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Chapter 1: 

Summer Storm

The blueberries were misbehaving.

Sage Holloway stood at her prep counter in The Proving Ground,
frowning at a bowl of local Henderson Farm berries that refused to
fold evenly into her lemon curd. They kept floating to the top and
clustering together like gossipy teenagers at a dance. She adjusted
her technique — slower strokes, wider arcs with the spatula — and
the berries finally surrendered to an even distribution.

"That's the thing about blueberries," she murmured to nobody in
particular. "You can't rush them. They'll let you know when they're
ready."

"You talking to the fruit again?" Dez Carroway asked from his
stool at the counter.

"The fruit listens better than you do."

"Fair point." He lifted his coffee mug in a little salute. "But
the fruit doesn't tip."

"Neither do you."

"I tip in wisdom. And charm. Both are priceless."

Sage grinned. Dez had claimed that counter stool the day The
Proving Ground opened last spring, and he'd occupied it nearly
every morning since. Seventy-something — he dodged the exact number
like a man avoiding a parking ticket — with kind eyes under a tweed
cap he wore in every season. Retired postal carrier. Forty years
walking every street in Crescent Harbor. He knew who lived behind
every door, which couples were fighting, whose dog kept escaping,
and where every skeleton in town was buried. He was also the
funniest person Sage had ever met, though she'd never tell him
that. His ego didn't need the carbs.

Outside the bakery's wide front windows, Crescent Harbor
sparkled under a July afternoon sun. The boats in the marina bobbed
lazily on the tide. Tourists strolled the harbor walk in sun hats
and sandals, licking ice cream cones that were losing the battle
against the heat. Seagulls wheeled overhead, screaming their
opinions about everything and nothing. The hanging baskets of pink
and purple petunias along Main Street swayed in a warm breeze that
carried the smell of salt water and hot pavement and, if you stood
in exactly the right spot outside Sage's door, fresh-baked
everything.

It had been a glorious morning. The summer rush was real, and
Sage loved every sweaty, flour-dusted second of it.

Marta Reeves, her college-student hire, had opened the register
at seven. Jamie Chen — semi-retired line cook, early-morning baker,
owner of forearms that could intimidate a standing mixer — had
helped Sage pull the last trays from the ovens by six-thirty. The
display case had been a masterpiece: blueberry lemon tarts with
curd so bright it practically hummed. Peach cobbler muffins crowned
with a brown sugar crumble that shattered like a sweet little
promise at first bite. No-bake cheesecake bites studded with
raspberries. Three kinds of sourdough because Sage had no
self-control when it came to bread — plain, rosemary sea salt, and
a new roasted garlic and aged cheddar loaf that had made Jamie
close his eyes and place one hand over his heart.

"This bread has a soul," he'd whispered.

"It has a starter culture," Sage had replied. "Which is
basically the same thing."

By eight o'clock, the line stretched past the front door.
Tourists photographed the display case. Locals didn't bother
looking — they already knew what they wanted.

Frankie Novak had blown through at 7:15 like a flannel-wearing
hurricane, sawdust on her boots and a tape measure clipped to her
belt. "Two peach cobblers, large black, keep the change." She'd
been out the door before the receipt finished printing.

Owen Yates had come in at eight-thirty. Quieter than Frankie.
Quieter than most people, actually, in a way that made you lean in
rather than tune out. He'd ordered a scone and a pour-over and
caught Sage's eye across the counter with a smile so small and
private it felt like finding a twenty-dollar bill in a coat pocket.
Her stomach had done something acrobatic that had nothing to do
with the sourdough starter she'd been feeding since four a.m.

Four dates. Five if she counted the lobster roll on the harbor
wall, and she absolutely counted the lobster roll on the harbor
wall. They'd sat there until the stars came out and talked about
everything — his old life chasing financial fraud in Boston, her
old life engineering shelf-stable pastries that tasted like
cardboard's more ambitious cousin. Two people who'd burned out in
their previous careers and washed up in Crescent Harbor looking for
something quieter. Something real.

She liked him. She liked him in that slow, careful way that felt
less like falling and more like choosing to step forward.

By two o'clock, the display case held nothing but crumbs and
good intentions. Marta had swept twice. Jamie had gone home with a
loaf of the garlic cheddar tucked under his arm like a football.
The afternoon crowd thinned to a few sun-tired tourists nursing
iced teas in the window seats while a folk playlist murmured
through the speakers — fiddle and acoustic guitar, soft as an
afterthought.

Now it was quarter to five, and Sage was prepping tomorrow's
tarts while the day wound down.

The temperature of the curd mattered more than most people
realized. Too cold and it would seize around the berries, leaving
sad little pockets of naked fruit. Too warm and the anthocyanins in
the skins would bleed, turning the whole batch a muddy purple
instead of the jewel-bright blue her customers expected. The sweet
spot was fifty-five degrees — cool enough for structure, warm
enough for a smooth coat. Food science wasn't just a tool in Sage's
kitchen. It was the foundation. Every recipe was a formula. Every
oven was a laboratory.

A fat raindrop hit the window.

Then another.

Then the sky cracked open like an egg.

Thunder rolled across the harbor so loud it rattled the jars of
sprinkles on the shelf behind the register. The sunlight vanished.
The sky turned the color of a bruise — purple and green and
restless — and rain came down in sheets so thick the marina
disappeared behind a wall of silver.

"Well," Dez said, peering out the window. "That escalated."

Shadow chose this moment to materialize.

The black cat appeared from behind the flour bins — he had a
gift for showing up exactly when the mood shifted — and leaped onto
the stool beside Dez. He tucked his paws beneath his chest, settled
into a perfect loaf, and fixed his golden-green eyes on the storm
with an expression that could only be described as professional
interest.

"There's my man." Dez scratched behind Shadow's ears. "What's
the forecast? Big one?"

Shadow's tail flicked. Once. Twice.

"He says batten down the hatches."

Sage had given up questioning Shadow's opinions months ago. The
cat had appeared during her first week in town — just showed up on
the bakery's back step one morning, sitting there like he'd
penciled it into his calendar. No collar. No chip. Nobody claimed
him. He was sleek and black with eyes that understood too much, and
he'd simply moved in. He slept on a folded blanket behind the
counter, tolerated customers on a case-by-case basis, and
occasionally knocked items off shelves with what Sage could only
call deliberate editorial commentary.

The regulars worshipped him. Dez brought smoked salmon. Frankie
scratched his chin every morning. Even Chief Reyes —
self-proclaimed dog person — had been busted slipping him turkey
from her sandwich when she thought no one was watching.

He was The Proving Ground's unofficial mascot, and Sage was his
person. She hadn't picked him. He'd picked her. There was a
difference, and Shadow seemed very clear about which side of it he
stood on.

The bell above the door jingled, and two soaking-wet tourists
tumbled in, laughing and dripping. The woman had a harbor walk map
plastered to her forearm like a temporary tattoo gone horribly
wrong.

"Welcome to The Proving Ground," Sage called. "Looks like you
could use something warm."

"Anything chocolate?" the man asked, wringing his shirt hem onto
the welcome mat.

"I've got hot chocolate bombs. Drop one in hot milk, watch it
melt open, and try not to make sounds that embarrass you in
public."

His eyes went wide. "Two, please."

She set them up at the window table with the hot chocolate, the
last two peach cobbler muffins, and a tower of napkins. They
steamed in their damp clothes and made exactly the kind of sounds
she'd warned them about. This was Sage's favorite moment in any
day. That first bite. That little drop of the shoulders. Food was
chemistry — she knew the Maillard reaction and the gluten matrix
and the precise point at which butter goes from solid to laminated
miracle. But the best part was never the science. It was the look
on someone's face when everything worked.

She was piping filling into the eighth tart shell — steady
pressure, slow spiral from the outside in — when the front door
swung open and the laughter stopped.

Not in the room. In the doorway.

Frankie Novak stood on the threshold. Rain ran off her jacket in
streams. Sawdust still clung to her boots, though the downpour had
done its best. The tape measure was gone from her belt. Her face
held an expression Sage had never seen on her before — jaw set,
eyes tight, mouth pressed into a line that had forgotten how to
curve upward.

"Frankie?" Sage put down the piping bag. "What happened?"

Frankie stepped inside and pulled off her ball cap. She held it
against her chest the way people hold things when their hands need
something to do.

"Ellie Marsh," she said. "They found her this morning at the
bottom of her basement stairs."

She paused. The rain filled the silence.

"She's gone, Sage."

The word landed softly. It always does, at first. Like flour
settling after you open the bag — a gentle, white, everywhere kind
of quiet.

Dez set his mug on the counter. The small click of ceramic on
wood was the loudest sound in the room. He pulled off his tweed cap
and held it in his lap. Shadow's ears pressed flat against his
skull.

"Ellie Marsh," Dez said. The name came out like a prayer for
something already lost. "Lord."

"Who's Ellie Marsh?" one of the tourists whispered. The other
elbowed him quiet.

Sage wiped her hands on her apron. Purple streaks of blueberry
smeared across the white cotton. She stared at them for a moment —
the color bright and wrong against the clean fabric — before the
full weight of Frankie's words settled onto her shoulders.

"What are they saying happened?" she asked.

"A fall." Frankie dropped onto the stool beside Dez. "Last
night, during the first round of storms. Her caretaker, Nina, found
her when she came in this morning."

Sage hadn't known Ellie well. The retired teacher had visited
the bakery a handful of times — a tall woman, late seventies, with
silver hair pinned back and sharp eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses.
She carried herself like someone who'd spent forty years commanding
the attention of teenagers and had never quite let go of the
posture. She'd always ordered the same thing: one scone, one black
tea, ten minutes of conversation about whatever book she was
reading that week. Mysteries, mostly. Biographies of people who'd
done hard things in hard times.

Sage remembered her laugh. It arrived without warning — sudden,
warm, and wide open. Like someone throwing a door into a sunlit
room.

"Forty years she taught at the high school," Frankie said. Her
voice had gone rough, like sandpaper on raw wood. "History. My
mother had her. I had her. Trish worked beside her for twenty
years."

"Does Trish know?"

"Owen's telling her now."

Sage's chest ached at that. Trish Gallagher — sweet, anxious
Trish, who kept meticulous notes on everything and baked lopsided
cookies for every Club meeting — had loved Ellie like an aunt she'd
actually chosen.

Dez turned his cap around and around in his hands. His eyes
hadn't left the counter. "Something isn't right."

Frankie glanced at him. "What do you mean?"

"Her knee." He looked up, and every trace of humor had left his
face. "Ellie's left knee was bone-on-bone. Had been for years. She
struggled with the three steps to her own front porch. You're going
to tell me she walked down a full flight of steep basement stairs?
In the dark? During a storm?"

The question hung between them like steam over a kettle. Nobody
reached for it.

"Maybe she heard a leak," Frankie offered carefully. "All the
rain we've been getting."

"Maybe," Dez said. His voice was flat as a rolled-out pie crust.
"And maybe I'm the Queen of England."

Sage made Frankie a cup of coffee without being asked. Frankie
wrapped both hands around it and nodded — a thank-you that didn't
need words. The three of them sat while the storm battered the
windows and the folk music played to no one. Shadow perched between
them, motionless, his golden-green eyes half-shut. Some grief just
needs a place to sit.

The tourists paid and left quietly, hoods up, heads down.

Over the next hour, Crescent Harbor processed its loss the way
small towns always do — one doorway at a time. People came in, not
to buy anything, but to say what they knew and hear what others had
heard. News in a town of eight thousand doesn't arrive once. It
washes in like the tide, each wave carrying a little more.

Bev Kowalski from the flower shop leaned her dripping umbrella
against the doorframe. "Sharp as a tack, that woman. Last week she
was in my shop arguing about soil pH for hydrangeas. She was right,
naturally. She was always right."

Tom Fielding from the bait shop stopped in for a cookie and
stayed for the conversation. "I put a shelf up in her living room
last fall. She told me straight — hadn't been to that basement in
two years. Knee wouldn't allow it."

Martha Haines from the post office twisted a damp tissue between
her fingers. "Every Tuesday she came in to mail a letter to her
niece in Boston. Every single Tuesday, like clockwork. That woman
did not do random."

Each visitor painted the same picture in a different shade.
Sharp. Deliberate. Careful. She planned her life
around that knee. What emerged was not the portrait of a
confused old woman who'd stumbled in the dark. It was someone
precise. Someone who adapted and compensated and never, not once,
went where her body couldn't safely carry her.

Sage wiped the same spot on the counter seven times before she
caught herself.

The storm broke around seven. The rain softened to a murmur, and
the clouds thinned just enough for a pale orange sunset to slip
through and lay itself across the harbor like a silk scarf. Steam
curled off the wet sidewalks. The petunias dripped. The air that
drifted through the screen door smelled like warm stone, salt, and
the roses that climbed the garden fence on the corner of Elm
Street.

Frankie had gone home. Dez was down to the last cold
quarter-inch of his third coffee. Shadow dozed on his stool, one
eye cracked just enough to monitor the room.

Sage was locking the display case when the bell chimed one last
time.

The woman in the doorway was mid-forties. Dark hair in a messy
bun. Eyes swollen and rimmed red. She wore a blazer over a wrinkled
blouse — an outfit that said office and
drove here without stopping — and her
leather flats were soaked beyond salvation. She stood just inside
the door and looked around the bakery with the hollowed-out
expression of someone who'd been holding herself together for a
very long time and was running out of materials.

"Are you Sage?"

"I am. Come sit down. I'll put the kettle on."

The woman sat. She didn't remove her wet blazer. She held her
purse in her lap like a flotation device and watched Sage pour hot
water over chamomile. The tea's warm, apple-sweet scent drifted
between them — small and kind and completely insufficient for the
occasion, but better than nothing. Most comfort is.

"I'm Rachel. Rachel Marsh-Cooper." Her voice caught on the last
name. "Eleanor Marsh was my aunt."

"I'm so sorry, Rachel."

Rachel took the mug in both hands. They trembled. She stared
into the pale gold surface as if the tea leaves might rearrange
themselves into an explanation.

"Dez told me about you. I called him from the road — he and my
aunt were friends for decades. He said you helped with what
happened last spring. The man at the real estate office."

"Victor Crane," Sage said, settling into the chair across from
her. "Yes."

"He said you figured it out. That the police weren't seeing it
and you found the truth."

"I had a lot of help. The Murder Mystery Club—"

"My aunt did not fall down those stairs."

The sentence came out like something that had been locked in a
car for three hours and was finally allowed to breathe. Hard.
Certain. Fractured right through the center.

"Her knee," Sage said softly.

"Her knee." Rachel set the mug down with enough force to slosh
chamomile onto the table. "Bone-on-bone arthritis. A cane on bad
days. She hadn't been in that basement in over two years. I
rearranged her kitchen at Christmas so she wouldn't have to reach
the high cabinets. She organized her entire life — her entire life — around not using stairs she couldn't
handle. She did not go down a steep, narrow flight in the dark
during a thunderstorm."

A tear escaped down her cheek. She swiped it away hard, almost
angry.

"Chief Reyes was kind," she continued. "But I could see it on
her face. Accidental fall. Elderly woman, old house." Her jaw
tightened. "My aunt wasn't confused. She wasn't declining. She was
the sharpest person in any room she walked into."

Sage thought about every single person who'd come through her
door that afternoon. The same words, over and over, like a chorus
nobody had rehearsed.

Sharp as a tack. Never went to the basement.
Not the type to fall.

"Something happened to her," Rachel whispered. She pressed her
knuckles against her lips for a moment, steadying herself. "I know
the statistics. I know what people assume. But she called me three
days ago, excited about some history project she'd been working on.
Old records, old property files. She said she'd found something
interesting." Rachel's eyes glistened. "She sounded alive. Not confused. Not wandering. Alive and curious
and thrilled about something she'd discovered. And now she's dead
at the bottom of stairs she never used."

The bakery was quiet. The wall clock ticked above the register.
Rain dripped from the awning in a slow, patient rhythm. Shadow
breathed softly on his stool, a warm black comma in the fading
light.

"Will you help me?" Rachel asked. "Please. I don't know who else
to ask. I drove straight here from Boston and I cannot — I will not
— let them close the book on this without someone actually reading
it."

Sage looked at her. Soaked and wrecked and running on nothing
but grief and highway coffee and the stubborn conviction that she
was right when everyone official was telling her she was wrong.

Sage knew what that felt like.

She thought about her tarts in the cooler, perfectly piped. Her
thriving summer. Her easy, butter-scented life. She thought about
how simple it would be to say I'm just a
baker and let someone else carry this.

Then she thought about Ellie Marsh. Straight-backed at the
corner table. One scone
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