concern evident. “I know you can, Tilly. But this isn’t just about capability. It’s about safety. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”
 
Their eyes met, a silent understanding passing between them. Tilly knew Shane’s intentions were genuine, but she also felt the need to be involved, to see this through.
 
“Promise me you’ll fill me in,” she implored, her voice filled with earnestness.
 
Shane nodded, his expression resolute. “Of course.”
 
The diner’s neon sign cast a soft glow onto the street as Shane pulled up to the curb. The familiar scent of fried food and coffee wafted through the air, a comforting aroma that seemed to belong to every small-town diner.
 
“Drop me here,” Tilly said, her voice firm. “I could use a coffee and some time to think.”
 
Shane hesitated, his eyes searching hers. “You sure?”
 
She nodded, offering him a reassuring smile. “I’ll be fine. Go talk to Stephen. We’ll regroup later.”
 
He sighed, clearly not thrilled with the idea but respecting her decision. “All right. Stay safe, Tilly.”
 
She stepped out of the cruiser, the door shutting with a soft thud behind her. As she watched Shane’s car disappear down the street, she worried about what she was about to do. But she had her own lead to follow.
 
With a quick glance around, Tilly adjusted her bag and began walking in the opposite direction. After a couple of blocks, she arrived at a modest brick building with a sign reading “Figg Brother’s Construction.” The office looked quiet, but a soft light emanated from one of the windows. Stephen would most definitely be out on a job, so she would be clear of him and Shane.
 
Pushing open the door, she was greeted by the soft chime of a bell and the sight of Andi, Stephen’s sister, seated behind a desk cluttered with paperwork. Andi looked up, her expression shifting from surprise to guarded curiosity.
 
“Tilly? What brings you here?”
 
Tilly approached, choosing her words carefully. “I wanted to talk about Stephen and Olive. I’m trying to understand their relationship better.”
 
Andi’s eyes darted away for a moment, a hint of unease crossing her features. “Why come to me?”
 
“Because,” Tilly began gently, “you’re his sister. You’ve seen their relationship from a perspective no one else has.”
 
Andi hesitated, her fingers playing with a pen on the desk. The room was filled with a buzzing tension, the hum of the overhead lights and the distant murmur of traffic outside the only sounds breaking the silence.
 
Finally, Andi exhaled, her shoulders sagging slightly. “All right. What do you want to know?”
 
Tilly took a deep breath, her gaze unwavering as she met Andi’s eyes. “I want to understand the nature of their relationship. How did it start? How long did it last? And most importantly, what was your perspective on it?”
 
Andi leaned back in her chair, her fingers drumming a slow rhythm on the wooden desk. The room seemed to close in a little. “Stephen... he’s always been the passionate type. When he falls, he falls hard and deep. And with Olive, it was no different. At least with others, it seemed it was that way.”
 
She paused, her gaze distant, as if she were watching the past play out before her eyes. “They met at one of the town’s art exhibitions. Olive had displayed some of her work, and Stephen was immediately drawn to it. To her. They started talking, and before I knew it, they were seeing each other.”
 
Tilly leaned forward, intrigued. “And how did you feel about their relationship?”
 
Andi’s lips pressed into a thin line, her expression pained. “From the beginning, I had a bad feeling. It wasn’t that I disliked Olive. She was charming, talented, and everyone in town adored her. But when it came to my brother... I just felt she wasn’t as invested as he was.”
 
She sighed, her voice tinged with regret. “I tried to talk to him about it. Told him to be careful, that maybe Olive was just... playing with his feelings. But Stephen, he wouldn’t hear any of it. He was so convinced that she was different, that she truly cared for him.”
 
Tilly’s heart ached for the pain Andi clearly felt, watching her brother get ensnared in a relationship she believed was one-sided. “Did he ever confront Olive about your concerns?”
 
Andi shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “No. He got angry at me instead. Told me I was just being jealous, that I didn’t understand their connection. After that, we stopped talking about Olive altogether.”
 
Tilly reached out, placing a comforting hand on Andi’s. “Thank you for sharing that with me. It helps paint a clearer picture of what might have transpired between them.”
 
Andi nodded, wiping away a stray tear. “I just wish... I wish I could’ve done more to protect him. To make him see the truth before it was too late.”
 
Tilly leaned forward, her voice low and measured as she delicately wove the narrative of Olive’s clandestine relationship with River. Each word was chosen with care, an attempt to cushion the blow of the revelation.
 
“And then, when we found those paintings,” Tilly began, her fingers unconsciously twisting a strand of her hair, “it became clear that Olive and River shared something... intimate.”
 
She was about to delve deeper into the implications of their discovery when a sudden, violent noise shattered the room’s tense stillness. The office door was thrown open with such vehemence that it crashed against the wall, causing a few framed certificates to tremble in its wake.
 
Both Tilly and Andi were jolted from their conversation, their attention snapping to the doorway. The echo of the slammed door still hung in the air.
 
Stephen stood in the doorway, his eyes bloodshot and wild, his face flushed with a volatile mix of grief and rage. His chest heaved as if he’d been running, and his fists were clenched so tightly his knuckles had turned white.
 
“That’s a lie! All of it!” he bellowed, his voice tinged with a desperation that made him seem almost unhinged.
 
For a moment, his imposing size and the raw intensity of his emotions filled the room, making him appear genuinely frightening. Tilly felt a shiver of apprehension crawl up her spine, but she fought to maintain her composure.
 
Andi, who had risen from her chair, looked at her brother with a mixture of concern and disbelief. “Stephen, calm down. What are you talking about?”
 
Stephen’s eyes darted between the two women, finally settling on Tilly with a glare that could have melted glass. “You think you can just waltz in here and spread lies about Olive? About me?”
 
Tilly met his gaze steadily, her own eyes filled with a mixture of sympathy and resolve. “Stephen, I’m not here to spread lies. I’m here to find out the truth, for Olive’s sake as well as everyone else’s.”
 
The room seemed to hold its breath, waiting for Stephen’s next move. Would the storm in him break, or would reason return to his eyes?
 
Stephen stood framed in the doorway, his usually composed features contorted with a mix of grief and fury. His chest heaved with ragged breaths, and his eyes, bloodshot and wild, darted between the two women. The intensity of his gaze bore into Tilly, making her momentarily regret her decision to confront Andi without Shane by her side.
 
For a heartbeat, the room was thick with tension, the air almost palpable with the weight of unspoken emotions. And then, as if a dam had broken within him, Stephen’s face crumpled. The anger that had been so evident moments ago gave way to raw, unbridled pain. His knees buckled, and he sank to the floor, his large frame seeming to shrink in on itself.
 
“No,” he choked out, his voice a broken whisper. “It can’t be true. Tell me it’s not true.”
 
Tilly, taken aback by the sudden transformation, hesitated for a moment. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she had to say next. “Stephen,” she began gently, her voice filled with a mix of sympathy and resolve, “I wish I could tell you differently, but from what we’ve uncovered, Olive and River seemed to really be in love.”
 
Stephen’s eyes, now brimming with tears, locked onto Tilly’s. “But she... she said she cared about me,” he stammered, his voice thick with emotion.
 
Tilly reached out, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “She might have had feelings for you, Stephen. But it seems she was deeply in love with River.”
 
The words hung heavily in the air, and the room was filled with the heart-wrenching sound of Stephen’s quiet sobs. The strong, imposing man that had burst into the room moments ago was now a picture of vulnerability and heartbreak. The revelation had shattered him, and Tilly could only watch, her heart aching, as he grappled with the painful truth.
 




Chapter Fourteen

Shane’s arrival was heralded by the soft chime of the doorbell, a sound that seemed almost incongruous in the emotionally charged atmosphere of the room. As he stepped inside, his eyes immediately fell upon the hole in the wall, a testament to the force with which Stephen had burst into the room. For a moment, his posture tensed, his hand instinctively moving toward the holster at his side.
 
But then his gaze shifted to Stephen, who was now slumped in a chair, his large frame hunched over as he continued to sob quietly. The sight seemed to diffuse some of Shane’s initial wariness; his hand moved away from his holster, and his shoulders relaxed ever so slightly.
 
“Stephen,” Shane began, his voice tinged with a cautious blend of authority and empathy. “I see you’ve heard some difficult news.”
 
Stephen looked up, his eyes red and swollen but devoid of the earlier rage. He seemed almost deflated, as if the revelation had drained him of all his energy. He nodded at Shane, unable to muster the strength for words.
 
Shane glanced at Tilly, their eyes meeting in a silent exchange that conveyed volumes. Both were seasoned enough to know that grief could be a volatile thing, capable of turning even the most placid individuals into potential threats. But they also recognized the raw, genuine pain that Stephen was experiencing. It was the kind of pain that stripped away artifice, leaving only the bare, aching soul exposed.
 
Tilly, standing a few feet away from Stephen, felt a complex swirl of emotions. She was relieved to see Shane, yet also acutely aware of the fragile human drama that had unfolded in his absence. Stephen was a man brought low, not just by love lost, but by the dawning realization that perhaps that love had never been truly reciprocated. And while that didn’t absolve him of past actions, it did paint his emotional landscape in shades far more complex than simple guilt or innocence.
 
Tilly gently tugged at Shane’s arm, guiding him to a quieter corner of the room, away from Stephen’s audible sobs. The dim light from the window cast a soft glow on her face, highlighting the concern in her eyes.
 
“He just found out about Olive and River,” she whispered, her voice tinged with a mix of guilt and worry. “I thought he should know, especially if it could help us understand his relationship with Olive better.”
 
Shane’s eyes narrowed, a hint of frustration evident. “Tilly,” he began, his voice low and stern, “that’s sensitive information. It’s part of an ongoing investigation. We can’t just share it, especially not with potential suspects.”
 
She met his gaze, her own eyes defiant yet pleading. “I know, Shane, but look at him,” she gestured subtly towards Stephen, “he’s devastated. I genuinely believed he had a right to know.”
 
Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. He glanced back at Stephen, taking in the man’s pitiable state. “In his current state, he doesn’t seem like he’d be capable of much, let alone murder,” he admitted begrudgingly. “But emotions, especially intense ones, can be unpredictable. We need to tread carefully.”
 
Tilly nodded, absorbing Shane’s words. “I understand, and I’m sorry. I just... I felt it was the right thing to do.”
 
Shane looked at her for a long moment, the weight of their shared responsibility pressing down on them both. “We’re navigating murky waters, Tilly,” he said softly. “Let’s just make sure we don’t get pulled under.”
 
The room seemed to grow even quieter, the only sound being the soft, intermittent sniffles from Stephen.
 
Shane leaned in, his voice a low, deliberate whisper meant only for Tilly’s ears. “I’m going to take a different approach with Stephen. I need to play the bad cop here. We have to be absolutely certain we’ve unearthed every shard of truth from him.”
 
Tilly’s eyebrows knitted together, her gaze flitting anxiously between Shane and the distraught figure of Stephen, who seemed to be lost in a world of his own grief. “Shane,” she began, her voice laced with concern, “look at him. He’s shattered. Do you really believe that pressing him so aggressively is the best way forward?”
 
Shane’s eyes, usually so warm when they met Tilly’s, were now steely and resolute. “Sometimes, to get to the core of the matter, we need to apply pressure, even if it’s uncomfortable. But I need you to trust my judgment here. Even if it becomes difficult to witness, you have to let me navigate this.”
 
She hesitated, her fingers nervously playing with the hem of her shirt. After a moment’s contemplation, she gave a reluctant nod. “All right, but, Shane, please... tread carefully with him.”
 
With a determined stride, Shane closed the distance between himself and Stephen. His posture was one of authority, every movement calculated to command respect. “Stephen,” he began, his tone icy and demanding, “I need clarity. I need you to recount every single detail of what you witnessed while tailing Olive. Every interaction, every nuance. And believe me, it’s in your best interest not to omit anything.”
 
Stephen’s gaze, red-rimmed from crying, darted up, a mixture of fear and confusion evident in his eyes. “I... I didn’t mean any harm... I just wanted to be close to her, to try to understand why...”
 
Shane’s voice, though still firm, edged on impatient. “Focus, Stephen! Who was she with? What did you see?”
 
But the confrontational approach seemed to push Stephen further into a state of distress. His responses grew more fragmented, his voice quivering with emotion. It was evident that the mounting pressure was causing his thoughts to scatter.
 
Recognizing the counterproductive nature of his tactics, Shane’s approach began to morph. He pulled a chair closer, positioning himself adjacent to Stephen, his voice adopting a more soothing, coaxing tone. “Listen,” he murmured gently, “I understand this is incredibly difficult. But we’re trying to piece together a puzzle for Olive’s sake. Help us understand.”
 
Drawing a deep, shaky breath, Stephen’s voice emerged, fragile but earnest. “She was with River a number of times. Their interactions... they seemed intimate, personal.” He paused, his throat working as he swallowed hard. “I also saw her with Norton once. They were conversing, but it didn’t appear confrontational. And then... Julian. I saw them together a few times. I couldn’t fathom why she’d be meeting him.”
 
Shane’s attention sharpened, especially at the mention of Julian. He shot a significant glance towards Tilly.
 
The room seemed to exhale as Shane stood up, his silhouette momentarily blocking the light streaming in from the window. Stephen, his face a canvas of raw emotion, looked up, his eyes pleading for some semblance of understanding.
 
“Stephen,” Shane began, his voice firm but not unkind, “I need you to stay in town. We might have more questions, and it’s crucial you’re available.”
 
Stephen nodded weakly, his fingers absentmindedly twisting the fabric of his shirt. “I won’t go anywhere,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.
 
Tilly, who had been a silent observer for the latter part of the conversation, approached Stephen. Her hand reached out, touching his arm gently in a gesture of comfort. “Take care of yourself,” she murmured, her eyes reflecting a mix of sympathy and determination.
 
The journey back to the sheriff’s station was a quiet one. The car’s engine hummed a steady rhythm, punctuating the silence that had settled between Shane and Tilly. The streets of Andale passed by in a blur.
 
Shane parked the cruiser in its usual spot, the asphalt scraping under the tires. He turned off the ignition, and for a moment, neither of them moved, lost in their thoughts.
 
Finally, Shane broke the silence. “Every time I think we’re getting closer to understanding what happened to Olive, another twist emerges. It’s like peeling layers off an onion.”
 
Tilly nodded, her gaze distant. “And each layer reveals more questions than answers.”
 
Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Let’s head inside. We need to regroup, reassess, and figure out our next move.”
 
Together, they exited the car, their footsteps in sync as they made their way to the entrance of the sheriff’s station.
 
The sheriff’s station was a hive of activity, with officers and staff moving around, phones ringing, and the soft hum of conversations filling the air. As Shane and Tilly entered, they were immediately greeted by Nancy, a deputy with a no-nonsense demeanor and a sharp eye for detail. Her usually stern face softened slightly at the sight of Shane.
 
“Shane,” she began, her voice carrying a hint of exasperation, “you’ve got a visitor. Says it’s urgent.”
 
Before Shane could inquire further, a flamboyant figure emerged from the waiting area. Dressed in a flowing purple robe adorned with silver crescent moons and stars, Lasandra St. Claire was a sight to behold. Her raven-black hair cascaded down her back, and her eyes, lined with kohl, sparkled with mischief and mystery. A heavy scent of patchouli wafted around her.
 
Shane raised an eyebrow, his expression a mix of curiosity and skepticism. “Ms. St. Claire,” he greeted, his tone guarded. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 
Lasandra’s eyes darted between Shane and Tilly, her fingers playing with a crystal pendant that hung around her neck. “I had a vision,” she declared dramatically, her voice dripping with gravitas. “A psychic revelation during a tarot reading. It was about the murder.”
 
Tilly exchanged a glance with Shane. While Lasandra was known in Andale for her theatrical readings and predictions, she was also notorious for her dubious claims and questionable practices. Many considered her a charlatan, capitalizing on the gullibility of those seeking answers from the beyond.
 
Shane leaned back slightly, crossing his arms. “Go on,” he prompted, his voice betraying a hint of impatience.
 
Lasandra took a deep breath, her chest heaving. “The cards spoke to me,” she began, her voice quivering with emotion. “I saw a vision of the murder, a shadowy figure, and a struggle. The energy was dark, malevolent.”
 
Tilly, ever the empathetic listener, tilted her head, her eyes searching Lasandra’s for any hint of deceit. “What did you see exactly?” she probed gently.
 
Lasandra hesitated, her fingers trembling as she clutched her pendant tighter. “It was fragmented, fleeting. But I felt compelled to come forward, to share what I saw.”
 
Shane’s skepticism was palpable, but he kept his tone even. “We appreciate any information, Ms. St. Claire. But you’ll understand if we take your vision with a grain of salt.”
 
Lasandra’s eyes flashed with indignation, but she held her tongue, nodding slowly.
 




Chapter Fifteen

The conference room at the sheriff’s station was a world apart from the bustling activity of the main office. Its walls, painted in a neutral beige, were mostly bare, save for a whiteboard and a cork bulletin board peppered with a few outdated notices. The room’s centerpiece was a long, well-worn table surrounded by chairs that had seen better days. The overhead fluorescent lights cast a sterile glow, making the room feel even more isolated.
 
Shane, with his characteristic air of authority, led the way, holding the door open for Tilly and their unexpected guest, Lasandra St. Claire. Lasandra’s appearance was an ensemble of vibrant colors and textures. Her flowing skirts rustled with every step, and her bracelets jangled softly, creating a gentle melody. Her eyes, accentuated with kohl, seemed to hold depths of mysteries, and her presence brought an air of the enigmatic into the room. Shane, ever the pragmatist, seemed to steel himself for what he expected to be a fantastical tale. Tilly, on the other hand, was more receptive, her innate curiosity evident in her attentive gaze.
 
Once they were all seated, Shane, not one for pleasantries, got straight to the point. “Ms. St. Claire, you’ve claimed to have information regarding Olive’s case. Please, enlighten us.”
 
Drawing a deep breath, Lasandra closed her eyes momentarily, as if gathering her thoughts or perhaps reliving the vision she was about to share. “During a tarot reading,” she began, her voice imbued with a gravity that demanded attention, “I was transported from my surroundings. I found myself in a dense forest, and there, in a clearing, lay Olive.”
 
A chill seemed to permeate the room. Tilly instinctively wrapped her arms around herself, while Shane’s usual stoic expression showed a hint of unease.
 
Lasandra’s voice grew softer, more haunted. “A shadowy figure, draped in a cloak, stood over her. The face was hidden, but the intent was clear. With deliberate strokes, they painted symbols onto Olive’s robe. Symbols unfamiliar to me but radiating an aura of ancient malevolence.”
 
Shane leaned forward, his skepticism evident. “You expect us to believe that this... vision of yours is related to Olive’s murder? That it’s more than just an overactive imagination?”
 
Lasandra’s eyes, filled with a mix of defiance and sincerity, met his. “I know how it sounds, Sheriff. But the intensity, the emotions I felt... It wasn’t just a dream. It was a glimpse into something real.”
 
Tilly, sensing the mounting tension, interjected, “Shane, we’ve seen and experienced things in this town that don’t always fit within the confines of logic. Maybe there’s something to Lasandra’s vision. We should at least consider it.”
 
Shane rubbed his temples, clearly grappling with the information. “Okay, let’s assume for a moment that there’s some truth to your vision, Lasandra. Did you recognize anything? Any detail that might help us identify this cloaked figure?”
 
Lasandra hesitated, her gaze distant. “The vision wasn’t clear in that regard. But the malevolence, the darkness I felt... It was palpable.”
 
Shane’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Lasandra from across the bare conference room table. Her claim to have witnessed Olive’s murder in a psychic vision was outlandish, matching the woman’s reputation around town as a flamboyant mystic. Shane had little patience for such dramatic embellishments in the context of a homicide investigation.
 
“You’ll have to forgive my skepticism, Ms. St. Claire,” he began, a hard edge to his voice. “But your alleged ‘vision’ sounds more like wild speculation dressed up with supernatural flair.”
 
He folded his arms across his chest, leaning back in the squeaking office chair. “So unless you can provide some very specific, verifiable details, I’m afraid this discussion is over.”
 
Lasandra drew herself up, her delicate chin jutting out defiantly. The crystal pendant around her neck caught the harsh fluorescent light as she met Shane’s stare.
 
“I understand your reservations, Sheriff,” she replied crisply. “But I am no fraud. The images I witnessed were disturbing in their clarity - so vivid I could practically smell the loam and pine needles beneath poor Olive’s body.”
 
At this, Shane cocked one eyebrow, though a flicker in his eyes betrayed a trace of unwilling interest.
 
Encouraged, Lasandra went on, her words slow and deliberate. “Olive was splayed on her back, eyes gazing blankly upward as if peering through the forest canopy into some unknowable beyond.”
 
She demonstrated the precise position with her manicured hands held aloft. “Her robe was torn open at the neck, exposing the ugly gashes and markings on her throat and chest.”
 
Shane’s impassive expression wavered almost imperceptibly. The crime scene details were accurate - things no one outside the investigative team could be privy to. He shot a quick, inscrutable look at Tilly, who was listening intently with unconcealed curiosity.
 
“Lying next to the body...” Lasandra continued, clearly relishing the rapt attention of her audience, “was a strange, curved blade etched with symbols. The killer clutched it in a gloved hand as they leaned over Olive’s motionless form.”
 
She mimed the act of savagely painting arcane markings in broad strokes upon the air. The myriad of bracelets adorning her wrist jangled eerily in the stark hush of the room.
 
Shane’s skepticism was gradually eroding under this barrage of unsettling specifics. Yet a skeptical crease still lingered between his brows. Tilly’s own countenance reflected fascination tinged with doubt as she intently studied the self-proclaimed psychic across the table.
 
Lasandra allowed a dramatic pause, her dark-lined eyes boring into Shane’s. “Shall I go on describing the grisly scene, Sheriff? I assure you, the images seared into my mind lack no detail.”
 
Shane hesitated, then gave her a curt nod to continue. He maintained an impassive facade, but Lasandra’s strangely accurate account had captured his full investigative attention, even if he was reluctant to admit it aloud just yet.
 
As Lasandra launched into even more graphic depictions of the murder vision, Shane listened with stoic focus, his sharp eyes alert for any slip-ups or inconsistencies. But her descriptions aligned eerily well with elements of the crime known only to a few. With each new disturbing revelation, another layer of his skepticism thawed.
 
Perhaps this flamboyant mystic was genuinely gifted with some supernatural sight - or, at the very least, real insider information about Olive’s demise.
 
Lasandra’s claim to have witnessed Olive’s murder in a vision grabbed Shane’s and Tilly’s attention. But they knew to take her words with caution given her reputation as a dramatic mystic.
 
Tilly used her magic to probe Lasandra’s emotions, seeking any deceit. But she sensed only crackling excitement and nerves, no guilt. Yet a perplexing, ephemeral essence threaded through Lasandra’s aura, evading Tilly’s grasp.
 
“Was there anything else you saw that could identify the killer?” Shane asked.
 
Lasandra slowly shook her head. “Their face was obscured, hands gloved. I cannot offer anything further.”
 
Shane nodded, ready to end the bizarre interview. But Tilly was troubled by the nameless presence she had detected in Lasandra. What was the flamboyant woman hiding?
 
“One moment,” Tilly interjected. “Earlier you mentioned a curved blade. But Olive was strangled, no knife wounds.”
 
Lasandra blinked rapidly, flustered. “Oh, forgive me. The vision was chaotic, I suppose I imagined the blade.”
 
But her unconvincing backpedaling only deepened the aura of mystery around what she truly knew. Whatever the woman’s motives, her psychic powers seemed questionable now.
 
Shane stood, signaling a swift end to the fruitless discussion. But Tilly knew there were still hidden truths to unravel about Lasandra St. Claire.
 
Shane maintained a professional detachment as he escorted Lasandra to the station’s front entrance, his posture straight and gait brisk. But his furrowed brow betrayed the swirling thoughts just below the surface. Lasandra floated alongside in her diaphanous skirts, robes whispering across the dull tiles.
 
At the door, Shane turned to her, eyes unreadable. “Thank you for coming in, Ms. St. Claire. We’ll contact you if needed for any follow-up.”
 
His clipped tone brooked no room for argument. Lasandra opened her mouth as if to protest but thought better of it. With a dramatic sigh, she stepped out into the sunlight, crystals winking at her throat.
 
Shane watched the woman disappear down the sidewalk, her colorful form soon lost amidst the muted shades of the street. Only once she was fully out of sight did he turn and make his way back toward the conference room, shoulders taut.
 
Tilly was waiting inside, perched on the edge of the worn faux-leather chair. She glanced up expectantly as Shane entered, letting the door click firmly shut behind him.
 
“Well, that was...” Shane trailed off, looking for the right word.
 
“Odd? Unsettling?” Tilly supplied. “I know her reputation, but some of what she described...”
 
“Aligned disturbingly well with confidential case details,” Shane finished grimly. He sighed, running a hand through his cropped hair. “I don’t like to admit it, but we may need to investigate her claims, fantastical as they seem.”
 
Tilly nodded, chewing her lip pensively. “I didn’t sense she was directly involved in the murder, but there was something... off about her aura I couldn’t place.”
 
She met Shane’s gaze. “I think looking into her background more could be worthwhile. There might be something there we’re missing.”
 
Shane’s expression reflected a mixture of weariness and determination as he gathered his notes from the table. “Then I suppose that’s our next move,” he declared resignedly. “Never a dull day in this line of work.”
 
Tilly offered him a sympathetic half-smile. Lasandra’s outlandish vision had sparked more questions than answers. But unraveling the truth, no matter how convoluted, remained their sole focus.




Chapter Sixteen

The first delicate rays of sunrise were just breaking over the horizon as Shane and Tilly made their way into the shadowy forest. A blanket of mist clung close to the ground, muffling their footsteps among the fragrant pine needles. All around them came the sounds of birds greeting the new day amidst the trees.
 
Tilly shivered, the morning air still crisp on her skin. Shane noticed and gave her shoulder a gentle, reassuring squeeze. “This was a good idea to come early when it’s quiet,” he said in a low voice. “Hopefully, we can spot something Lasandra might have seen during her supposed vision.”
 
Tilly nodded, taking comfort in Shane’s solid presence beside her. Even with the sun ascending, a sense of foreboding hung over these woods where Olive’s life had ended so brutally.
 
They reached the small forest clearing, now bathed in the soft golden glow of first light. Tilly tensed at the sight of the exact spot where Olive’s body had lain, vividly recalling the horrific scene. Shane’s expression was grim as he surveyed the area.
 
“I’ll start over there and we can work in a grid pattern,” he said decisively. “Look for anything that seems out of place - footprints, bits of fabric, dropped items. Anything that could give us a lead.”
 
They moved slowly through the underbrush, using sticks to gently part the vegetation as they searched. The mist diffused the sunlight, creating strange, shifting shadows amidst the trees. After twenty minutes of fruitlessly combing the area, Shane let out an abrupt exclamation.
 
“Over here, by this fallen log,” he called, waving Tilly over. She hurried to his side where he was crouched, examining something small glinting in the dirt.
 
Carefully Shane picked it up, brushing off clumps of damp earth to reveal a silver pin engraved with the initials “MAA.” Nearby lay an intricately carved black feather quill.
 
“This doesn’t seem like something Olive would have owned,” Shane remarked as he bagged both items. “Could be our psychic friend dropped them when scoping out the scene.”
 
Tilly considered the pin and quill inquisitively. “Perhaps, though it seems odd. I have an instinct they’re more significant somehow.” A nagging sensation told her the objects held importance, if she could just decipher how.
 
Shane straightened, meeting Tilly’s thoughtful gaze. “Well, one thing’s for certain - we need to get to the bottom of what this pin and this feather really mean.” His eyes hardened with determination. “Lasandra may be staging an elaborate act, but we won’t stop until we have the full truth.”
 
Tilly nodded firmly in agreement.
 
***
 
The cheerful jangling of bells announced Tilly and Shane’s arrival at the cozy diner. The aroma of sizzling bacon and brewed coffee was mouthwatering compared to the damp chill of the forest. Shane’s sharp gaze methodically scanned the restaurant until landing on Julian Manning, occupying a corner booth with a spiral notebook and drained coffee mug.
 
As they approached, Tilly took in Julian’s disheveled appearance - rumpled shirt, faded jeans, overgrown stubble. His usually neat dark hair was mussed, falling across his forehead as he hunched over his writing.
 
Shane came to a stop by the booth, arms crossed. “Mind if we have a word?” His brusque tone made it clear it wasn’t really a request.
 
Julian’s head jerked up, eyes narrowing warily when he recognized the sheriff. “Make it quick, I’m working,” he grumbled even as he slid over to make room.
 
Tilly and Shane squeezed into the cracked vinyl seats across from Julian. Up close, Tilly noticed the dark half-moons under his bloodshot eyes. Shane didn’t mince words.
 
“We’re looking to confirm alibis the morning Olive was murdered. Walk us through where you were and what you were doing that day.”
 
Julian heaved an exaggerated sigh. “This again? I already told you - I was at home, working on my novel. I got up with the sunrise, made some coffee, and wrote until noon.”
 
He took an aggravated slurp of his remaining coffee as if to punctuate this. “I was by myself all morning. Now if we’re done here...” He made a show of picking up his pen.
 
Shane remained unruffled. “Can anyone verify you were home writing at say, around 5:00 or 6:00 a.m.?”
 
Julian’s fingers tightened almost imperceptibly around his pen. “For the last time, I was alone. No witnesses. But I did not leave the house until afternoon, I swear it.” There was a strained note in his voice now.
 
Tilly decided to try a gentler approach. “We understand this is an inconvenience, but try to see it from our perspective,” she implored. “A woman was murdered and we’re obligated to scrutinize every detail. Including alibis.”
 
Julian’s mouth twisted but he offered no retort. Taking his silence as acceptance, Shane smoothly interjected another question.
 
“What were you writing about that morning? Does your manuscript have a timestamp we could verify?”
 
“It’s fiction, not a court transcript,” Julian snorted derisively. “It doesn’t timestamp my daily word count.” He raked a hand through his disheveled hair. “Now, are we finished with this interrogation?” His tone turned biting. “I have work to get back to.”
 
Shane held his gaze impassively for a long moment before giving a curt nod and standing. Tilly followed suit, smoothing out her skirt.
 
“We’ll be in touch if we have any other routine questions,” Shane informed him. Julian merely grunted, already tuning them out and scribbling agitatedly in his notebook.
 
The jangling bells seemed to echo with finality as Tilly and Shane stepped back into the morning sunlight. Shane tilted his head closer to Tilly’s as they walked to confer in low tones.
 
“He’s hiding something. All that jumping down our throats screams guilty conscience,” Shane murmured.
 
Tilly nodded. “I agree. We need to dig deeper into his alibi and connection to Olive.”
 
After leaving the diner, Shane drove them along the winding wooded roads leading out to where Julian’s isolated cabin lay nestled among the soaring pines. He pulled the cruiser up along the rutted dirt drive, parking out of sight behind the screen of trees.
 
“The closest neighbors are the Hoffsteads about a half mile west, and Mrs. Bradley’s place a quarter mile east,” Shane remarked, flipping through his notebook. “Maybe they noticed any unusual activity from Manning that morning.”
 
They set off on foot through the hushed forest, following a narrow trail worn into the underbrush. Birds flitted between sun-dappled branches, and a brisk breeze sent leaves skittering across their path.
 
Eventually, the trees thinned to reveal a small, weathered cottage encircled by overgrown gardens. Knocking briskly, they were greeted by Mrs. Bradley, an elderly woman with flyaway gray hair. Shane politely explained they were making neighborhood inquiries about the morning of Olive’s murder.
 
“Oh, my, how dreadful,” Mrs. Bradley exclaimed, pressing a hand to her chest. She invited them inside, bustling around to clear stacks of books and sewing projects off the sofa so they could sit.
 
Settling into a creaking wicker chair, she peered at them intently through thick bifocals. “Now, what was it you were wondering about that awful day, dears?”
 
Shane repeated their interest in any unusual activity she might have noticed from Julian’s cabin around 5:00 or 6:00 a.m. Mrs. Bradley pursed her lips, gazing upward as she sifted through her memories.
 
“Let’s see now...I’m usually up by 5:00 to let the cats out and get the coffee going,” she mused. “I do recall noticing a light on over at Mr. Manning’s place. It caught my eye because he doesn’t normally have any lamps on that early.”
 
Shane and Tilly exchanged a significant look.
 
“You’re certain it was around 5:00 a.m. that you saw the light on?” Shane clarified.
 
Mrs. Bradley nodded firmly. “Clear as day. The timing stuck with me because it was earlier than that fellow usually rises.” She shook her head in disapproval. “Keeps very odd hours, that one.”
 
Shane thanked her sincerely for the statement while Tilly gently probed about any other suspicious details Mrs. Bradley might have noticed. But it seemed the illuminated window was the sole anomaly.
 
***
 
Back at the sheriff’s station, Shane retrieved the evidence bag containing the engraved silver pin from his desk. Under the harsh fluorescent lights, he examined it closely once more, noting the intricate detailing and mysterious “MAA” initials.
 
“Hey, Nancy, let me know if you can find out anything about where a pin like this originated and its purpose,” he called over to the deputy typing diligently at her computer.
 
She glanced up, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “You got it, I’ll see what I can dig up.”
 
Shane brought the bag over to her desk. Nancy pulled on latex gloves before taking the pin, scrutinizing it with sharp eyes.
 
“No manufacturer mark that I can see...” she murmured. “But these initials might be our clue.” She jotted down the letters in her notebook.
 
“I’ll run searches in our databases and also check any local organizations or clubs that use this acronym,” she said. “Hopefully something comes up as a match.”
 
Nancy began tapping away vigorously, brow furrowed in concentration as she started hunting for answers about the mysterious pin’s origins. Shane returned to his own paperwork, but kept glancing her way, hoping she’d soon uncover the meaning behind the cryptic object they’d found.
 
The answers had to be out there somewhere. But for now, the pin’s secrets remained frustratingly obscured, its tangled origins still left to unravel.
 




Chapter Seventeen

The tinkling chime above the door announced Tilly and Shane’s arrival. Stepping into the dim interior of the incense-laden shop, their eyes took a moment to adjust from the bright afternoon sunlight outside.
 
As the haze cleared, an intricate tapestry of fabrics came into focus, draping the walls and tables in rich, vivid colors. The shelves lining the room bowed under the weight of leather-bound books, curious talismans, jars of herbs, and crystals catching the light.
 
At a round table draped in purple velvet sat Lasandra St. Claire, eyes closed in concentration as her hands hovered over a spread of tarot cards. An enthralled teenage girl watched intently across from her.
 
Lasandra’s eyes flew open as the chime sounded again, betraying surprise at the sight of Tilly and Shane standing just inside the entrance. But she quickly composed herself, offering them a sphinxlike smile.
 
“Welcome, friends!” she proclaimed dramatically, making a sweeping gesture with one beringed hand. “Have you come to have your fortunes divined?”
 
Shane stepped forward, all business. “Actually, we had a few more questions after your visit to the station. Do you have a moment?”
 
The teen’s eyes went wide, darting between Lasandra and the sheriff with unabashed curiosity. Lasandra leaned back in her chair, regarding Shane coolly.
 
“Of course, of course,” she said after a weighty pause. “Let me just finish up this reading for the lovely Becky here, then I’ll be all yours.”
 
Lasandra launched back into an enthusiastic interpretation of the tarot cards for the enthralled girl, describing a thrilling future involving travel, romance, and fame. Becky hung raptly on every word until Lasandra finally announced the end of the session with a flourish.
 
After the girl left the shop in an awestruck daze, Lasandra turned her penetrating gaze back to Tilly and Shane. “So, what gnawing questions bring you to my sanctuary today?” she inquired, idly shuffling her deck.
 
Shane moved closer, eyes locked intently on the mystic’s inscrutable face. “We were hoping you could provide some...clarification on the vision you described. Any additional details we should know?”
 
Tilly hung back, carefully studying Lasandra for any revealing change in demeanor under the pressure of Shane’s scrutiny. The mystic reclined casually in her chair, but her fingers working the cards betrayed a hint of tension.
 
“As I told you, the vision was fleeting, fragmented,” Lasandra replied airily. “I’ve shared everything of consequence already.”
 
Yet her facile tone didn’t quite match the shuttered look in her eyes. Tilly sensed the woman was being exceedingly careful with her words. What was she trying to keep hidden in the recesses of what she’d supposedly seen?
 
Shane clearly shared Tilly’s doubts. He pressed Lasandra further about the figure in the cloak, their exact position in the clearing, any background details she may have glossed over. But the woman merely shrugged, claiming the “vision” remained only in vague impressions and flashes.
 
Yet her composure appeared to grow more strained, a subtle tightness around her mouth belying her breezy replies. Tilly hoped that with time and care, the psychic’s facade would crack enough to reveal the actual origins of her damagingly specific knowledge.
 
Shane adjusted his stance, hands clasped behind his back. “Let’s go back to the morning you claim to have had this vision,” he said evenly. “Walk us through where you were and what you were doing starting from when you awoke.”
 
Lasandra waved a hand airily. “Well, as I told you, I awoke very early with this vivid vision flashing through my mind. I lay in bed for some time trying to process it before getting up to prepare some herbal tea to calm my nerves.”
 
She paused, brow slightly furrowed. “I suppose that was around 5:00 a.m. or so? The details are hazy now, it was quite some time ago.”
 
Shane nodded. “And after the tea, then what? Did you remain at home all morning?”
 
Lasandra hesitated. “Well, no...I mean, yes, I was mainly here in my shop.” She made a sweeping gesture at the incense-filled space. “I had some clients scheduled for readings later that day. But I spent the early hours meditating on the vision.”
 
Her composure was starting to fray around the edges. Sensing an opening, Shane pressed further. “And this cloaked figure you saw—can you describe their build, height, any identifying features?”
 
“I told you, they were concealed in a cloak,” Lasandra said with evident impatience. “And it was only a brief vision. I did not discern specifics.”
 
She met Shane’s unwavering gaze with building annoyance. Shane decided to change tack. “Let’s move past the vision itself for a moment,” he remarked. “I’m asking about your actual whereabouts and activities that morning.”
 
Lasandra paled slightly beneath her dramatic eye makeup. “Just...just what are you implying?” she blustered, now flustered. Her cards lay forgotten on the table.
 
Shane remained stoic. “Only that we need thorough confirmation of people’s accounts, as I’m sure you understand.”
 
Lasandra chewed her lip before drawing herself up defiantly. “Fine. If I’m somehow a suspect, then I’ll refrain from further questions until I can speak to a lawyer.”
 
Shane held up a hand placatingly. “Nothing like that. We’re simply following up with everyone connected to Olive. I appreciate your cooperation.”
 
As Shane questioned Lasandra, Tilly subtly extended her magical senses, probing the woman’s aura. Beneath the psychic’s practiced veneer, nerves jangled discordantly like a jostled wind chime. Yet the anxiety lacked the bitter undertones of guilt that Tilly would expect from a murderer.
 
Lasandra’s frenetic energy simply reflected the distress of one unaccustomed to police scrutiny. Tilly deduced the woman likely embellished her original vision to gain attention, not cover up a crime.
 
Still, as they turned to exit the incense-thick air of the shop, Tilly detected an inexplicable energy clinging to Lasandra, setting her instincts tingling. It reminded her of the elusive aura she’d sensed previously around the self-proclaimed psychic.
 
This mystifying essence seemed to blur and shift, escaping Tilly’s grasp whenever she focused her powers. But its eldritch fingerprints marked the woman nonetheless.
 
Tilly shook her head in frustration as the shop’s door chimed shut behind them, leaving the puzzling psychic presence safely within. Lasandra appeared a gifted manipulator, but no murderer. Yet the woman was clearly more than she seemed.
 
“A dead end again,” Shane sighed, oblivious to Tilly’s magical misgivings. “We need more substantial leads soon, or the trail will go cold.”
 
Tilly made a noise of assent, but her thoughts lingered on the odd energy Lasandra exuded. Once again, the woman had left her magical intuition prickling. What secrets did those inscrutable depths yet conceal?
 
Shane’s radio crackled to life as they walked, a deputy’s voice filtering through. “Chief, we’ve got a development. Norton Montague left town in his BMW about twenty minutes ago headed east. The surveillance team is trailing at a distance.”
 
Tilly saw Shane’s jaw clench, his pace quickening toward the cruiser. “Doesn’t sound like standard furniture business to me,” he muttered. “We’d better follow. Maybe he’s going to confront Julian or knows something about Olive’s murder.”
 
Tilly hurried along, mind racing. “If he’s fleeing, he could be destroying evidence or trying to establish an alibi,” she pointed out worriedly.
 
Shane gave a terse nod as they jumped into the cruiser. “Exactly. If he’s not just going on a spontaneous trip, his actions look mighty suspicious.”
 
Tires squealed slightly as Shane peeled away from the curb, heading for the town limits. Over the radio, the deputy reported Norton’s luxury car cruising along the coastal highway. The tense energy in the cruiser was palpable.
 
“Why now all of a sudden?” Tilly wondered aloud. “We questioned him before and he didn’t seem on the verge of bolting.”
 
Shane shook his head, eyes fixed intensely on the road. “Your guess is as good as mine. But if Norton knows something about Olive’s murder, we can’t let him slip off the radar.”
 
His voice was grimly determined. Tilly shared his unease — Norton’s sudden unexplained trip didn’t bode well at all. She only hoped they could intercept him before he crossed any moral or legal lines. As the town faded behind them, she sent up a silent prayer they weren’t already too late.
 




Chapter Eighteen

The neon sign of the “Starlite Motel” flickered intermittently, casting an eerie glow over the cracked asphalt of the parking lot. The motel, a relic from a bygone era, stood at the edge of the neighboring town, its once-bright paint now faded and peeling. Rows of doors, each fronted by a single window with half-drawn curtains, hinted at the transient stories contained within.
 
Shane’s cruiser pulled up, its headlights briefly illuminating the scene before being switched off. He and Tilly stepped out, their footsteps echoing slightly in the quiet night. The only other sounds were the distant hum of the highway and the soft chirping of crickets.
 
Room 17’s door was slightly ajar, revealing a sliver of dim light from within. As they approached, the door swung open to reveal Norton, his face pale and eyes wide with surprise. His disheveled appearance, with an unshaven face and clothes that looked like they’d been worn for days, spoke of a man grappling with inner turmoil.
 
“Shane? Tilly?” His voice wavered, a mix of shock and confusion. “What are you doing here?”
 
Shane’s gaze was unwavering, his posture authoritative. “We were concerned when you weren’t at your home, Norton. It looked like you were making a run for it.”
 
Norton’s eyes darted between the two of them, his hands nervously wringing together. “Run? No, no, I wasn’t running away. I just... I needed some space, some time to think.”
 
Tilly, her empathetic nature shining through, took a step closer, her voice softening. “Norton, finding out about River and Olive... it’s a lot to process. But disappearing like this, it raises suspicions.”
 
He sank onto the bed, the weight of the situation pressing down on him. “I know how it looks,” he admitted, his voice breaking. “But I couldn’t stay in that house, not with all those memories, knowing what River did. I just wanted to be alone, to try to make sense of it all.”
 
The room, dimly lit by a single bedside lamp, cast shadows on the walls, amplifying the melancholy atmosphere. The scent of stale cigarettes and old carpet hung in the air, a stark contrast to the opulence of the Montague residence.
 
Shane sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Norton, you need to understand how this looks. In the middle of an investigation, you vanish. It doesn’t help your case.”
 
Norton looked up, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I know, Shane. I wasn’t thinking straight. But I swear, I wasn’t running. I just... I needed to breathe.”
 
Norton stepped back and allowed them into the room. The faded wallpaper, with its repetitive floral pattern, seemed to close in on them, and the hum of the old air conditioner did little to break the stifling silence.
 
Shane, his posture straight and authoritative, leaned forward slightly, his eyes searching Norton’s. “Norton,” he began, his voice firm yet not unkind, “we need to understand the full picture. How long have you known about Olive and River?”
 
Norton’s gaze dropped to the worn carpet beneath his feet, his fingers fidgeting with the edge of the motel’s scratchy bedspread. “I swear, Shane,” he murmured, his voice trembling, “I had no idea until you showed me those paintings. I... I can’t believe River would do this to me.”
 
Tilly, ever the empath, observed Norton closely. The lines of stress on his face, the way his eyes darted away when speaking of the affair, and the tremor in his hands all painted a picture of a man blindsided by betrayal. She stepped closer, her voice gentle, “Norton, did you ever notice anything off between Olive and your wife? Any signs, any hints that something was going on?”
 
He looked up, meeting her gaze, and for a moment, vulnerability shone through. “I never suspected anything,” he admitted, his voice choked with emotion. “I knew they were friends, they’d meet for coffee, chat at town events. But an affair? It never crossed my mind.”
 
Shane’s brow furrowed, his detective instincts kicking in. “And on the day of the murder? Did you see or hear anything unusual? Anything that might give us a clue?”
 
Norton shook his head slowly, his eyes distant as if replaying the events of that fateful day. “It was just a regular morning. I left early for work, River was still asleep. I didn’t see Olive, didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary.”
 
The room was silent for a moment, save for the soft ticking of the wall clock. Tilly could feel the weight of Norton’s grief and shock, the raw edges of his emotions threatening to spill over. It was clear that the revelation of the affair had deeply shaken him, adding another layer of complexity to an already convoluted case.
 
Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. “All right, Norton. We’ll continue our investigation. But you need to stay available. No more disappearing acts.”
 
The cruiser’s engine hummed steadily beneath them, the rhythmic thud of tires on the asphalt creating a soothing backdrop to their thoughts. The road stretched ahead, the familiar sights of Andale’s outskirts slowly coming into view. The town’s quaint houses, each with its own unique charm, stood as silent witnesses to the day’s fading light.
 
Tilly, lost in her thoughts, was tracing patterns on the window with her finger, the day’s revelations on her mind. The silence between them was comfortable, each absorbed in their own reflections.
 
Suddenly, the radio crackled to life, breaking the contemplative silence. “Chief, it’s Nancy,” came the crisp voice over the static. Shane immediately straightened, his hand reaching for the radio.
 
“Go ahead, Nancy,” he responded, his voice betraying a hint of anticipation.
 
“I’ve got something on that pin’s logo and acronym you asked me to look into,” Nancy began, her tone businesslike. “It stands for ‘Mystery Authors of America.’ It’s an association for writers in the mystery genre.”
 
Shane’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, a quick glance exchanged with Tilly. “Good work, Nancy. Anything else?”
 
There was a brief pause on the other end, the soft hum of background chatter at the station filtering through. “Not much else at the moment, but I’ll keep digging. Thought you’d want to know ASAP.”
 
“Thanks, Nancy. Keep me posted,” Shane replied, clicking off the radio.
 
Tilly turned to face him, her eyes wide with intrigue. “Mystery Authors of America? That’s...unexpected.”
 
Shane nodded, his grip on the steering wheel tightening. “It adds another layer to this puzzle. Why would Olive have a pin from a mystery authors’ association?”
 
Tilly’s mind raced, trying to piece together the fragments of information. “Could she have been a member? Or maybe she was working with someone who was?”
 
Shane’s gaze remained fixed on the road ahead, but his mind was clearly elsewhere. “We need to dig deeper into this. It could be a lead, or it could be another red herring. But we won’t know until we explore it further.”
 
The cruiser continued its journey back to Andale, the town’s lights growing brighter as they approached.
 
***
 
The station’s fluorescent lights hummed softly overhead, casting a sterile glow over the room. The familiar aroma of stale coffee and paperwork wafted through the air as Shane settled behind his desk, phone cradled in hand. Tilly, with her keen sense of anticipation, took a seat on the edge of a nearby chair, her gaze unwaveringly fixed on Shane as he dialed the number for the Mystery Authors of America group.
 
After navigating a maze of automated prompts and enduring a seemingly interminable wait on hold, a clear voice finally broke through. “Mystery Authors of America, Elaine speaking. How may I assist you today?”
 
“Good afternoon, Elaine,” Shane began, his voice carrying the authority of his position. “This is Chief Ackers from Andale. I’m hoping you can help us with some inquiries regarding a couple of your members.”
 
A brief pause ensued on the other end. “I’m sorry, Chief, but our membership details are confidential. I can’t provide names.”
 
Sensing an opportunity, Tilly leaned in, catching Shane’s attention. With a subtle nod from him, she took the initiative. Switching the call to speakerphone, she said, “Elaine, it’s Tilly here. We’re not asking for an entire list, just verification on two specific names. It’s vital for our ongoing investigation.”
 
Elaine’s voice wavered slightly, betraying her uncertainty. “I’ll try to help, but I can’t guarantee anything.”
 
Drawing a steadying breath, Tilly ventured, “We’re looking into whether Jude Masters was, or has ever been, a member of your association.”
 
Elaine’s response was immediate and resolute. “Jude Masters is not a member. After the controversy that surrounded him, we revoked his membership.”
 
A silent communication passed between Tilly and Shane, before she pressed on, following her instincts. “And Julian Manning? Is he associated with your group?”
 
A pregnant pause filled the room, the tension palpable. When Elaine finally responded, her tone was noticeably more guarded. “I’m not at liberty to confirm or deny the membership status of any individual without proper permission.”
 
The room seemed to grow colder as Elaine’s voice took on a sharper edge. “Do you have a warrant for this information, Chief Shane?”
 
Shane’s posture remained relaxed, but his eyes held a hint of frustration. “No, Elaine, we don’t. This is just a preliminary inquiry. We’re trying to piece together some information.”
 
Elaine’s tone softened, but only slightly. “I understand your position, Chief, but I have to protect the privacy of our members. Without a warrant, my hands are tied.”
 
Shane nodded, even though he knew she couldn’t see the gesture. “I appreciate your time and the information you’ve shared, Elaine. Thank you.”
 
With a soft click, the line went dead. Shane hit the button to disconnect the speaker phone on his end, rubbing the bridge of his nose with a sigh. The weight of the investigation, with its myriad twists and turns, seemed to press down on him.
 
Tilly, sensing his frustration, offered a reassuring smile. “We’re getting closer, Shane. Every piece of information, no matter how small, brings us one step nearer to the truth.”
 
He met her gaze, a hint of gratitude in his eyes. “You’re right, Tilly. Let’s keep moving.” Pushing back from the desk, he grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair.
 
The two of them made their way through the station, the muted sounds of typing and distant conversations accompanying their steps. As they stepped outside, the cool air was a refreshing contrast to the stuffiness of the office. The cruiser, with its familiar black and white paint job, sat waiting for them, a beacon of order amidst the chaos of the case.
 
Shane unlocked the doors, and they both slid into the vehicle, ready to chase down the next lead.
 




Chapter Nineteen

The winding road leading to Julian’s cabin was surrounded by tall, whispering pines, their needles rustling softly in the gentle breeze. The scent of fresh pine and earth wafted through the open windows of the cruiser as it made its way deeper into the woods. The sun, now lower in the sky, cast dappled shadows on the road, creating a mesmerizing dance of light and dark.
 
Julian’s cabin, a rustic structure of logs and stone, came into view. It sat nestled in a clearing, smoke curling lazily from its chimney, suggesting a fire burning inside. As Shane parked the cruiser, the front door of the cabin opened, revealing Julian. His expression was one of mild surprise, eyebrows raised slightly, but his posture remained relaxed.
 
“Chief Shane, Miss Tilly,” he greeted, his voice smooth and even. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit?”
 
Shane stepped forward, badge in hand. “We have a few more questions, Julian. Mind if we come in?”
 
Julian hesitated for a brief moment, then stepped aside, allowing them entry. “Of course. Please, make yourselves comfortable.”
 
The interior of the cabin was cozy, with wooden beams overhead and a roaring fire in the stone fireplace. The warmth enveloped them immediately, a stark contrast to the crisp air outside. Julian motioned for them to take a seat on the plush leather couch, while he settled into an armchair opposite them.
 
Shane wasted no time. “We’ve learned that you’re a member of the Mystery Authors of America. Did you ever have any contact with Olive through the group?”
 
Julian’s eyes, sharp and calculating, met Shane’s directly. “Yes, I am a member,” he admitted, his fingers drumming lightly on the armrest. “But as for Olive, our paths never crossed within the MAA. I knew of her, of course, but we never had any direct interaction.”
 
Tilly, observing the exchange, noted the slight tension in Julian’s shoulders, the way his gaze flitted to the window for a split second before returning to Shane. There was a story there, she felt, lurking just beneath the surface.
 
Shane leaned forward slightly, his tone probing. “So, you’re saying you never spoke to her, never attended any events where she was present?”
 
Julian’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I attended events, yes, but Andale is a small town. Our paths might have crossed outside of the MAA, but within the group? No direct contact.”
 
Tilly interjected, her voice soft but insistent, “Julian, we’re just trying to piece things together. Any information, no matter how insignificant it might seem, could be crucial.”
 
Julian sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I understand, Miss Tilly. I wish I could be of more help. But regarding Olive and the MAA, there’s nothing more I can offer.”
 
The atmosphere in the room grew thicker, the earlier warmth now replaced by a stifling tension. The fire’s glow cast flickering shadows on the walls, making the room seem alive with restless energy. Julian’s eyes, previously calm, now held a hint of wariness.
 
Shane leaned in, his voice low and deliberate. “Julian, Olive recognized you as Jude Masters. Did she threaten to expose your true identity?”
 
Julian’s face paled slightly, but he held his ground, his voice rising in defense. “That’s preposterous! Why would she do that? I’ve done nothing wrong!”
 
Tilly, always the more empathetic of the two, tried to approach the situation with a softer touch. “Julian,” she began gently, “we’re just trying to understand. If Olive did recognize you, it could have put her in a dangerous position.”
 
Julian’s gaze darted between Shane and Tilly, his agitation evident. “I told you, I had no reason to harm Olive.“
 
Tilly focused intently on Julian, trying to tap into her innate ability to read people. She sought to discern any underlying emotions, any hint of deceit. But Julian’s emotional state was a whirlwind, a chaotic mix of fear, indignation, and something else she couldn’t quite pinpoint. It was like trying to catch a specific leaf in a gusty wind; every time she thought she had a grasp on one emotion, another would sweep it away.
 
Shane, sensing Tilly’s struggle, took the lead. “Look, Julian, if you’re telling the truth, then you have nothing to worry about. But if Olive did know something, it’s in your best interest to be upfront with us.”
 
Julian’s hands clenched into fists, his knuckles white. “I’ve told you everything I know. I didn’t harm Olive, and I certainly didn’t have any motive to do so.”
 
The room’s atmosphere shifted substantially as Julian’s demeanor began to change. His eyes darted around the room, and his breathing grew more rapid. The once calm and composed man now seemed to be teetering on the edge of something unpredictable.
 
Julian’s voice grew louder, more erratic, as he began to ramble. “You know, there was a time when ‘Jude’ was celebrated, respected!” His fingers twitched, betraying his rising agitation. “People used to line up for hours just to get a signed copy of his books. They adored him!”
 
Without warning, Julian’s hand shot out, grabbing an award from a nearby shelf. The gleaming glass and metal trophy, which bore the inscription ‘Best Mystery Novel of the Year’, caught the room’s dim light, casting prismatic reflections on the walls. Tilly’s eyes widened in alarm, sensing the impending danger.
 
Julian’s voice grew soft, almost wistful, as he caressed the award. “This was from one of the best nights of Jude’s life. A night of recognition, of triumph.” His gaze locked onto Shane, a strange mix of anger and desperation in his eyes. “But you wouldn’t understand that, would you, Chief?”
 
Before Shane could react, Julian lunged forward, swinging the trophy with all his might. The heavy object connected with a sickening thud against Shane’s temple, sending the chief sprawling backward, his hand instinctively going to the point of impact, blood already beginning to seep between his fingers.
 
Tilly let out a horrified gasp, her heart racing as she took in the scene before her. Julian, still clutching the now blood-streaked award, looked down at Shane, his chest heaving, a wild, almost manic look in his eyes. The room, which moments ago had been filled with the crackling of the fire and the soft hum of conversation, was now thick with the sharp tang of impending danger.
 
Julian’s eyes, once filled with a frenzied rage, now bore into Tilly’s with a desperate intensity. The room seemed to constrict around them, the walls closing in, the air growing colder. The only sound was the crackling of the fire and Shane’s labored breathing.
 
“You have to understand,” Julian began, his voice trembling, the weight of his confession pressing down on him. “The pressure was unbearable. The deadlines, the expectations... I made a mistake, one single mistake, and it cost me everything.”
 
Tilly, her heart pounding loudly in her chest, took a cautious step back, her eyes never leaving Julian’s. She could sense the raw pain, the regret, the desperation emanating from him. But she also knew she needed to be cautious, to keep her distance.
 
Julian continued, his voice growing more frantic. “I worked so hard to rebuild, to start over. A new name, a new identity, a fresh start. And just when I thought I had left ‘Jude’ behind, Olive recognized me. She was going to expose me, to drag my past into the light and shatter everything I had worked so hard to build.”
 
His fingers tightened around the trophy, the sharp edges digging into his palm. Blood began to trickle down, staining the polished surface. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to have everything you’ve worked for threatened by a single person’s whims?”
 
Tilly swallowed hard, trying to keep her voice steady. “Julian, hurting Shane, threatening me... it’s not going to change anything.”
 
But Julian seemed lost in his own world, trapped in a spiral of regret and desperation, his past mistakes and the fear of exposure consuming him. The room, with its dim lighting and the shadows cast by the flickering fire, seemed to mirror the turmoil raging within him.
 
Tilly’s eyes locked onto Julian’s, attempting to project understanding and empathy. “Julian,” she began, her voice soft and soothing, “I can’t imagine the pressure you’ve been under, the weight of that secret. But violence isn’t the answer. We can find a way through this.”
 
But as she spoke, she could sense the walls of Julian’s restraint crumbling. The raw emotions she’d felt earlier – the desperation, the fear – were now joined by a surge of anger. His eyes, once pleading, now flashed with a dangerous intensity.
 
“You don’t understand!” he spat, his voice rising in pitch. His face contorted in a mix of rage and terror, and he took a menacing step toward her.
 
Tilly’s instincts kicked in. Drawing on her magical reserves, she quickly muttered an incantation, her hands weaving intricate patterns in the air. A shimmering barrier of energy sprang up between her and Julian, halting his advance. The force of the barrier sent him stumbling backward, his expression one of shock.
 
But the effort took its toll on Tilly. She felt a wave of exhaustion wash over her, her knees buckling slightly. She had relied on the power of her ruby to amplify her spells in the past, but now, without it, she felt vulnerable and drained.
 
Julian, recovering from his initial surprise, eyed Tilly with a mix of wariness and fury. The balance of power had shifted, and both of them knew it.
 




Chapter Twenty

The dim light filtering through the cabin’s curtains cast eerie shadows on the walls, making Julian’s towering form seem even more menacing. Tilly, her heart pounding loudly in her ears, tried to maintain her composure. She needed to buy time, to keep Julian’s attention on her and away from Shane, who was slowly regaining consciousness.
 
“Julian,” she began, her voice steady despite the fear coursing through her veins, “why Olive? Why go to such lengths? What was it about her discovery that pushed you over the edge?”
 
He sneered, his eyes narrowing. “You think I’m going to spill my entire life story, just because you asked? That’s the stuff of cheap novels and bad movies.”
 
Tilly, despite the gravity of the situation, couldn’t help but smirk. “It was worth a shot. But seriously, Julian, or should I say Jude? What drove you to this?”
 
He took a step closer, his face inches from hers. “You wouldn’t understand,” he hissed. “The pressure, the expectations, the constant fear of being exposed. Olive was a threat to everything I’d built.”
 
Tilly could sense the raw pain behind his words, the years of living under the weight of a secret identity. But she also noticed something else: the slight movement behind Julian. Shane, using the table for support, was slowly pulling himself to his feet. His face was a mask of determination, his eyes locked onto Julian’s back.
 
Tilly took a deep breath, trying to keep Julian engaged. “But why not just talk to her? Maybe she would’ve understood. Maybe you could’ve found a way out together.”
 
Julian laughed bitterly. “You really are naive, aren’t you? Olive was going to expose me, and I couldn’t let that happen.”
 
As he spoke, Shane, now fully upright, began to silently close the distance between them. Tilly prayed Julian wouldn’t notice, that her words would keep him distracted just a moment longer.
 
The tension in the room was like the charged air before a storm. Tilly’s voice, though steady, held a hint of desperation as she tried to keep Julian’s attention. Every second counted. The wooden floorboards beneath Julian’s feet seemed to echo the pounding of Tilly’s heart, each beat a silent plea for Shane to act quickly.
 
Then, in a blur of motion, Shane lunged. Julian, caught off guard, had only a split second to register the chief’s presence before he was tackled to the floor. The force of the impact sent a cloud of dust swirling into the air, and the room was filled with the sound of scuffling and grunts of exertion.
 
Tilly watched, heart in her throat, as Shane expertly maneuvered Julian’s arms behind his back, snapping the cuffs into place with a decisive click. Julian struggled briefly, his face contorted in a mix of surprise and rage, but Shane’s weight and training held him firmly in place.
 
“Got you,” Shane growled, his voice laced with a mix of relief and triumph.
 
Julian, now pinned and restrained, let out a frustrated huff. “You think this changes anything?” he spat, his eyes burning with defiance.
 
Shane, still catching his breath, met Julian’s gaze evenly. “It changes everything,” he replied, his tone firm.
 
Tilly, her knees weak from adrenaline, slowly approached the two men. She couldn’t help but marvel at Shane’s quick thinking and reflexes. The danger had been real, and for a moment, she’d feared the worst. But now, with Julian securely in custody, a sense of relief washed over her.
 
***
 
The bell above the door tinkled softly as Tilly entered Lasandra’s dimly lit shop. The scent of burning incense wafted through the air, mingling with the faint aroma of old books and dried herbs. The walls were lined with shelves filled with an assortment of crystals, candles, and mystical trinkets. A velvet curtain separated the main area from the back, where Lasandra conducted her readings.
 
Several customers milled about, some examining the wares while others waited their turn for a session with the famed tarot reader. Tilly took a seat on a plush, embroidered cushion, her eyes scanning the room. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation, and the soft murmur of whispered conversations filled the space.
 
After what felt like an eternity, the velvet curtain finally parted, revealing Lasandra. Her long, flowing robes swished around her ankles as she moved gracefully to greet her next client. Tilly watched as the woman’s fingers danced over the tarot cards, her voice low and melodic as she delivered her predictions.
 
When it was finally Tilly’s turn, she stepped into the secluded reading area, the curtain falling behind her. Lasandra’s eyes, lined with kohl, met hers with an intensity that was almost disconcerting.
 
“Welcome,” Lasandra murmured, her voice dripping with faux mystique. “What guidance do you seek from the cards today?”
 
Tilly hesitated for a moment before replying, “I’m looking for clarity on recent events.”
 
With a deep, knowing nod, Lasandra began to shuffle the deck of tarot cards, her fingers moving deftly and with a fluidity that spoke of years of practice. The soft whisper of the cards sliding against each other filled the room, creating an atmosphere of anticipation. One by one, she placed the cards in a specific pattern on the table, their intricate designs and symbols facing upwards.
 
As Lasandra leaned over the spread, her eyes scanning each card, she began to weave a narrative. Her voice, soft and melodic, described potential futures, choices, and paths. Yet, as she continued, Tilly found herself increasingly doubtful. The insights Lasandra offered seemed generic, almost as if they could apply to anyone. The connections she drew between the cards appeared forced, lacking the depth and specificity Tilly had hoped for.
 
A creeping suspicion began to take root in Tilly’s mind. The elaborate gestures, the dramatic pauses, the carefully chosen words—all seemed to be part of a well-rehearsed performance. It dawned on her that perhaps Lasandra’s widespread acclaim was less about genuine psychic ability and more about her talent for theatrics and playing to her audience’s expectations.
 
She was a fraud.
 
But she was really into her performance.
 
Seeing an opportunity, Tilly decided to test the waters. “Did you see Julian murdering Olive in your visions?” she asked casually.
 
Lasandra, still lost in her “trance,” responded without hesitation, “I saw the scene in person... the figure was drawing random shapes on the robe of the lifeless body. I’d had so much to drink that night, and I stumbled upon him on my way home.”
 
But then, realization dawned on Lasandra’s face. Her eyes widened in horror, and she looked as if she’d been caught in a trap of her own making.
 
Tilly took a deep breath, choosing her words with care. “Lasandra,” she began, her voice gentle but firm, “you should have come forward with what you knew. It might have made a difference.”
 
Lasandra’s gaze dropped to the table, her fingers nervously playing with the edge of a tarot card. “I... I didn’t think it was relevant,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “I was scared.”
 
Tilly sighed, her heart heavy with a mix of sympathy and frustration. “Fear is understandable, but the truth has a way of coming out. You might not face any legal consequences, but you need to be more responsible with the information you have.”
 
As Tilly prepared to leave, she cast a glance over her shoulder at the waiting customers, their faces filled with anticipation, eager for a glimpse into their futures. She could easily shatter their illusions about Lasandra, but she chose not to. Perhaps, she mused, there was some comfort to be found in the hope and guidance people sought from the tarot reader, even if it wasn’t entirely genuine.
 
Pushing open the door, Tilly stepped out into the bright daylight, leaving behind the dim, mystical ambiance of Lasandra’s shop and the secrets it held.
 
***
 
The quaint little café, nestled in the heart of Andale, was abuzz with the midday crowd. The aroma of freshly baked bread and simmering soups wafted through the air, mingling with the soft hum of conversations and the clinking of cutlery. Tilly, having arrived a tad early, chose a cozy corner table by the window, where dappled sunlight streamed in, casting playful patterns on the checkered tablecloth.
 
She was lost in thought, reminiscing about that unexpected kiss Shane had given her, when she heard a familiar, deep voice calling her name. Looking up, she saw Shane weaving his way through the tables, a warm smile on his face. His casual attire, a departure from his usual uniform, made him look more relaxed, approachable.
 
“Hey,” he greeted, taking the seat opposite her. “Sorry I’m a bit late. Got held up at the station.”
 
Tilly waved away his apology with a smile. “It’s fine. I’ve been enjoying the view.”
 
They chatted about their mornings, the conversation flowing easily. But as the meal progressed there was an unspoken anticipation that hung in the air between them. Finally, as they were finishing their meals, Shane cleared his throat, his gaze intent on Tilly.
 
“So,” he began, hesitating for just a moment, “I was thinking... how about dinner tonight? Just the two of us. A real date.”
 
Tilly’s heart skipped a beat. The memory of their kiss, passionate and unexpected, flashed before her eyes. She had been hoping for a chance to explore the budding connection between them, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity.
 
She met his gaze, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “I’d love to,” she replied, her voice soft but filled with anticipation.
 
Shane’s face broke into a relieved grin. “Great! I promise it’ll be a night to remember.”
 
The café’s ambiance had shifted subtly as their lunch progressed. The once bustling room had quieted down, with only a few patrons lingering over their coffees. The sunlight, which had been bright and cheerful when they’d arrived, now cast a mellow, golden hue, bathing the room in a soft glow.
 
As they stood to leave, Shane hesitated for a moment, his gaze lingering on Tilly’s face. Without warning, he leaned in, capturing her lips in a gentle yet insistent kiss. The world seemed to blur around them, the background noise fading to a distant hum.
 
Tilly’s initial shock melted into the warmth of the moment. The unexpectedness of the gesture, combined with the lingering taste of their shared dessert on his lips, made her heart race. His hand cradled the back of her neck, fingers threading through her hair, deepening the kiss.
 
When they finally pulled apart, both were slightly breathless. Shane’s eyes, darkened with emotion, searched Tilly’s, seeking a reaction. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, a hint of sheepishness in his voice. “I just... couldn’t wait until tonight.”
 
Tilly, still reeling from the intensity of the kiss, managed a soft smile. “You have a way of catching me off guard,” she whispered, her fingers unconsciously touching her lips.
 
He chuckled, the sound low and warm. “I’ll take that as a good thing.”
 
They lingered for a moment longer, the world around them forgotten. The promise of the evening ahead seemed even more tantalizing now, and Tilly found herself eagerly anticipating what other surprises Shane might have in store.
 




Epilogue
 
The sun was setting, casting a warm, golden hue over Tilly’s farmhouse. Inside, the atmosphere was one of contentment and peace. The recent events had taken a toll on Tilly, but tonight was all about relaxation and fun.
 
Tilly sat cross-legged on her living room floor, a bowl of freshly popped popcorn beside her. Isis and Erid, her two feline familiars, circled her with curious eyes.
 
“All right, you two,” Tilly began with a playful tone. “Tonight, we’re going to have a movie night. And guess what? It’s all about cats!”
 
She played a reel of funny cat videos she’d found online. As the screen filled with cats knocking things over, chasing laser pointers, and getting startled by cucumbers, Tilly laughed heartily. To her surprise, Isis and Erid seemed equally engrossed, their heads tilting in unison as they watched their fellow felines’ antics.
 
During a particularly hilarious clip of a cat attempting to fit into a tiny box, Tilly tossed a popcorn kernel into the air. Erid, ever the agile one, leaped gracefully, catching it mid-air, while Isis looked on with a mix of amusement and disdain.
 
“You think you can do better?” Tilly teased Isis, tossing another kernel her way. With a swift movement, almost too fast for the human eye, Isis caught the popcorn with her paw, batting it playfully before gobbling it up.
 
The evening continued with more videos, playful banter, and an impromptu dance party when Tilly played a catchy tune. Erid showed off his moonwalking skills, sliding backward with finesse, while Isis performed a series of elegant pirouettes.
 
As the night wore on, the trio eventually settled down, the cats curling up on Tilly’s lap, purring contentedly. The room was filled with the soft glow of the TV screen, the sound of their synchronized breathing, and the unspoken bond of love and trust between them.
 
Tilly whispered, her voice filled with affection, “You two are the best detectives and dance partners a witch could ever ask for.”
 
Isis let out a soft “meow,” which Tilly chose to interpret as, “Of course we are.” Erid simply purred louder, basking in the praise.
 
As the final video faded to black, Tilly stretched and let out a contented sigh. “All right, you two mischief-makers, bedtime,” she announced, her voice soft and drowsy.
 
Isis, ever the elegant one, gracefully hopped off the couch and sauntered towards Tilly’s bedroom, her tail held high. Erid, on the other hand, gave a playful pounce at an imaginary prey before following suit.
 
Tilly chuckled at their antics and made her way to the bedroom. The room was bathed in a soft, silvery light from the moon outside. She pulled back the covers, and almost immediately, Isis claimed her spot at the foot of the bed, curling up in a tight ball. Erid, always wanting to be close to Tilly, nestled beside her, his purring a soothing lullaby.
 
With a smile, Tilly reached out, stroking each of their soft furs in turn. “Goodnight, my little partners in crime,” she whispered.
 
The only response was the deep, rhythmic purring of two contented cats. With her familiars by her side, Tilly closed her eyes, letting the events of the day fade away as she drifted into a peaceful slumber, surrounded by the love and warmth of her feline companions.
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