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Chapter One: Spring
Returns

The cherry tree outside The Proving Ground had opinions.

It had been perfectly dormant all winter — bare, bony,
stubbornly grey — and then one warm morning in late April it simply
decided it was done with all of that. By
the time Sage unlocked the bakery at five-fifteen, the tree had
exploded into a froth of pale pink blossoms so extravagant they
looked borrowed from a painting. Petals drifted down Main Street
like a slow, sweet snow.

Sage stood in the doorway for a moment with flour already on her
forearms and just looked at it.

"Show-off," she said.

Shadow appeared from nowhere — which was the only way he ever
appeared — and wound around her ankles, tail raised.

"Don't agree with me just to be agreeable."

He blinked his golden-green eyes and walked back inside. Case
closed.

Two years.

It didn't feel like two years. Some mornings it felt like two
weeks. Like she'd just arrived, just hung the hand-painted sign,
just stood in this exact doorway wondering if coming back to
Crescent Harbor had been the right choice.

Then she'd look around at the scratched wooden counters and the
proofing racks and the chalkboard where she changed the daily
specials in her own handwriting, and she'd think — yeah. Okay.
Right choice.

The Proving Ground smelled like brown butter and cardamom that
morning. She had lemon lavender scones in the first oven, a tray of
honey cakes cooling on the rack, and a strawberry rhubarb filling
simmering on the back burner that was so tart it made your eyes
water in the best possible way. The rhubarb had come from Hector
Diaz's farm stand, the first stalks of the season, still faintly
rosy, and Sage had paid twice what she should have for them because
they were perfect and she had zero
regrets.

Spring baking was her favorite. She didn't tell the other
seasons that.

She moved through the kitchen the way she always did in those
early hours — methodically, but not mechanically. More like a
conversation with the dough. Asking it questions. Listening to the
answers. The lemon curd needed another minute of heat. The lavender
ratio was slightly aggressive — she'd dial it back for the next
batch, or maybe not, maybe lean into it, there was a customer named
Patrice who drove forty-five minutes every Saturday specifically
for the most lavender thing on the menu and Sage was not going to
let Patrice down.

Lily arrived at six-fifteen with her coat buttoned wrong and her
hair still damp from the shower, Emma balanced on one hip.

"She refused to go to Mrs. Calloway's," Lily announced. "She
says she'll sit in the corner and not bother anyone."

Emma held up one hand, very seriously. "I won't bother
anyone."

Sage looked at the child. Seven years old, missing her front two
teeth, absolutely certain this made her argument more
persuasive.

"She can sit at the end of the counter," Sage said, "if she does
homework."

"I did it already."

"Then you can do tomorrow's."

Emma sighed like a woman of forty-five and climbed onto the
corner stool.

By eight, the front cases were full and the first customers were
already at the door. Sage came out from the kitchen to help Lily
with the morning rush, wiping her hands on her apron. The little
bell above the door rang and rang and rang. It was the happiest
sound she knew.

Frankie Novak came in at eight-twenty, sawdust on her jacket as
always, and ordered a coffee and two honey cakes.

"One's for the road," she said.

"They're both for the road," Sage said. "I've seen you eat."

Frankie grinned and leaned against the counter. She had the
relaxed look of someone who'd slept well, which meant the hardware
store had finally sorted out its back-room storage issue. She'd
been complaining about it for three weeks.

"Full Club meeting tonight," Frankie said. "You ready?"

"Ready for Margaret to ask probing questions while pretending
she's just curious?"

"That's the one."

Sage handed over the paper bag. "I made extra scones. They're
stress-eating scones."

Frankie accepted this without question. She'd gotten very good,
over the past two years, at accepting things without question. It
was one of the things Sage appreciated about her.

The bell rang again. Owen ducked under the low beam in the
doorway — he did it automatically now, without thinking, which was
the clearest possible sign he'd become a regular — and came up to
the counter smiling.

"You didn't wake me up," he said.

"You were asleep on my couch at four in the morning."

"Exactly. I was comfortable."

Sage handed him his usual — black coffee, one of the honey cakes
— before he could ask. He took a sip of the coffee and made the
face he always made, the involuntary one, the eyes-closed exhale of
a man who really needed that first cup.

"You know," he said, "you make everything better."

"It's a good roast."

"I wasn't talking about the coffee."

Emma looked up from the end of the counter. "Gross," she said
pleasantly, and went back to her workbook.

Frankie took her bag and left, laughing.

At ten o'clock, Sage put on her jacket and told Lily she'd be
back in an hour. She had standing plans with Dez every Tuesday —
coffee at his kitchen table, whatever he'd been thinking about that
week spread out in front of them. Last Tuesday it had been old
newspaper clippings about the 1987 harbor expansion. The Tuesday
before that it had been a genealogy chart he'd found in someone's
recycling, which had turned into a two-hour conversation about
whether ethically you were allowed to piece together a stranger's
family tree if they'd thrown it away.

That was Dez. Every conversation with him went somewhere
unexpected. She never knew where she'd end up.

She walked the four blocks to Maple Street with her jacket
unzipped because the morning was warm enough and the cherry
blossoms were drifting down Main Street and the harbor was visible
at the end of the hill, flat and silver in the spring light.
Crescent Harbor looked, on mornings like this, like a postcard
someone had made specifically to make her feel something.

She felt it. She always did, and she'd stopped being embarrassed
about it.

Dez had texted her last night — which was strange, she'd
registered it distantly when she saw the notification, but she'd
been elbow-deep in a new sourdough experiment and hadn't thought
much of it. He'd said he was feeling dizzy, a bit unwell, might
need to reschedule.

But this morning he'd sent another message. Come anyway. Come at ten. I have something to show you that
cannot wait. All caps on cannot.
Which meant he was using the voice-to-text again, because he could
never quite remember that it defaulted to all caps when he talked
too fast.

She was smiling when she turned onto Maple Street.

The smile stopped.

There were three police cars parked in front of Dez's house.

Not parked the way people parked on a quiet residential street.
Parked at angles, doors still open, like they'd arrived in a hurry.
Yellow tape stretched across the front gate. A small group of
neighbors stood on the sidewalk across the street, arms crossed,
speaking in low voices.

Sage's feet stopped moving.

Her brain kept moving — very fast, in several unhelpful
directions at once.

He texted last night. He said he was
dizzy.

He texted again this morning. He said come at
ten.

He said it cannot wait.

Chief Reyes appeared on the front porch. She was a compact woman
in her mid-forties with short dark hair and an expression that was
usually unreadable, which made her good at her job and occasionally
impossible to have a conversation with. But when she saw Sage at
the gate, something shifted in her face. Something Sage had never
seen there before.

She came down the porch steps. She came through the yard. She
met Sage at the gate, and her voice was quiet and careful, the way
you used your voice when you needed it to hold something heavy.

"Sage." She put a hand briefly on Sage's arm. "I'm sorry.
There's no easy way to tell you this."

The cherry blossoms kept drifting down around them like
everything was fine.

"Dez is dead."

The world went very still.

"It looks like he fell," Chief Reyes said. "Down the back porch
steps. The neighbor found him this morning. It looks like maybe he
got dizzy during the night — stepped outside for some air — and
fell. At his age, a fall like that—"

"No," Sage said.

The word came out before she'd decided to say it. But once it
was out, she knew it was right.

"Sage—"

"No." She looked past Reyes at the house. At the open front
door. At the yellow tape moving gently in the spring breeze. "He
wasn't dizzy. He was excited. He texted me
this morning. He said to come at ten. He said he had something to
show me that cannot wait."

Reyes's expression was careful. Neutral. The face of a
professional who'd had to hold the line between what she felt and
what she could say.

"People can feel well in the morning and take a turn in the
evening," she said.

"He never fell. In two years, I've never seen that man stumble
once. He was steady as a post."

"Sage." Reyes's voice was gentle but firm. "He was
seventy-five."

Sage looked at her.

"I know," she said. "And I'm telling you. This is not what it
looks like."

She didn't go inside. She couldn't go inside. Not yet.

She sat on the low stone wall across the street from Dez's house
and she called Owen, because Owen was the person she called now
when things fell apart. He answered on the second ring, and when
she said his name, he said I'm coming
before she'd gotten another word out.

Then she sat there and she looked at the house and she let
herself feel the weight of it.

Dez had been the first person in Crescent Harbor who had treated
her like she was exactly sharp enough. Not sharp-for-a-newcomer.
Not sharp-for-a-baker. Just sharp. He'd clocked her in the first
five minutes of their first Murder Mystery Club meeting and he'd
looked at her across the room with those warm, crinkling eyes and
said, afterward, you're the one who figured out
the butler before page forty, weren't you. It hadn't been a
question.

They'd been allies since that night.

He'd believed her when no one else had. When she'd started
asking questions about Margaret — careful questions, sideways
questions — he'd pulled out a chair at his kitchen table and said,
sit down, I've been waiting for someone to
ask. He had forty years of letters, records, memories. Forty
years of watching and noticing and writing things down in his
careful, cramped handwriting, because Dez had spent his whole
career delivering mail and he had learned early that information
was the most valuable thing a person could carry.

I can show you the pattern, he'd said
yesterday.

Yesterday. Yesterday morning over coffee, his eyes bright, his
hands moving the way they did when he was about to say something
that mattered.

Forty years of letters, records. Come tomorrow,
I'll bring everything out. I'll show you all of it.

She thought about his dining room table. The way it always had
something on it — newspapers, notebooks, printouts, a thermos of
tea. He would have spread it all out. He would have been ready.

She thought about the text he'd sent last night.

Not feeling well tonight — dizzy spell, going
to skip our morning meeting. Let's reschedule for later in the
week.

She took out her phone and read it again.

The word reschedule snagged on
something.

Dez didn't reschedule. He cancelled and
rebooked in the same breath, usually by calling, because Dez
considered texting one step above communicating by tin can and
string. He had said — more than once, laughing about it —
texting is for people who are afraid of hearing
someone's voice.

She scrolled back through their messages. Months of them. Almost
every single one was her end of the conversation: plans, times,
quick notes. His responses were always the same. A thumbs-up,
occasionally. The phone icon, meaning he was calling instead. Twice
in two years, a full typed sentence.

He had never written a paragraph.

She read the text again.

Not feeling well tonight — dizzy spell, going
to skip our morning meeting. Let's reschedule for later in the
week.

Skipping. Rescheduling. Later in the
week.

Yesterday morning, Dez Carroway had told her he had forty years
of evidence and that it cannot wait.

Last night, someone had told her he was dizzy and wanted to wait
until next week.

She was still sitting on the wall, phone in her hand, when Owen
arrived. He came around the corner at a near-run, his hair
uncombed, and when he saw her face he stopped for just a second.
Then he sat down next to her on the wall and put his arm around her
and she leaned into him and closed her eyes.

"Tell me," he said.

So she did.

That evening, the Moonlight Murder Mystery Club met in the back
room of the Crescent Harbor Library as usual.

The full moon was three days away. Close enough that Sage could
feel it — that particular quality of light through the library's
high windows, silver at the edges, the kind of light that made
everything look slightly more significant than it was. Or exactly
as significant as it was. She'd never quite decided.

The back room was warm and smelled like old paper and woodsmoke.
The mismatched armchairs were arranged in their usual rough circle.
Trish Gallagher had already brewed the tea — Earl Grey, as always —
and set out small plates on the side table. Frankie had brought a
wedge of cheddar from the farmer's market. Sage had brought
nothing, for the first time in two years, and nobody mentioned
it.

The book was And Then There Were None.
Someone had suggested it months ago and in the context of tonight,
Sage found she couldn't quite look at her copy.

Margaret arrived last.

She always arrived last. It was a small theater, Sage had come
to understand. Margaret entering after everyone else was seated.
Taking a moment in the doorway. Letting the room arrange itself
around her.

She was in soft grey tonight, a cashmere cardigan over pressed
trousers, her white hair swept back. She looked the way she always
looked — elegant, unhurried, benevolent. Like a woman who had never
had a difficult thought in her life.

"Oh, my dears," she said, from the doorway. Her voice was warm
with genuine-sounding grief. "What a terrible day. I can't stop
thinking about poor Dez."

She moved into the room. She touched Sage's shoulder as she
passed, just briefly. A small, warm pressure.

"How are you holding up?"

Sage looked up at her.

"I'm all right," she said.

She kept her voice even. She kept her face still. She'd had
twenty years of corporate meetings in her past — rooms full of
people performing things they didn't feel — and she found that
training arriving now, sliding into place like a knife into a
sheath.

Margaret held her gaze for just a moment.

Then she settled into her armchair at the head of the loose
circle, crossed her ankles, and said, "Shall we begin?"

Shadow, who had been sitting on the windowsill above the
bookshelves since before anyone arrived, stepped down onto the
shelf below. Then the shelf below that. Then, with a single silent
drop, landed on the floor at the center of the room.

He looked at Margaret.

He looked at her for a long time.

Then he walked to Sage and sat beside her chair, pressed against
her ankle, and did not move for the rest of the evening.

Margaret watched him. Just for a moment.

Then she smiled pleasantly and opened her book.

Sage walked home along Harbor Road at nine o'clock, hands in her
pockets.

The spring night had gone cool. She could smell the salt water
and the cherry blossoms and something green and alive underneath
both, the smell of the earth waking up. The harbor was dark and
flat, the lighthouse beam sweeping its patient arc across the
water. On the hill above town, the windows of Ashworth House glowed
warm and
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