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Chapter I

A Stirring on the Common
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The body was already there when Janey reached the gazebo.

For a moment, she didn’t understand what she was looking at. The figure sat slumped against one of the wooden posts, head tilted at an unnatural angle, one arm hanging loosely at his side as though he had simply dozed off in the summer heat.

But something wasn’t right.

Something was very, very wrong.
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EARLIER THAT MORNING

The bell above the door of Rise & Shine chimed brightly as Janey stepped inside, the warm scent of butter and sugar wrapping around her like a welcome hug.

“Good morning!” Flory Coopersmith called from behind the counter, her hands dusted lightly with flour. “You’re just in time—croissants came out not five minutes ago.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Janey smiled, glancing back as Chloe followed her in.

Chloe paused just inside the doorway, taking in the bakery with wide eyes. “Oh my gosh, Janey... this place smells like heaven.”

Flory laughed. “That’s what I like to hear. Coffee?”

“Yes, please,” Janey said. “Two.”

Flory moved efficiently, already reaching for cups. “Plain, or are we feeling fancy this morning?”

“Plain for me,” Janey said.

Chloe hesitated. “Do you have—”

“Hazelnut?” Flory finished, already smiling.

Chloe blinked. “Yes.”

“Figured,” Flory said with a wink. “You look like a hazelnut girl.”

Janey suppressed a grin as Chloe turned slightly pink.

They settled at a small table near the window, the morning light spilling in across the polished wood. Outside, the town was already beginning to stir—cars passing, a few early walkers heading toward the Common, flags fluttering lazily in the warm July breeze.

Flory brought over a plate piled high with golden croissants and set their coffees down with a flourish. “On the house,” she said. “Consider it a welcome.”

“You’re going to spoil us,” Chloe said, already reaching for one.

“That’s the plan,” Flory replied cheerfully before returning to the counter.

Janey waited until Flory was out of earshot before turning her attention back to Chloe.

She gave her a look.

Chloe froze mid-bite. “What?”

Janey raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t mentioned Will in a while.”

Chloe immediately focused very hard on her coffee. “I’ve been busy.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

Chloe let out a soft huff. “Well, nothing like a murder in your shop to cool down any thoughts of romance.”

Janey’s expression softened slightly. “Fair.”

Chloe shrugged, though her voice quieted just a bit. “Besides... it’s not like he’s exactly been around.”

As if summoned by the very thought, the bakery door chimed again.

Flory looked up. “Morning, Will!”

Chloe’s head snapped up so fast it was a wonder she didn’t spill her coffee.

Janey bit back a smile.

Will Coopersmith stepped inside, already halfway out of his EMT jacket, his expression easy and relaxed. “Morning, Flo. Smells like you’re trying to put the diner out of business.”

“Don’t you start,” Flory shot back. “Minerva and I have an understanding.”

“Sure you do,” Will said, grinning as he approached the counter.

Chloe suddenly found her napkin very interesting.

Janey leaned in just slightly. “You were saying?”

“Don’t,” Chloe muttered.

Flory handed Will a coffee. “You heading to the Common later?”

“Yeah,” he said. “They’ve got us on standby for the concert tonight. Figured I’d swing by early, see if they need anything.”

Janey filed that away.

“Busy day, then,” Flory said.

“Always is around here,” Will replied.

He turned slightly then, catching sight of Janey—and Chloe.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” Janey returned easily.

Chloe managed something that might have been a smile.

Will nodded once, then stepped aside to let another customer through, already pulling out his wallet.

Janey watched him for a moment, then turned back to Chloe, who was staring very intently at her untouched croissant.

Janey smiled.

“Oh, don’t start,” Chloe said under her breath.

The Common was already alive by the time Janey made her way across it later that afternoon.

Bunting had been strung along the gazebo, red, white, and blue ribbons fluttering gently in the breeze. Folding chairs were arranged in neat rows, and a few early arrivals lingered at the edges, chatting quietly or claiming their spots.

The band wasn’t there yet, but their instruments had begun to appear—cases stacked carefully near the steps, a music stand or two already set in place.

Janey slowed her pace as she approached.

Something felt... off.

She couldn’t have said exactly what it was. The scene looked normal enough—orderly, prepared, waiting.

And yet...

Her gaze shifted toward the far side of the gazebo.

There was someone there.

Seated.

Still.

Janey frowned slightly, adjusting her path and heading up the steps.

“Hello?” she called lightly. “They’re not starting for a while yet.”

No response.

She moved closer.
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THE MAN SAT SLUMPED against one of the posts, his head tilted awkwardly to one side. One hand rested limply in his lap, the other hanging loose, fingers brushing the wooden floor.

Something cold slipped down Janey’s spine.

“Sir?” she tried again, her voice quieter now.

Still nothing.

She took one more step.

And then she saw his face.

Arthur Bell.

His horn-rimmed glasses sat slightly askew. His bow tie was perfectly straight. Not a single hair out of place.

Too neat.

Too still.

Janey’s breath caught.

“No...”

She dropped to one knee beside him, not touching—just looking.

There was no rise and fall of his chest. No movement. No life.

Only the faint rustle of paper near his side.

Janey’s gaze shifted.

Sheet music.

One page had slipped free, its edges stirring faintly in the breeze.

Marked.

Notations that didn’t belong.

Her eyes narrowed slightly—

And then, distantly, she heard it.

Sirens.

Janey sat back slowly, her heart pounding now, the full weight of it settling in.

Arthur Bell wasn’t resting.

He was dead.

And whatever he had been trying to say...

He hadn’t gotten the chance.
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Chapter II

Sirens and Suspicions
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The sirens grew louder.

Janey stayed where she was, seated on the gazebo floor a few feet from Arthur Bell, her eyes fixed on the sheet of music that fluttered faintly in the breeze. The markings still didn’t make sense—but she knew, with certainty she couldn’t explain, that they mattered.

Voices began to rise across the Common.

“What’s going on?”
“Is something wrong?”
“Did someone faint?”
Janey pushed herself slowly to her feet and stepped down from the gazebo, turning to face the gathering crowd.

“Please—give some space,” she said, her voice steady despite the pounding in her chest. “Someone’s been hurt.”

It wasn’t the full truth.

Not yet.

The first ambulance pulled up hard along the edge of the Common, tires crunching against gravel. The back doors flew open before the vehicle had fully stopped.

Will Coopersmith jumped down first.

He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t look around. Didn’t ask questions.

He ran.

“Up there!” Janey called, pointing toward the gazebo.

Will took the steps two at a time, his partner close behind him. Within seconds, he was kneeling where Janey had been, hands already moving, checking, assessing, confirming.

Janey looked at his face.

She saw the moment he knew.

The smallest shift. The tightening around his eyes. The stillness.

He exhaled once, controlled.

Then he sat back.

Time of death didn’t need to be said aloud. It was written plainly in the way Will’s shoulders dropped just slightly
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