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Chapter One: Winter's
Chill

The gingerbread was lying to her.

Sage Holloway pressed a fingertip to the surface of the test
cookie and frowned. Golden brown. Perfectly domed. A crackle
pattern across the top that most bakers would kill for. But she
knew better. The Maillard reaction had moved too fast. She'd pushed
the oven ten degrees high, trying to rush the batch, and the
sugar-amino acid browning had outpaced the interior crumb
development.

Pretty on the outside. Undercooked where it counted.

She thought about Margaret Ashworth and broke the cookie in
half.

"Okay, that's the third one you've murdered." Dez Carroway
leaned on the bakery counter, his tweed cap dusted with snowflakes.
"What did the gingerbread do to you?"

"It's not right." Sage tossed both halves into the scrap bowl.
"The center is gummy. See that dark ring near the crust? The sugar
caramelized before the starch had time to set."

"Sage. Sweetheart. It's a cookie."

"It's a lie, Dez. It looks done. It's
not done."

Dez raised both hands in cheerful surrender. "Far be it from me
to argue with a woman and her dough. Though I will say, you've been
a little... intense lately."

She wiped flour from her forearm and didn't answer.

Outside The Proving Ground's front windows, Crescent Harbor wore
December like a postcard. Snow had been falling since before dawn,
fat lazy flakes that turned the streetlamps into soft halos.
Garland and white lights wrapped every lamppost on Main Street.
Across the road, Frankie's hardware store had a hand-painted sign
in the window that read: YULE NEED THESE
DEALS.

Inside the bakery, it was warm and golden and smelled like
Christmas had moved in permanently. Three industrial ovens ran
nonstop. Trays of peppermint bark brownies cooled on wire racks. A
batch of cranberry orange bread sat sliced on the sampling counter,
each piece fanned out beside a tiny card that read "Orange you glad it's the holidays?"

Sage had written that card two weeks ago. She'd been in a better
mood then.

"The usual?" she asked Dez.

"You know me. Creature of habit." He settled onto his favorite
stool — the one with the wobbly leg he refused to let Frankie fix
because he said it kept him alert. "Coffee, black. And one of those
eggnog scones if they're fresh."

"Pulled them twenty minutes ago." She plated a scone and poured
his coffee, then paused to adjust the little chalkboard sign by the
register: TODAY'S SPECIAL: Hot Chocolate Bombs —
they're the BOMB. She'd run out twice yesterday.

The morning rush had thinned. A few regulars lingered at the
window tables, cradling mugs and watching the snow. Patty Winslow
was reading a romance novel and pretending she wasn't. Carl Drucker
was doing the crossword and pretending he was good at it. In the
far corner, Shadow sat on his favorite chair — the blue velvet one
Sage had stopped trying to keep him off — and watched the room with
those golden-green eyes that always seemed to be cataloging
something.

"You're staring at the cat," Dez said.

"I'm thinking."

"You're staring at the cat and thinking. That's different from
just thinking, and it worries me a little."

Sage smiled despite herself. Dez had that effect on people.
Seventy-something years old, a retired postal carrier who'd spent
four decades walking every street in Crescent Harbor, and still the
sharpest person in most rooms. He just hid it behind terrible jokes
and a gentle shuffle.

"I'm fine, Dez."

"Mm-hmm." He bit into the scone and closed his eyes. "Oh, now
that is not lying. That is telling the
whole truth and nothing but."

"The secret is cold butter and patience."

"Isn't that always the secret?"

The bell above the door jingled. A gust of cold air swept in,
carrying snowflakes and a woman Sage had never seen before.

She was in her late thirties, with sharp dark eyes and a red
wool coat that looked expensive but travel-worn. She stamped her
boots on the mat and looked around the bakery with the kind of
attention Sage recognized — the way someone inventories a room when
they're used to writing about what they see.

"Wow." The woman breathed in deep. "Okay, I don't know what I'm
smelling, but I need all of it."

"That's the gingerbread. And the peppermint. And probably the
orange zest — I candied a batch this morning." Sage wiped her hands
on her apron. "Welcome to The Proving Ground. What can I get
you?"

"A reason to never leave, apparently." The woman crossed to the
counter. "Diana Mercer. I'm a freelance journalist. I'm staying in
town for a few weeks, working on a piece."

"Sage Holloway. This is Dez."

"Charmed." Dez tipped his cap. "What kind of piece brings you to
Crescent Harbor in December? Most of the smart journalists wait for
summer."

Diana laughed. It was a quick, bright sound. "I'm writing about
small-town revitalization. How places like Crescent Harbor reinvent
themselves — keep their charm while adapting to a changing
economy." She gestured at the bakery. "This place is a perfect
example. Artisan bakery with a food science twist, right? I did
some research before I came."

"Guilty as charged," Sage said. "What can I get you? Coffee's
fresh, and I'd recommend the cranberry orange bread if you're
hungry."

"Coffee, please. And yes to whatever you just said about
cranberries." Diana slid onto a stool two down from Dez. "I've been
talking to people around town. The economic story here is really
interesting. A lot of property has changed hands in the last couple
of decades. New businesses, renovations, some of the old waterfront
parcels getting developed."

Sage's hands paused on the coffee pot for just a beat.

"That's true," she said carefully. "Crescent Harbor has been
through some changes."

"What's interesting is the pattern." Diana pulled a small
notebook from her coat pocket. The pages were dense with
handwriting. "Some of these property transfers — they're connected
to specific families. Old families. And the deals don't always
look... straightforward."

The coffee pot suddenly felt heavier. Sage poured the cup and
set it down.

Dez was studying his scone like it had become the most
fascinating object in the world.

"Property deals are pretty common in a town like this," Sage
said. "Old families sell, new people buy. That's how small towns
work."

"Sure. But have you ever noticed how some families always seem
to end up on the losing side?" Diana's dark eyes were steady. Not
confrontational. Just... focused. "And how the same names keep
appearing on the winning side?"

Shadow dropped from his chair. He crossed the bakery floor in
that silent way of his and jumped onto the counter. He sat directly
between Sage and Diana and stared at the journalist with an
expression Sage could only describe as evaluating.

"Who's this?" Diana reached out to pet him.

Shadow let her. Which was unusual. He wasn't a touchy cat with
strangers.

"That's Shadow. He came with the building, apparently."

"He's gorgeous." Diana scratched behind his ears. Shadow's eyes
half-closed, but they didn't leave her face. "So, Sage — would you
be willing to talk more? Off the record at first, if you want. I'm
really just trying to understand this town."

Sage looked at Dez. He gave her the smallest nod. The kind that
said be careful and go
ahead at the same time.

"Sure," Sage said. "Come by tomorrow afternoon. The rush dies
down around two."

"Perfect." Diana smiled. She had the kind of smile that made you
want to tell her things. Sage supposed that was useful in her line
of work.

Diana finished her coffee, bought a bag of hot chocolate bombs
for her rental cottage, and left with a wave. The bell jingled
behind her.

For a long moment, neither Sage nor Dez spoke.

"Property deals," Dez said finally.

"Yep."

"Old families."

"Yep."

Dez turned his coffee cup slowly. "Sage, you know what I'm going
to say."

"You're going to say be careful."

"I'm going to say be careful." He looked up at her from under
the brim of his cap. "You've been carrying something since the
fall. I can see it. Owen can see it. Whatever you found in those
records, whatever pattern you think you're seeing —"

"I'm not imagining it, Dez."

"I didn't say you were." His voice was quiet. Kind. "I said be
careful. There's a difference between seeing something and being
able to prove it. And there's a difference between proving it and
surviving the attempt."

Shadow's tail twitched once against the counter.

The Club's holiday gathering was at Ashworth House.

It was always at Ashworth House. Margaret's Victorian on Elm
Street had the kind of warmth that pulled you in before you could
think about whether you wanted to go. Tonight the windows glowed
amber through the falling snow. A wreath of real holly hung on the
front door. Inside, the foyer smelled like pine boughs and mulled
wine and something buttery that Sage suspected was Margaret's
housekeeper's shortbread.

Sage stood on the front porch for a moment, holding a box of her
peppermint bark brownies, and reminded herself to breathe.

You are going to a holiday party. You are going
to smile. You are going to eat shortbread and drink wine and laugh
at Dez's terrible puns. You are not going to stare at Margaret
Ashworth like she's a crime scene.

Shadow wound between her ankles.

"You don't have to come in," she told him.

He looked at her as if she'd said something ridiculous and
trotted through the cat flap Margaret had installed years ago.
Because of course Margaret had a cat flap. Margaret thought of
everything.

The parlor was already full. A fire crackled in the stone
hearth. The mantel was draped in fresh evergreen garland studded
with dried orange slices and cinnamon sticks. The bookshelves
glowed with tiny fairy lights. A spread of food covered the side
table — the shortbread, a cheese board, crackers, grapes, and a
crystal punch bowl of mulled wine that filled the room with clove
and star anise.

"Sage! There you are." Frankie Novak crossed the room in three
long strides, took the brownie box, and opened it before Sage could
even set down her coat. "Oh, thank God. I've been eating cheese for
twenty minutes and I needed chocolate or I was going to start a
fight."

"You were going to start a fight anyway," Owen Yates said from
the armchair by the fire. He had a glass of wine and the quiet
half-smile he saved for when Sage walked into a room. "Frankie's
been arguing with Trish about whether Murder on
the Orient Express is a fair-play mystery for fifteen
minutes."

"It is absolutely not fair play," Frankie said, brownie already
in hand. "No reasonable reader solves that. You'd have to be
psychotic."

"Agatha Christie was a genius and I won't hear otherwise." Trish
Gallagher appeared from the kitchen, carrying a fresh tray of
shortbread. She wore a Christmas sweater with actual tiny bells
sewn into it. They jingled when she walked. "Margaret agrees with
me. Don't you, Margaret?"

"I think Agatha Christie understood that the most surprising
answer is often the correct one." Margaret Ashworth stood by the
bookshelves, a glass of red wine in her hand, her silver hair swept
up in a simple twist. She wore a deep green dress that matched the
garland. She looked elegant and warm and utterly at ease in her own
home.

She looked like exactly what she wanted to look like.

"Sage, darling. Merry Christmas." Margaret crossed to her and
kissed her cheek. Her perfume was jasmine and something darker
underneath. "Your brownies are always the highlight. Come sit."

"Merry Christmas, Margaret."

Sage let herself be guided to the sofa. She accepted wine. She
smiled. She watched.

It was different now. Every gesture Margaret made, every word
she chose, every glance she directed — Sage couldn't stop decoding
it. The way Margaret steered Trish's conversation away from town
finances. The way she asked Owen about his accounting work with
just enough interest to remind him she knew what he did for a
living. The way she made sure Dez's wine glass was always full, as
if generosity and surveillance were the same thing.

"You're doing it again," Owen murmured. He'd moved to sit beside
her on the sofa, his shoulder warm against hers.

"Doing what?"

"Watching her like you're solving an equation."

"I'm not —"

"Sage." His voice was soft enough that no one else could hear.
"I'm not saying you're wrong. I'm saying your face is saying
everything your mouth isn't. And she's going to notice."

As if on cue, Margaret looked at them from across the room. She
held Sage's gaze for one beat. Two. Then she smiled — warm,
indulgent, fond — and turned to laugh at something Dez said.

Sage took a long drink of wine.

Dez was in the middle of his annual attempt to rename the Club's
holiday tradition. "I'm just saying, 'Moonlight Murder Mystery Club
Holiday Mixer' is a mouthful. We should call it 'Sleighing It.' Get
it? Sleighing?"

"We get it," Frankie said. "We always get it. We wish we
didn't."

"I have more. 'Deck the Halls with Clues and Bodies.' 'Have
Yourself a Merry Little Murder.'"

"Please stop," Trish said, but she was smiling. The bells on her
sweater jingled as she laughed.

This was the part Sage loved. The banter, the warmth, the way
these people fit together like well-worn puzzle pieces. Dez with
his puns and his cap. Frankie with sawdust on her boots and
bluntness in every sentence. Trish with her meticulous notes and
her big nervous heart. Owen, quiet and steady, always seeing the
numbers behind things.

And Margaret. Always Margaret. At the center, holding it all
together with invisible thread.

Shadow sat on the windowsill behind Margaret's chair. He watched
her with unblinking golden-green eyes. He'd been doing that more
and more since autumn. Just... watching.

Margaret reached back to scratch his ears without looking.
Shadow allowed it. But his eyes never softened.

The evening wound on. More wine. More shortbread. A spirited
debate about their January book selection — Frankie wanted a
locked-room mystery, Trish lobbied for a historical, and Dez
suggested they read something with "a little more murder and a
little less romance for once, please."

"You're outvoted," Owen said. "The romance stays."

"The romance always stays," Dez grumbled happily.

At ten o'clock, Sage pulled on her coat in the foyer. Owen
helped with her scarf, his fingers lingering near her collar.

"Walk you home?" he asked.

"It's six blocks in the snow."

"I know. Walk you home?"

She smiled. A real one, this time. "Yeah. Okay."

Margaret appeared in the foyer doorway. "Leaving already? The
night is young."

"The bakery opens at five," Sage said. "Early mornings wait for
no one."

"Of course." Margaret watched them for a moment — Sage in her
coat, Owen wrapping his scarf, the two of them standing close.
Something moved behind her eyes. Not jealousy. Not anger. Something
more like... calculation.

"Be careful on the roads, you two. It's icy out there."

"We will," Owen said.

"Good night, Margaret," Sage said.

"Good night, darling. And Sage?"

Sage turned in the doorway.

Margaret stood in the warm light of her foyer, the sounds of the
party behind her, garland framing the door, looking for all the
world like everyone's favorite grandmother.

"I'm so glad you came tonight. It wouldn't be the same without
you."

She meant it. That was the terrifying part. She absolutely meant
it.

They walked through the snow in comfortable silence. Main Street
was quiet. The shops were dark, their holiday displays glowing
softly in the windows. The harbor was a smudge of black beyond the
rooftops, the lighthouse beam sweeping slow and steady through the
flurries.

Owen took her hand.

"You going to tell me what's going on in your head?" he asked.
"Because I can hear it from here."

Sage watched her boots make prints in the fresh snow. "That
journalist. Diana Mercer. She came into the bakery today."

"The one writing about revitalization?"

"She's asking about property deals, Owen. Specific property
deals. Old families losing land, the same names coming up on the
other side."

Owen was quiet for a few steps. His hand tightened around
hers.

"She's looking at the same pattern you found," he said.

"She's looking at it from the outside. She doesn't know what
she's looking at. She just sees the economics." Sage
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