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A Bitter Taste





Chapter
1  

Fresh Start

The lavender was being difficult.

Sage Holloway held a sprig between her fingers, studying the
tiny purple buds in the glow of her kitchen's pendant lights.
Outside, Crescent Harbor slept under a blanket of predawn darkness.
Inside The Proving Ground, the air hung thick with warmth and
possibility.

She'd already ruined two batches this morning. The first, she'd
added the lavender too early. The buds had turned bitter in the
heat, their delicate floral notes scorched into something that
tasted like perfumed soap. The second batch, she'd waited too long.
The scones had already set by the time she folded in the flowers,
leaving sad purple specks scattered through pale dough like
confetti at a party no one attended.

Timing was everything in baking. And in life, she supposed.

Sage checked the thermometer clipped to her mixing bowl. The
butter and flour had come together into a shaggy mass, and the
honey she'd drizzled in had cooled the mixture to exactly 68
degrees. Perfect. At this temperature, the lavender's volatile oils
would release slowly, perfuming the dough without burning off. The
honey's enzymes would start breaking down the flour's proteins,
creating a tender crumb that would practically melt on the
tongue.

She stripped the buds from the stem and scattered them across
the dough like tiny purple promises.

"Third time's the charm," she murmured to the empty kitchen.

The industrial mixer hummed as she gave the dough three final
turns. Not too much—overworked scones turned into hockey pucks.
She'd learned that lesson the hard way in culinary school,
producing a batch so dense her instructor had suggested donating
them to the physics department for ballistic testing.

Sage smiled at the memory as she turned the dough onto her
floured marble board. The morning felt full of small miracles. The
way the dough yielded under her hands. The honey-sweet smell rising
from the bowl. The simple satisfaction of making something good
from flour and butter and patience.

Three weeks ago, she'd been sitting in a fluorescent-lit cubicle
at BrightFoods Corporation, staring at a spreadsheet full of
artificial flavor compounds. Her job had been to make processed
snack cakes taste "more homemade." The irony wasn't lost on her.
She'd spent six years and a food science degree learning to fake
the very thing she'd grown up loving.

Now she was here. Back in Crescent Harbor, where she'd spent
childhood summers with her grandmother. Back to real flour and real
butter and real lavender from the herb garden she'd planted behind
the shop. Back to baking things that actually mattered.

She cut the dough into neat triangles and arranged them on a
parchment-lined sheet. The lavender buds peeked out from the pale
dough like little purple eyes, watching her slide them into the
oven.

Twenty-two minutes. She set her timer and poured herself a cup
of coffee.

The sun was just cresting the harbor when Sage flipped the sign
in the front window from "Closed" to "Open."

Morning light flooded through the large storefront windows,
turning the bakery case into a treasure chest of golden pastries.
She'd arranged the display with care—the lavender honey scones in
the center, surrounded by cranberry orange muffins, chocolate
croissants, and her grandmother's recipe for cinnamon rolls, the
frosting still glistening.

The Proving Ground wasn't much to look at from outside. Just a
narrow storefront on Main Street, sandwiched between a bookshop and
a hardware store. But inside, Sage had worked small wonders.
Exposed brick walls painted cream. Reclaimed wood tables scattered
with mismatched chairs. A long glass case displaying her creations
like edible art. And everywhere, the smell of fresh bread and good
coffee and something sweet in the oven.

She'd named the bakery herself. "The Proving Ground" worked on
two levels—the proofing process that made bread rise, and the idea
of testing yourself, trying something new. Starting over.

The bell above the door chimed, and Sage looked up with a ready
smile.

"Please tell me those are the lavender ones." Harold Chen
shuffled in, newspaper tucked under his arm, same as he had every
morning since Sage opened three weeks ago. His white hair stuck up
in tufts, and his cardigan was buttoned wrong, but his eyes were
sharp behind his glasses.

"Fresh from the oven." Sage was already reaching for the tongs.
"I finally got the temperature right."

"You say that every day."

"And every day, I mean it." She slid a scone onto a small plate
and set it on the counter. "This one's on the house. I need an
honest opinion."

Harold raised an eyebrow. "Your honest opinions aren't always
what people want to hear."

"That's exactly why I need yours."

He took a bite. Chewed slowly. Sage watched his face for any
sign of soap-taste or bitter notes. Harold had been a food critic
for the Boston Globe for thirty years before retiring to Crescent
Harbor. His palate was legendary, and his standards were higher
than her grandmother's pie crust.

"Well?" she prompted.

Harold took another bite. Then another. The scone disappeared in
four neat bites.

"I think," he said, brushing crumbs from his cardigan, "you
might actually know what you're doing, young lady."

Sage grinned. Coming from Harold Chen, that was practically a
standing ovation.

The morning rush—such as it was in a town of eight
thousand—trickled in over the next hour. Sage poured coffee and
boxed up pastries and learned the rhythm of her new community. Mrs.
Patterson always ordered a bran muffin but eyed the chocolate
croissants with naked longing. The Kowalski twins came in for their
usual bear claws, still bickering about a bet they'd made in 1987.
Captain Rodriguez from the harbor patrol wanted his coffee black as
his boat's hull and twice as strong.

Sage listened more than she talked. That was something she'd
learned in corporate meetings—people revealed themselves when you
gave them space. And in a small town, information was currency.

"Did you hear about the Vance property?" Mrs. Patterson leaned
over the counter, her voice dropping to a whisper that could
probably be heard in the next county. "Victor Hale finally got his
hands on it. Paid practically nothing, from what I hear."

"That's a shame," Sage said carefully. She didn't know Victor
Hale, but she'd heard the name enough times in the past three
weeks. Real estate developer. Not well-liked. The kind of man who
saw dollar signs where other people saw homes.

"A shame?" Mrs. Patterson sniffed. "It's a tragedy. That
property's been in the Vance family for four generations.
Caroline's grandmother used to host the most beautiful garden
parties there. Now it'll probably become condos."

Sage made a sympathetic noise and boxed up the bran muffin.
Small towns had long memories and longer grudges. She was learning
that Crescent Harbor's pleasant surface hid currents that ran deep
and cold.

The bell chimed again, and a small tornado burst through the
door.

"Miss Sage! Miss Sage! Mommy said I could have a cookie if I was
good, and I was SO good, I didn't even pull Benny Morrison's hair
even though he said my shoes were dumb, and they're NOT dumb, they
have BUTTERFLIES on them!"

Emma Torres was five years old, approximately three feet tall,
and possessed enough energy to power a small city. Her dark curls
bounced as she skidded to a stop in front of the bakery case,
pressing her nose against the glass.

"Those are very excellent butterfly shoes," Sage agreed
solemnly. "And I happen to know for a fact that Benny Morrison has
terrible taste."

Emma nodded vigorously. "That's what Mommy said too. She said
worse words though."

"Emma!" Lily Torres hurried through the door, slightly out of
breath and juggling a backpack, a lunch box, and what appeared to
be a science project made of cotton balls and pipe cleaners. "What
did I tell you about running ahead?"

"That I shouldn't do it." Emma's face was angelic. "But I wanted
to see Miss Sage."

Lily shot Sage an apologetic look. She was twenty-eight, with
the same dark curls as her daughter and permanent shadows under her
eyes that spoke to the exhaustion of single motherhood. Sage had
hired her two weeks ago as part-time help—Lily worked the afternoon
shift while Emma was at school, and occasional mornings when her
neighbor could babysit.

"I'm so sorry," Lily said, finally corralling Emma away from the
glass. "We're running late, and she's been bouncing off the walls
since she woke up—"

"Don't apologize." Sage was already pulling a sugar cookie from
the case—one of the flower-shaped ones she'd made with Emma in
mind. "Someone this good at not pulling Benny Morrison's hair
deserves a reward."

Emma's face lit up like Christmas morning. She accepted the
cookie with both hands, treating it with the reverence usually
reserved for holy artifacts.

"What do you say?" Lily prompted.

"Thank you, Miss Sage! You're my favorite person who makes
cookies!"

"I'll take it." Sage smiled as she watched them go, Emma
chattering about the cookie's flower shape while Lily tried to herd
her toward school.

She liked Lily. The younger woman worked hard, never complained,
and had a quiet strength that reminded Sage of her grandmother.
Life hadn't been easy for her—Sage had gathered that much from
overheard conversations. Single mom, no family in town, struggling
to make ends meet. But she showed up on time, learned quickly, and
had a genuine warmth with customers that couldn't be taught.

The morning settled into its comfortable rhythm. Sage restocked
the case, wiped down tables, and started prep work for the
afternoon. The radio played soft jazz. Sunlight moved across the
floor in slow golden rectangles. Shadow and light, she thought.
That's what made a place feel like home.

The bell chimed again just past ten, and Sage felt the energy in
the room shift.

Margaret Ashworth didn't walk into a room so much as she
arrived. Tall and silver-haired, dressed in a cream silk blouse and
perfectly tailored slacks, she carried herself with the kind of
effortless elegance that usually required a staff of assistants.
But her smile was warm as summer sunshine, and her eyes—a striking
pale blue—crinkled at the corners with genuine pleasure.

"Sage, dear." Margaret approached the counter like they were old
friends rather than recent acquaintances. "Please tell me you still
have some of those divine almond croissants."

"I saved one just for you." Sage hadn't, actually, but she'd
hidden one in the back after noticing Margaret's preference. The
woman had been in every day this week, and she always ordered the
same thing.

"You're an angel." Margaret accepted the croissant and a cup of
Earl Grey with the satisfaction of someone who expected the world
to arrange itself for her convenience—and usually found that it
did. "Have you had a chance to think about my invitation?"

The Murder Mystery Club. Margaret had mentioned it three days
ago, casually, while paying for her usual order. A group of locals
who met once a month to discuss mystery novels. "We could use some
fresh perspective," she'd said. "And I suspect you have a keen
analytical mind."

Sage had been surprised by the invitation—and a little
flattered. She was still the newcomer here, the outsider. Back to
her hometown but not really of it anymore, after ten years away.
Margaret Ashworth's approval felt like a door opening.

"I'd love to come," Sage said. "When's the next meeting?"

"Tomorrow evening, actually. Eight o'clock at the library. We're
discussing And Then There Were None this
month—I hope you've read it?"

"Only about six times."

Margaret's smile widened. "Oh, we are going to get along
splendidly. The library's back room, behind the reference section.
Just follow the sound of Desmond's terrible puns. He fancies
himself quite the wit."

She took a delicate bite of her croissant, dabbing at her lips
with a napkin. Everything about her was precise, considered. Sage
found herself wondering what it would be like to move through the
world with that kind of certainty.

"I should warn you," Margaret continued, "we do have a tendency
to get distracted by real local events. Somehow the line between
fiction and reality blurs when you live in a town this small." She
laughed, a musical sound. "I do hope that doesn't put you off."

"Not at all." Sage grinned. "I've always thought real mysteries
were more interesting than fictional ones anyway."

"Then you'll fit right in." Margaret gathered her things,
leaving exact change on the counter plus a generous tip. "Tomorrow
at eight. Don't be late—Frankie gets testy if we delay the cheese
plate."

The bell chimed as she left, and Sage watched her go, feeling
like she'd just passed some kind of test she hadn't known she was
taking.

The lunch rush came and went. Sage had just finished boxing up
the day's leftover pastries for the women's shelter when the door
flew open and Marcus Webb nearly fell through it.

"Have you heard?" He was breathless, round face flushed red.
Marcus ran the ice cream shop two doors down and served as the
town's unofficial news service. "About Victor Hale?"

Sage looked up from her boxes. Something in his tone made her
stomach tighten.

"What about him?"

"Dead." Marcus braced himself on the counter, still catching his
breath. "Found him in his office this morning. Heart attack, they
think. Just—" He snapped his fingers. "Gone."

The bakery went quiet. Two customers at the corner table looked
up from their coffees. Mrs. Patterson, who'd lingered long past her
usual departure time, made a small sound that might have been shock
or might have been something else entirely.

"That's terrible," Sage said. The words felt automatic, not
quite attached to anything real. She hadn't known Victor Hale. Had
never even met him. But death was death, and it always left a
mark.

"Is it, though?" Harold Chen's voice was mild as he turned a
page of his newspaper. "Man wasn't exactly beloved."

"Harold!" Mrs. Patterson's shock was real this time. "The man
just died!"

"I'm not dancing on his grave. Just stating facts." Harold
shrugged. "He bought up half the waterfront at pennies on the
dollar. Raised rents until half his tenants couldn't afford to
stay. That Vance property sale—" He shook his head. "There's karma
in the world, is all I'm saying."

Sage thought about what Mrs. Patterson had said earlier. Four
generations of Vance family history, sold to a man who saw only
dollar signs. She thought about the way small towns remembered, and
the way they didn't forgive.

"Do they know what happened?" she asked. "I mean, was it
definitely a heart attack?"

Marcus shrugged. "That's what I heard. Found him at his desk
this morning. Coffee still hot." He seemed to realize how callous
that sounded and added, "Terrible way to go. Just terrible."

But his eyes were bright with the thrill of having news to
share, and Sage suspected he'd already told half the town.

The afternoon passed in a strange haze. Customers came and went,
all buzzing with the same story, each adding their own
embellishments. Victor had been working late. Victor had been
arguing with someone on the phone. Victor had been planning to
demolish the old Lighthouse Inn to build condos. The stories grew
and changed like dough rising, each telling making them larger and
more elaborate.

Sage listened and nodded and kept her opinions to herself. She
was learning that in a small town, the wrong word could follow you
for years.

By six o'clock, The Proving Ground was empty and Sage was
counting the register when Lily slipped back through the door.

"Hey." Sage looked up in surprise. Lily's shift had ended hours
ago. "Everything okay?"

Lily didn't answer right away. She stood just inside the door,
arms wrapped around herself, looking smaller than usual. Her face
had lost all its color.

"I heard about Victor Hale," she finally said. Her voice was
barely a whisper.

"The whole town heard about Victor Hale." Sage set down the
stack of bills. Something in Lily's expression made her chest
tighten. "Lily? What's wrong?"

Lily walked to the nearest table and sank into a chair like her
legs had given out. Her hands were shaking.

"I had a fight with him," she said. "Last week. In the town
square."

Sage sat down across from her. "Okay."

"Not just a fight." Lily's eyes were bright with unshed tears.
"A screaming match. In front of everyone. In front of the whole
Saturday farmer's market."

The story came out in fragments. Victor Hale owned Lily's
apartment building. He'd been raising rents, pushing out long-term
tenants to make room for summer tourists who'd pay triple. Lily had
been behind on her payments—not by much, just a few weeks, but
Victor didn't care about circumstances. He'd cornered her at the
farmer's market. Threatened eviction. Told her she'd be out on the
street by the end of the month, her and her daughter both.

"I lost it," Lily whispered. "I was so scared, and so angry, and
everyone was watching, and I just—" She covered her face with her
hands. "I told him I wished he was dead. I screamed it. In front of
half the town."

Sage reached across the table and gently pulled Lily's hands
away from her face. "Lily. Look at me."

Lily looked. Her eyes were red-rimmed and terrified.

"The man had a heart attack," Sage said firmly. "That's not your
fault. Wishing something doesn't make it happen. If it did, my old
boss would have spontaneously combusted years ago."

A watery laugh escaped Lily's throat. But it faded quickly.

"What if the police think I did something?" she whispered. "I
don't have—I was home alone yesterday morning. Emma was at school.
I don't have anyone who can say where I was." Her voice cracked.
"What if they think I killed him?"

Sage squeezed her hands. "They're not going to think that. It
was a heart attack. And even if anyone asks questions, you didn't
do anything wrong. You lost your temper. That's human. That's not a
crime."

But even as she said the words, something cold settled in her
stomach.

Small towns had long memories. And short attention spans for the
truth.

The light outside had faded to purple dusk. Inside the bakery,
the display case sat empty, the coffee machines quiet. Just two
women at a table, one terrified, one trying to be brave enough for
both of them.

"It's going to be okay," Sage said.

She hoped she wasn't lying.

Later that night, Sage stood at her apartment window above the
bakery, looking out at the harbor. The moon hung low over the
water, painting a silver path across the waves. Somewhere out
there, boats rocked gently at their moorings. The lighthouse on
Crescent Point swept its beam across the darkness in slow, steady
circles.

A beautiful town. A peaceful town. The kind of place where
nothing bad was supposed to happen.

But Victor Hale was dead. And Lily Torres was scared. And
somewhere in the back of Sage's mind, a small voice was asking
questions she didn't know how to answer yet.

She thought about the coffee sediment Marcus had mentioned.
Still hot when they found him. She thought about all the people in
her bakery today who'd seemed more relieved than sad. She thought
about four generations of Vance history, sold to a man who saw only
dollar signs.

Heart attack, she told herself firmly.
Just a heart attack.

But she couldn't quite shake the feeling that Crescent Harbor
was keeping secrets.

And one way or another, she was going to find out what they
were.





Chapter
2  

Shadow's Arrival

The cat was sitting at the back door like he'd been waiting for
her his whole life.

Sage nearly dropped her bag of flour when she saw him. It was
barely five in the morning, the sky still dark and heavy with the
promise of rain, and there he was—a sleek black shape against the
weathered wood of the door frame. His eyes caught the light from
her kitchen window and flashed gold-green, ancient and knowing.

"Well," Sage said. "Hello there."

The cat blinked slowly. It was the kind of blink that said he'd
been expecting her, and she was late.

She set down the flour and crouched to his level. He was
beautiful, she had to admit. Coat like black silk, not a single
white hair anywhere. Lean but not skinny, with the confident
posture of a creature who knew exactly where he belonged in the
world. His ears were perfect triangles, alert and swiveling toward
every sound.

"Are you lost?" she asked.

The cat stood, stretched with theatrical slowness, and walked
past her into the bakery like he owned the place.

"I guess not," Sage muttered, and followed him inside.

By the time the sun came up, the cat had inspected every corner
of The Proving Ground with the thoroughness of a health inspector
and the disdain of a food critic. He sniffed the flour bins. He
investigated the walk-in refrigerator. He sat on the counter and
watched Sage knead bread dough with an expression that suggested
her technique was adequate but unremarkable.

"You're not supposed to be up there," Sage told him, lifting him
down for the fourth time. "Health codes."

The cat jumped back up before she'd even turned around.

She gave up.

"Fine. But if anyone asks, you're a very convincing loaf of
bread."

The morning regulars had opinions about her new companion.

"Handsome devil," Harold Chen observed, reaching out to scratch
behind the cat's ears. The cat permitted this with the air of a
monarch accepting tribute. "Where'd he come from?"

"No idea. He was at the back door this morning."

"Stray?"

"He doesn't look stray." Sage studied the cat's glossy coat, his
bright eyes, his general air of robust health. "He looks like he
belongs to someone. Someone who feeds him very well."

Harold shrugged. "Cats choose their people. Maybe he decided his
old people weren't up to standard."

The cat turned his head and looked directly at Sage. She could
have sworn he nodded.

Mrs. Patterson was less charmed. "Black cats," she said darkly,
eyeing him from a safe distance. "Bad luck."

"Only if you're superstitious."

"I'm not superstitious. I'm cautious." Mrs. Patterson accepted
her bran muffin without taking her eyes off the cat. "My
grandmother always said black cats were witches' familiars.
Watching. Reporting back."

"Reporting to whom?"

Mrs. Patterson just shook her head and hurried out, clutching
her muffin like a talisman.

The cat watched her go with what Sage could only describe as
amusement.

Desmond Carroway arrived at half past nine, same as always. He
was a tall man, slightly stooped with age, wearing a tweed cap that
looked like it had seen every season since the Kennedy
administration. His eyes were bright blue and permanently crinkled
at the corners, as if he'd spent his whole life finding things
funny.

"Well, well, well." He stopped just inside the door, hands on
his hips. "Looks like someone finally found you."

Sage looked up from the espresso machine. "You know this
cat?"

"Never seen him before in my life." Dez ambled over to the
counter, where the cat sat watching him approach. "But I know a
choosing when I see one. Cats don't wander into places by accident.
They go where they're supposed to go."

"You sound like Mrs. Patterson. She thinks he's a witch's
familiar."

Dez laughed, a warm rumble that filled the bakery. "Eleanor
Patterson thinks her garden gnomes are watching her. Wouldn't put
too much stock in her theories." He reached out and let the cat
sniff his fingers. The cat considered him for a long moment, then
butted his head against Dez's hand. "See? He likes me. Can't be all
bad."

"Does he have a name?" Sage asked. "I mean, do you know if
anyone's missing a cat?"

"No one I've heard of. And I hear most things, eventually." Dez
had been the town's mail carrier for forty years before retiring.
He probably knew more secrets than the local priest. "What are you
calling him?"

Sage watched the cat leap silently from the counter to a nearby
chair, then to the windowsill, moving without a sound. Like smoke.
Like darkness itself given form.

"Shadow," she said. "I'm calling him Shadow."

The cat turned and looked at her, golden-green eyes gleaming in
the morning light. Then he curled into a ball on the sun-warmed
windowsill and began to purr.

Dez nodded approvingly. "Shadow it is. Now, how about one of
those lavender scones I've been hearing about? Word on the street
is you finally stopped making them taste like soap."

"Word travels fast."

"Small town." Dez grinned. "Only thing that travels faster is
gossip. Speaking of which—" He lowered his voice, though they were
the only ones in the shop. "I heard Lily Torres had some trouble
with Victor Hale before he died."

Sage's hand tightened on the pastry tongs. "Where did you hear
that?"

"Everywhere. It's all anyone's talking about." Dez's expression
was kind but serious. "That girl's got enough problems without the
whole town deciding she's a murderer."

"It was a heart attack."

"Was it?" Dez accepted his scone and took a bite, chewing
thoughtfully. "Funny thing about small towns. People believe what
they want to believe. And some people want to believe the
worst."

Before Sage could respond, the bell above the door chimed. She
looked up, and her stomach dropped.

Chief Angela Reyes walked in like she owned the place—which, in
a sense, she did. She was a compact woman in her early fifties,
with steel-gray hair pulled back in a no-nonsense bun and eyes that
missed nothing. Her uniform was pressed sharp enough to cut
paper.

"Ms. Holloway." The Chief's voice was pleasant enough, but there
was steel underneath. "Got a minute?"

They sat at a corner table, away from the windows. Shadow had
materialized on the chair next to Sage, watching the Chief with
unblinking golden eyes. The cat's presence was oddly
comforting.

"I understand you employ Lily Torres," Chief Reyes said. It
wasn't a question.

"She works afternoons. Sometimes mornings."

"And you're aware of her... altercation with Victor Hale?"

Sage chose her words carefully. "She mentioned they had an
argument."

"An argument." The Chief's eyebrow rose a fraction of an inch.
"Witnesses describe it as a screaming match. In the middle of the
farmer's market. Ms. Torres apparently told Mr. Hale she wished he
was dead."

"Have you ever dealt with an aggressive landlord threatening to
make you homeless?" Sage kept her voice level. "People say things
when they're scared. It doesn't mean anything."

"It means something when the person drops dead two days
later."

"Of a heart attack."

"Apparently." The Chief's expression gave nothing away. "I'm not
accusing anyone of anything, Ms. Holloway. Just gathering
information. That's my job."

"Then you should know that Lily Torres is a good person. She's a
single mother working two jobs to keep a roof over her daughter's
head. She doesn't have a violent bone in her body."

"Everyone has violent bones, Ms. Holloway. Given the right
circumstances." Chief Reyes stood, adjusting her belt. "I
appreciate your time. If you think of anything else, you know where
to find me."

She was almost to the door when Sage spoke again.

"Chief? Are you investigating Victor Hale's death as something
other than natural causes?"

Reyes paused, hand on the door. "I'm investigating it as
thoroughly as it needs to be investigated. Have a good day, Ms.
Holloway."

The bell chimed as she left. Shadow's fur slowly settled back
down—Sage hadn't even noticed it had risen.

"Well," Dez said from his table by the window. "That was
interesting."

Sage didn't answer. She was too busy thinking about Lily's
terrified face, and the cold feeling in her stomach that refused to
go away.

Lily arrived for her shift at one o'clock, looking like she
hadn't slept in days.

"The police came to my apartment," she said, before Sage could
even say hello. "This morning. Asking questions about where I was
when Victor died."

Sage pulled her into the kitchen, away from the customers
trickling in for afternoon coffee. Shadow followed, winding between
their legs before jumping onto a shelf to watch.

"What did you tell them?"

"The truth. That I was home. That Emma was at school. That I
don't—" Lily's voice cracked. "I don't have anyone who can say
where I was. My neighbor wasn't home. No one saw me."

"That doesn't mean anything. Lots of people were home alone that
morning."

"But lots of people didn't scream that they wanted Victor Hale
dead in front of fifty witnesses." Lily's eyes were red-rimmed, her
hands shaking as she tied her apron. "Everyone's looking at me. I
can feel it. When I dropped Emma at school this morning, the other
parents were whispering."

Sage took Lily's hands, stilling them. "Listen to me. You didn't
do anything wrong. The man had a heart attack. And even if—" She
stopped herself.

"Even if what?"

Even if it wasn't a heart attack, Sage thought. Even if
something else happened.

"Even if people gossip," she finished, "it doesn't make it true.
We just have to wait for this to blow over."

But even as she said it, she knew it wasn't enough. Small-town
gossip didn't blow over—it calcified. It became accepted truth.
Twenty years from now, Lily would still be "that woman who killed
Victor Hale," regardless of what actually happened.

Something had to be done. Someone had to find the truth.

Sage thought about her years in corporate food science,
analyzing compounds, tracking down contamination sources, solving
puzzles that nobody else could crack. She thought about how
powerless she'd felt, trapped in that fluorescent office, unable to
do anything that mattered.

She wasn't powerless anymore.

"Lily," she said slowly, "tell me everything you know about
Victor Hale."

The Crescent Harbor Library was a beautiful old building, all
red brick and tall windows and the kind of hushed atmosphere that
made you want to whisper even when you didn't have to. Sage climbed
the stone steps at quarter to eight, still processing everything
Lily had told her.

Victor Hale had been aggressive, ambitious, and utterly without
sentiment. He'd made his fortune buying distressed properties,
renovating them cheaply, and selling them at a premium—or renting
them to tourists at rates that pushed out long-term residents. He
had enemies. Lots of them. The question was whether any of those
enemies were capable of doing something about it.

If there was something to do.

Heart attack, Sage reminded herself. Just a heart attack.

But she couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to the
story.

The library's main room smelled like old books and lemon polish.
Sage wound her way past the circulation desk, past the reading
nooks with their overstuffed chairs, past the children's section
with its cheerful murals of reading animals. The reference section
was at the back, and behind it, a door marked "Community Room."

She could hear voices before she reached it. Laughter. The clink
of glasses.

She pushed open the door and stepped into another world.

The room was smaller than she'd expected, but cozy in a way that
felt deliberate. Mismatched armchairs formed a rough circle around
a low coffee table laden with wine bottles, cheese plates, and what
looked like homemade crackers. A fire crackled in the old stone
fireplace, casting dancing shadows on the wood-paneled walls.
Bookshelves lined every surface, stuffed with paperbacks and
hardcovers and the occasional ceramic cat figurine.

Five faces turned toward her.

"Sage!" Margaret Ashworth rose from what was clearly the best
chair in the room—a deep burgundy wingback positioned closest to
the fire. "You made it. Come in, come in. Everyone, this is Sage
Holloway. She's taken over the old Morrison place on Main
Street."

"The bakery woman," said a stocky woman with sawdust in her
hair. Her voice was flat, neither friendly nor unfriendly. "I've
heard about you."

"All good things, I hope."

"Some." The woman didn't smile. "I'm Frankie. I run the hardware
store."

"Frankie, don't scare her off before she's even sat down." A
nervous-looking woman with reading glasses perched on her nose
patted the chair beside her. "I'm Trish. Trish Gallagher. I work at
the high school library. We're so excited to have you join us!"

"She means she's excited," Frankie said. "I'm reserving
judgment."

"You reserve judgment on everything," Dez said cheerfully from
his seat by the window. He'd changed out of his usual clothes into
a slightly nicer sweater, though the tweed cap remained firmly in
place. "Don't mind Frankie. She's been suspicious of newcomers
since the Hendersons moved in thirty years ago."

"The Hendersons were weird."

"The Hendersons were lovely."

"They had a lawn ornament shaped like a toilet."

"It was a planter!"

A quiet laugh drew Sage's attention to the corner of the room. A
man about her age sat slightly apart from the others, a glass of
red wine in his hand. He had dark hair, thoughtful eyes, and the
kind of face that looked like it was usually serious but was
currently trying not to smile.

"I'm Owen," he said. "Owen Yates. Don't worry—they argue like
this at every meeting. It's actually a sign they like each
other."

"Slander," Frankie muttered, but there was no heat in it.

Margaret pressed a glass of wine into Sage's hand and guided her
to an empty chair. "Now that we're all here, shall we begin? We're
discussing And Then There Were None this
month. Trish, I believe you prepared the case file?"

Trish practically bounced out of her seat, producing a folder
stuffed with handwritten notes. "I did! I have a complete timeline,
a suspect ranking based on likelihood of guilt, and a chart of who
was where when each murder occurred. Also, I made cookies."

She gestured to a plate of slightly lopsided sugar cookies that
Sage hadn't noticed before. They were decorated to look like little
skulls.

"Festive," Owen observed.

"I thought they were thematically appropriate!"

The discussion that followed was unlike any book club Sage had
ever attended. These people took their mysteries seriously. Trish
walked them through each murder with the precision of a crime scene
investigator. Dez contributed observations about character
psychology that were surprisingly astute. Even Frankie, for all her
gruffness, had clearly read the book multiple times and had strong
opinions about Christie's use of red herrings.

"The nursery rhyme structure is brilliant," Margaret said,
swirling her wine thoughtfully. "Each death foreshadowed, each
victim chosen for a reason. Nothing random. Nothing left to
chance."

"That's what makes it satisfying," Sage said, surprising herself
by speaking up. "Real murders are usually chaotic. Sloppy. But
Christie's killers plan. They think. There's a kind of... elegance
to it."

The room went quiet. She felt everyone's eyes on her.

"I mean—" she started, feeling her cheeks warm.

"No, you're absolutely right." Owen was looking at her with new
interest. "The planning is what separates great mystery writing
from lazy mystery writing. Anyone can have someone get shot in a
dark alley. But a murder that unfolds like a chess game? That takes
skill."

"Speaking of murders," Dez said, his tone a little too casual,
"anyone want to talk about the elephant in the room?"

Frankie snorted. "Subtle as always, Desmond."

"I'm seventy-four years old. I don't have time for subtle."

Margaret sighed, but it was the kind of sigh that suggested
she'd been expecting this. "I suppose we should address it. Victor
Hale."

The atmosphere in the room shifted. Sage felt the change like a
drop in barometric pressure—something brewing beneath the pleasant
surface.

"Heart attack," Frankie said firmly. "That's what I heard. Man
ate nothing but steak and stress for thirty years. Surprised it
didn't happen sooner."

"Still." Trish was chewing her lip, her earlier enthusiasm
dampened. "It's strange, isn't it? A man that healthy, just
dropping dead?"

"Victor Hale wasn't healthy," Owen said quietly. "He was just
good at looking like he was. High blood pressure. Probably high
cholesterol. I saw his lunch orders at the Harbor Grill—the man ate
enough red meat to concern a cardiologist."

"You track people's lunch orders?" Frankie raised an
eyebrow.

"I notice things." Owen shrugged. "Occupational hazard."

Margaret cleared her throat delicately. "Whatever the cause of
Victor's death, I think we can all agree it's a tragedy. The man
had his flaws, but no one deserves to die alone in their
office."

"The Vance family might disagree," Dez murmured.

Sage looked at him sharply. "What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Ancient history." But his eyes met hers, and there was
something in them—a message she couldn't quite read.

Margaret smoothly redirected the conversation back to Christie,
but the mood had shifted. The rest of the meeting felt distracted,
the members exchanging glances Sage couldn't interpret. When they
finally wrapped up at ten o'clock, she felt like she'd learned more
from what wasn't said than from what was.

She was gathering her coat when she noticed Shadow.

The black cat was sitting on the windowsill outside the
community room, staring in through the glass with his unnerving
golden eyes. Sage hadn't seen him follow her to the library, but
somehow she wasn't surprised he was there.

"Is that yours?" Frankie asked, coming up beside her. Her voice
was marginally warmer than it had been earlier.

"I think I'm his."

Frankie made a sound that might have been a laugh. "Smart cat.
Knows a good thing when he finds it." She paused, pulling on her
jacket. "You did good tonight. Asked the right questions. Noticed
the right things."

"I didn't ask any questions."

"Exactly." Frankie met her eyes. "That's how you learn things in
a small town. By listening more than you talk."

She left before Sage could respond.

Margaret caught Sage at the door, pressing her hand warmly. "I'm
so glad you came. It's wonderful to have fresh perspective in our
little group."

"Thank you for inviting me."

"My pleasure." Margaret's pale blue eyes held hers for a moment
longer than necessary. "You know, Sage, this town can be difficult
for newcomers. People have long memories here. Old loyalties, old
grudges." She smiled, but there was something else beneath the
warmth—something Sage couldn't quite name. "If you ever need
anything—information, introductions, a friendly ear—my door is
always open."

"I appreciate that."

"I mean it." Margaret squeezed her hand. "We take care of our
own in Crescent Harbor. And you're one of us now."

The walk home was cool and quiet. A light mist had rolled in
from the harbor, softening the streetlights to fuzzy halos and
muffling the sound of Sage's footsteps. Shadow appeared from
somewhere and fell into step beside her, his black fur almost
invisible against the dark street.

"You're very mysterious," she told him. "You know that?"

The cat's only response was a soft chirp.

Sage thought about the evening. About Dez's loaded comment about
the Vance family. About Owen's observation skills. About Margaret's
offer of help, which had felt genuine but also somehow calculated,
like a chess move made three turns in advance.

She thought about Lily's terrified face. About the Chief's
careful questions. About Victor Hale, dead in his office with his
coffee still hot.

These people knew things. All of them. The Murder Mystery Club
wasn't just a book club—it was a repository of town secrets, a
gathering of the most observant people in Crescent Harbor. They saw
things. They remembered things. And right now, they were all
watching Victor Hale's death with the same analytical attention
they gave to Agatha Christie's fiction.

If there was something to find, they might already know where to
look.

"If anyone can help me figure this out," Sage murmured to
Shadow, "it's them."

The cat looked up at her with those ancient, knowing eyes. For a
moment, Sage could have sworn he nodded.

Then he bounded ahead, disappearing into the mist like he'd
never been there at all, and Sage was left alone with her thoughts
and the distant sound of waves against the harbor rocks.

She had a mystery to solve. And for the first time since she'd
come back to Crescent Harbor, she felt like she might actually have
a chance.





Chapter
3  

Questions

The offices of Hale-Simmons Development occupied the second
floor of a brick building on Harbor Street, sandwiched between a
law firm and an accountant's office. The kind of building that
whispered money and influence, with brass fixtures and thick
carpeting that swallowed the sound of footsteps.

Sage climbed the stairs with a box of pastries balanced in her
arms. Her excuse for being here was thin—she wanted to discuss
Lily's lease situation now that Victor was gone—but it was
plausible enough. And if she happened to get a look at where Victor
Hale had spent his final hours, well, that was just being
thorough.

The reception area was empty when she arrived, the desk
unmanned. A vase of white lilies sat on the corner, their heavy
perfume competing with the smell of new carpet and old money.
Through the glass door to the inner office, Sage could see someone
moving around.

She knocked.

"Come in."

The man who looked up from Victor Hale's desk was nothing like
what Sage had expected. Where Victor had been loud and
aggressive—at least according to town gossip—this man was
soft-spoken and slightly rumpled. His brown hair was thinning, his
eyes were the color of weak tea, and his suit looked like it had
been slept in.

"Can I help you?" He blinked at her like he'd forgotten people
existed outside this room.

"I'm Sage Holloway. I own The Proving Ground, the bakery on Main
Street?"

Recognition flickered across his face. "Ah, yes. The scone
place. Victor mentioned you." He stood and extended his hand.
"Derek Simmons. Victor's partner."

His handshake was damp and slightly too long. Sage resisted the
urge to wipe her palm on her jeans.

"I brought these." She set the pastry box on the desk. "I
thought you could use something sweet. It must be a difficult
time."

Derek's face crumpled into an expression of gratitude that
seemed almost too large for the gesture. "That's very kind. Very
kind indeed. Victor would have—" He stopped, swallowed. "Victor
appreciated the finer things."

Sage looked around the office while Derek composed himself. It
was exactly what she'd expected—dark wood furniture, leather
chairs, framed photos of completed developments on the walls. A
massive desk dominated the center of the room, covered in neat
stacks of paper and a silver-framed photo of Victor shaking hands
with someone important-looking.

And there, on the corner of the desk, sat a coffee mug.

Half-full. Cold now, obviously, but still sitting exactly where
Victor must have left it. The police had already processed the
scene—yellow tape remnants still clung to the door frame—but
apparently no one had thought to clean up.

"I'm so sorry for your loss," Sage said, dragging her attention
back to Derek. "I didn't know Victor well, but I understand he
was... very driven."

"Driven. Yes." Derek's laugh was hollow. "That's one word for
it. Victor was a force of nature. Built this company from nothing.
I just—" He gestured vaguely. "I handled the details. The
paperwork. Victor was the vision."

"It must be hard, carrying on without him."

"It's an adjustment." Derek sank back into the chair behind the
desk—Victor's chair, Sage realized. He looked wrong in it, like a
child playing dress-up. "But life goes on. Business goes on. Victor
would have wanted that."

Sage nodded sympathetically, but her eyes kept drifting to that
coffee mug. Something about it nagged at her. Something wasn't
right.

"Actually," she said, "I came to ask about one of my employees.
Lily Torres? She rents an apartment in one of your buildings."

Derek's expression flickered—just for a moment, but Sage caught
it. Wariness? Guilt? Something.

"Ah, yes. Ms. Torres." He straightened some papers that didn't
need straightening. "Terrible situation. Victor mentioned they'd
had some... disagreements about the rent."

"She's worried about her lease. With Victor gone, she's not sure
what happens next."

"Of course, of course. Completely understandable." Derek was
nodding too much, too eagerly. "I'll look into it personally. We're
not monsters here, Ms. Holloway. If Ms. Torres needs some
flexibility, I'm sure we can work something out."

"That's very generous."

"It's the least I can do." He paused, and something shifted in
his face. "Although, between us... Victor was quite upset after
that incident at the farmer's market. Very upset. He took it
personally when people threatened him."

Sage felt a chill run down her spine. "Lily didn't threaten him.
She was scared. She has a daughter to take care of."

"Oh, I'm not suggesting anything." Derek held up his hands. "I'm
just saying, Victor was stressed. He hadn't been sleeping well.
Working too hard, as always." His eyes met hers, and for just a
moment, the soft-spoken bumbler was gone. Something sharper looked
out at her. "Stress can do terrible things to a heart."

The moment passed. Derek was back to shuffling papers, looking
vaguely lost.

"I should let you get back to work," Sage said. "Thank you for
your time. And for helping Lily."

"Of course. Any time." He was already reaching for the pastry
box. "And thank you for these. Victor always said the way to a
man's heart was through his stomach."

He laughed at his own joke. Sage managed a smile and headed for
the door.

She paused at the threshold, pretending to adjust her bag. From
this angle, she could see the coffee mug more clearly. The liquid
inside had developed that oily sheen that old coffee got, but
underneath...

Sediment. A layer of dark particles settled at the bottom of the
mug, thicker and coarser than normal coffee grounds.

Her food science brain kicked into gear before she could stop
it. Regular coffee grounds were fine and uniform, the product of
professional grinding. What she was looking at was
inconsistent—some particles larger, some smaller, with a gritty
quality that suggested something had been added after brewing.
Something that hadn't dissolved properly.

"Ms. Holloway?" Derek's voice made her jump. "Is everything all
right?"

"Fine. Just admiring the view." She gestured vaguely toward the
window, which looked out over a parking lot. "Beautiful day."

Derek's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Indeed it is."

The Historical Society occupied the building next door, a
converted Victorian mansion with a wraparound porch and gardens
that blazed with late spring color. Sage was so lost in thought
about the coffee sediment that she almost walked right past
Margaret Ashworth.

"Sage! What a lovely surprise."

Margaret was tending to a rosebush near the front gate, wearing
gardening gloves and a broad-brimmed hat that somehow looked
elegant rather than practical. She straightened up with the grace
of someone half her age.

"Mrs. Ashworth." Sage managed a smile. "I didn't expect to see
you here."

"I volunteer twice a week. Someone has to keep the gardens
presentable, and the society's budget doesn't stretch to
professional landscaping." Margaret stripped off her gloves and
tucked them into her pocket. "Were you visiting Derek? Poor man.
He's absolutely lost without Victor."

"I was asking about my employee's lease. Lily Torres."

"Ah, yes. The young mother." Margaret's expression softened with
sympathy. "I heard about the incident at the market. Such a shame.
Victor could be... intense."

"That's one way to put it."

Margaret laughed, a musical sound that carried across the
garden. "You're diplomatic. I appreciate that." She gestured toward
the mansion. "Do you have time for tea? I was just about to take a
break."

Sage hesitated. She should get back to the bakery—Lily was
managing alone, and the afternoon rush would start soon. But
something told her Margaret Ashworth knew things. Important
things.

"Tea sounds lovely."

The Historical Society's interior was a time capsule of Crescent
Harbor's past. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, covered with
photographs of fishing boats and harbor scenes dating back a
hundred years. Display cases held artifacts—old fishing nets,
ship's compasses, a captain's log from the 1800s. The air smelled
of furniture polish and old paper.

Margaret led her to a small sitting room off the main hall,
where a tea service was already laid out on an antique sideboard.
Sage suspected Margaret had been expecting company.

"The society keeps records going back to the town's founding,"
Margaret explained, pouring Earl Grey into delicate china cups.
"Land deeds, business records, family histories. Everything that
makes Crescent Harbor what it is."

"It must be fascinating work."

"It has its moments." Margaret handed Sage a cup and settled
into the chair opposite. "Although lately, it's been rather
melancholy. So many of the old families are struggling. The Vances,
for instance."

Sage's ears perked up. "The Vances?"

"Such terrible luck that family has had." Margaret shook her
head sadly. "Four generations on that waterfront property, and now
it's gone. A series of unfortunate investments, failed business
ventures, medical bills... It just accumulated until they had no
choice but to sell."

"To Victor Hale."

"Yes. Victor saw an opportunity and took it. That was his way."
Margaret sipped her tea. "I don't blame him, really. Business is
business. But it's sad to see history erased for profit."

Sage thought about the sediment in Victor's coffee cup. About
Derek's too-quick defensiveness when Lily's name came up. About the
way his eyes had sharpened for just a moment before going soft
again.

"Mrs. Ashworth, did Victor have enemies? Real enemies, I mean.
Not just people who didn't like his business practices."

Margaret's eyebrow rose delicately. "That's a rather pointed
question."

"I'm just curious. Everyone keeps saying his death was a heart
attack, but..." Sage trailed off, not sure how to finish the
sentence.

"But you're not convinced." Margaret's gaze was steady,
measuring. "You have good instincts, Sage. I noticed that at the
club meeting. You see things other people miss."

"I notice things. It's a habit from my food science days.
Analyzing ingredients, tracking down contamination sources. You
learn to pay attention to details."

"A valuable skill." Margaret set down her teacup. "As for
Victor's enemies—he had many. The Vances, certainly. Ray Goodwin,
who lost several construction bids to him. Various tenants he'd
pushed out over the years. Even his own partner, some might
say."

"Derek?"

"They had disagreements. Victor was the visionary, Derek was the
detail man. Visionaries and detail men don't always see eye to
eye." Margaret smiled, but there was something calculating beneath
the warmth. "Of course, I'm just an old woman who tends roses and
organizes archives. What would I know about murder?"

"I didn't say anything about murder."

"No." Margaret's eyes met hers. "You didn't."

The grandfather clock in the corner chimed three times, breaking
the spell. Sage realized with a start that she'd been sitting here
for over an hour.

"I should go." She stood, nearly knocking over her teacup. "The
bakery—"

"Of course. Duty calls." Margaret rose gracefully and walked her
to the door. "Sage? A word of advice."

Sage paused on the threshold.

"Small towns have long memories," Margaret said. "And deep
secrets. Be careful which ones you dig up. Some things are buried
for a reason."

She smiled, warm and grandmotherly.

Sage walked back to the bakery with the distinct feeling that
she'd just been warned.

The library was quiet at half past six, most of the after-work
crowd having already filtered out. Sage found a secluded computer
station in the reference section and settled in with a notepad and
a growing sense of unease.

She typed "digitalis poisoning symptoms" into the search bar and
held her breath.

The results loaded slowly, each line adding weight to the cold
feeling in her stomach. Digitalis. A cardiac glycoside found in
foxglove plants. Used medicinally in small doses to treat heart
conditions. In larger doses, it caused nausea, vomiting, visual
disturbances, and—in severe cases—fatal cardiac arrhythmias.

Symptoms that could easily be mistaken for a heart attack.

Sage clicked through article after article, her food science
training kicking in. Digitalis was water-soluble, which meant it
could be dissolved in liquid. But if the extraction was done
improperly—if someone was working with raw plant material rather
than pharmaceutical-grade compounds—there would be residue.
Particles that didn't fully dissolve.

Sediment in a coffee cup.

She sat back in her chair, heart pounding.

It was circumstantial. Less than circumstantial—it was
speculation based on a glimpse of an old coffee cup and a wild
hunch. She had no proof that the sediment was anything other than
regular coffee grounds. No proof that Victor hadn't simply had a
heart attack, just like the police said.

But the more she thought about it, the more the pieces seemed to
fit.

Victor discovered something about Derek. Derek, who looked like
he hadn't slept in days. Derek, who was too eager to discuss Lily's
argument with Victor. Derek, whose hands had been rough with dirt
under the nails, despite his expensive suit.

Dirt. Like he'd been working in a garden.

Sage pulled up a new search. "Foxglove cultivation New
England."

The results made her stomach drop. Foxglove was common in
cottage gardens throughout New England. It was beautiful, with tall
spires of purple, pink, and white flowers that attracted bees and
butterflies. It was also deadly poisonous. Every part of the
plant—leaves, flowers, seeds, roots—contained enough digitalis to
kill a grown man.

And it was in season right now. Late May. Peak blooming
time.

She closed the browser and stared at the blank screen, trying to
talk herself out of what she was thinking. This was crazy. She was
a baker, not a detective. She had no business suspecting anyone of
anything.

But Lily's terrified face kept floating in front of her eyes.
The way Emma had looked at her mother, sensing something was wrong
but too young to understand. The whispers that were already
spreading through town, turning speculation into accepted
truth.

If someone had really murdered Victor Hale, and Lily took the
blame for it...

Sage gathered her notes and headed for the door. She needed to
think. She needed to talk to someone. She needed—

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Chief Reyes's number flashed on the screen.

"Ms. Holloway." The Chief's voice was clipped, professional. "I
need to inform you that we'll be asking Ms. Torres to come in for
formal questioning tomorrow morning. Nine o'clock. She's welcome to
bring a lawyer if she has one."

Sage's throat tightened. "You're treating this as a murder
investigation?"

A pause. "We're following up on some inconsistencies in the
initial report. Nothing more at this time. But the circumstantial
evidence against Ms. Torres is... significant. I thought you should
know, given that she works for you."

"Lily didn't kill anyone."

"That's for the investigation to determine." Another pause,
longer this time. "Ms. Holloway, I understand you've been asking
questions around town. About Victor's death. About his business
dealings."

Sage said nothing.

"I'd advise you to let the professionals handle this. Amateur
investigations have a way of muddying the waters. And sometimes,
they put innocent people in danger." The Chief's voice softened,
just slightly. "I'm not trying to be difficult. I'm trying to keep
everyone safe. Including you."

"Is that a warning?"

"It's friendly advice." The line went silent for a moment. "Nine
o'clock tomorrow. Please make sure Ms. Torres is there."

The call ended. Sage stood in the library parking lot, phone
still pressed to her ear, watching the sun sink toward the harbor.
The sky was a watercolor of pink and gold, the kind of beautiful
that usually made her feel peaceful.

Tonight, it just felt like time running out.

The bakery was dark when she got back, Lily having closed up
hours ago. Shadow was waiting at the back door, his golden eyes
catching the last light of day.

"You're going to think I'm crazy," Sage told him, unlocking the
door. "I think Victor Hale was murdered. I think Derek Simmons did
it. And I have absolutely no proof."

Shadow wound between her legs and meowed, a sound that was
either agreement or hunger. Probably hunger.

She fed him while she thought, spooning wet food into his dish
and watching him eat with single-minded focus. What did she
actually have? Sediment in a coffee cup that she'd seen for maybe
thirty seconds. Rough hands on a man who wore expensive suits. A
hunch about foxglove that was based entirely on internet research
and circumstantial observations.

It wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere close to enough.

But Lily was going to be questioned tomorrow. Formally. With the
weight of public suspicion already pressing down on her. And if
Sage didn't find something more concrete, Lily might end up charged
with a crime she didn't commit.

Shadow finished his dinner and jumped onto the counter—health
codes be damned—to watch Sage pace the kitchen. His tail swished
back and forth like a metronome, counting down seconds she didn't
have.

"I need to know more about Derek," she said aloud. "About his
relationship with Victor. About whether he had any reason to want
his partner dead."

Shadow blinked slowly. Sage could have sworn he looked
approving.

"And I need to see that coffee cup again. Or at least convince
someone to test it." She pulled out her phone, then hesitated. Who
would she even call? Chief Reyes had made it clear that amateur
sleuthing wasn't welcome. The other club members barely knew her.
She was on her own.

Except...

She thought about Owen Yates. The quiet man who'd sat in the
corner at the club meeting, watching everything with those
thoughtful eyes. Former forensic accountant, Dez had mentioned. The
kind of person who noticed financial irregularities.

Financial irregularities. Like embezzlement.

Sage's mind raced. What if Derek had been stealing from the
company? What if Victor found out? That would explain the stress
Derek couldn't hide, the bags under his eyes, the way he'd looked
wrong sitting in Victor's chair. It would explain why he'd been so
quick to deflect suspicion toward Lily—the perfect scapegoat,
ready-made with a public motive and no alibi.

It was still speculation. But it was speculation with teeth.

Shadow meowed again, drawing her attention. He'd moved to the
window facing the street and was staring out into the darkness with
unusual intensity. His fur bristled along his spine.

Sage walked over and looked out. The street was empty. Quiet.
But for a moment—just a moment—she could have sworn she saw a
figure standing in the shadow of the hardware store across the
street.

Then she blinked, and there was nothing.

"You're making me paranoid," she told Shadow.

The cat just kept staring into the dark, tail twitching.
Watching. Waiting.

Sage pulled the curtains closed and went upstairs to plan her
next move. Tomorrow, Lily would face the police. And Sage was going
to make damn sure she didn't face them alone.

Outside, the moon rose over Crescent Harbor, casting silver
light across the sleeping town. Somewhere in that quiet darkness, a
killer was walking free.

Not for long, Sage promised herself. Not if she had anything to
say about it.

Shadow appeared at the top of the stairs, his golden eyes
gleaming in the low light. He padded over to her bedroom door and
sat down expectantly, as if to say: Well? Are you
coming?

Sage followed him inside and closed the door against the
night.

Tomorrow, the real investigation would begin.





Chapter
4  

Suspects

Sage's list covered an entire page of her notepad, and she
wasn't even close to done.

She sat at her kitchen table in the gray light before dawn,
Shadow curled on the chair beside her, and stared at the names
she'd written. Victor Hale had managed to make a remarkable number
of enemies in his fifty-six years. Some were obvious—the Vance
family, Ray Goodwin, various tenants he'd pushed out. Others were
more surprising—a city councilwoman he'd clashed with over zoning,
a former business partner from twenty years ago, even his own
accountant, who'd apparently quit in a rage six months back.

And then there was Derek Simmons. Victor's current partner. The
man with the dirt under his fingernails and the sharp look that
surfaced when he thought no one was watching.

Sage circled Derek's name twice.

The problem was, she had nothing concrete. A hunch about coffee
sediment. A theory about foxglove. The vague sense that something
was very wrong with a man who should have been grieving his partner
but instead seemed almost... relieved.

She needed more information. And she needed it fast—Lily's
questioning was in three hours.

Shadow yawned and stretched, his claws flexing against the chair
cushion. He fixed Sage with his golden-green stare, as if to ask
what she was waiting for.

"You're right," she told him. "Time to start knocking on
doors."

The Vance house sat at the end of a winding road overlooking the
harbor, its faded Victorian grandeur a testament to better days.
Paint peeled from the shutters. The garden, once famous for its
roses, had grown wild and unruly. A FOR SALE sign tilted in the
front yard, weathered by salt air and neglect.

Sage climbed the porch steps with a box of cranberry orange
muffins and a heart full of questions.

Caroline Vance answered on the third knock. She was a tall woman
in her sixties, with silver hair pulled back in a loose bun and
eyes that had seen too many disappointments. She wore a cardigan
with a hole in the elbow and slippers that had probably been pink
once, a long time ago.

"Ms. Holloway." Her voice was flat, neither welcoming nor
hostile. "The bakery woman."

"I brought muffins." Sage held up the box like a peace offering.
"I thought you might like something sweet."

Caroline's eyes flickered to the box, then back to Sage's face.
For a moment, Sage thought she would close the door. Then something
shifted—exhaustion winning out over suspicion—and she stepped
aside.

"Come in, then. I just put coffee on."

The interior of the house matched the exterior—shabby gentility,
furniture that had been expensive thirty years ago, family
photographs in tarnished silver frames. The smell of coffee mingled
with dust and old roses, the ghost of a garden that had once been
glorious.

Caroline led her to a sunroom at the back of the house, where
windows looked out over what had once been the famous Vance rose
garden. Now it was a tangle of overgrown bushes and weeds, beauty
buried under neglect.

"I know why you're here," Caroline said, pouring coffee into
mismatched cups. "The whole town knows. You're playing detective,
trying to clear your employee's name."

Sage accepted the cup. No point in denying it. "Lily didn't kill
Victor Hale."

"No, she didn't." Caroline's voice was matter-of-fact. "But I
understand why people think she might have. Victor had a gift for
making people desperate enough to do terrible things."

"Like you?"

Caroline's laugh was bitter as the coffee. "Like me. Like half
this town." She settled into a worn armchair, cradling her cup in
both hands. "I won't pretend I'm sorry he's dead, Ms. Holloway.
That man took everything from my family. Four generations of
history, sold for pennies because we had no choice."

"What happened? If you don't mind my asking."

For a long moment, Caroline was quiet. Outside, a cardinal
landed on the windowsill, its red plumage bright against the gray
morning.

"Bad luck," she finally said. "That's what everyone calls it. My
husband's business failed. Then the medical bills started piling
up—he had cancer, took two years to kill him. Then my son's
investment went bad, some scheme that turned out to be fraudulent.
Then the property taxes went up, and the maintenance costs, and
suddenly we were drowning in debt with no way out."

She took a sip of coffee, her eyes distant.

"Victor swooped in like a vulture. Offered us just enough to pay
off the debts, not a penny more. We could have fought, maybe gotten
a better price somewhere else. But we were tired. So tired." Her
voice cracked. "We just wanted it to be over."

Sage thought about Margaret's comments. A series of unfortunate
events. Bad luck. But was it really luck when it all added up so
conveniently?

"Mrs. Vance, I heard you were near Victor's office the day he
died."

Caroline's eyes sharpened. "Is that what they're saying? That I
killed him?"

"I'm just trying to understand what happened."

"I was dropping off paperwork. Final signatures for the property
transfer." Caroline's jaw tightened. "I was in and out in five
minutes. And then I went to my doctor's appointment—I have the
records to prove it. I was sitting in Dr. Hartley's waiting room
when Victor Hale died."

An alibi. Solid and verifiable. Sage felt something ease in her
chest—she hadn't wanted Caroline to be guilty.

"Do you grow foxglove?" she asked. "In your garden?"

Caroline blinked at the seeming non sequitur. "Foxglove? No. I
grow roses. That's all I've ever grown." She gestured toward the
window. "Or I used to, before everything fell apart. Roses are my
specialty. My grandmother taught me, and her mother taught her.
It's a Vance tradition."

Sage looked at the overgrown garden, the tangled bushes that had
once been carefully tended. Roses. Not foxglove. Not cottage
flowers.

Another suspect crossed off the list.

"Thank you for talking to me," Sage said, standing. "And I'm
sorry. For everything you've been through."

Caroline walked her to the door. At the threshold, she
paused.

"Ms. Holloway? Be careful who you trust in this town. Everyone
has secrets. Everyone has reasons." Her eyes held Sage's. "Even the
people who seem most helpful."

The door closed before Sage could ask what she meant.

Ray Goodwin's construction site was a symphony of chaos—power
tools screaming, workers shouting, the steady thump of hammers
against wood. The skeleton of a new building rose against the
morning sky, all bare beams and exposed framework.

Sage picked her way across the muddy lot, dodging a wheelbarrow
and narrowly avoiding a stack of lumber. She found Ray near the
center of the site, yelling instructions at a crane operator with
the enthusiasm of a man who loved his job.

"Ms. Holloway!" He spotted her and waved, a grin splitting his
weathered face. "Come to see how real work gets done?"

Ray Goodwin was built like a barrel—short, thick, and seemingly
indestructible. His hard hat was covered in stickers, his work
boots were caked with mud, and his handshake nearly crushed Sage's
fingers.

"I was hoping to talk to you," she said. "About Victor
Hale."

Ray's grin widened. "Best news I've heard in years, that man
dropping dead. Not sorry to say it, either. He was a crook and a
bully, and the world's better off without him."

"I heard you had some disagreements with him."

"Disagreements." Ray snorted. "That's a polite way to put it.
Man stole three contracts from me in the last two years. Underbid
every job, cut corners on materials, hired workers under the table.
And the town council didn't do a damn thing about it because Victor
had them in his pocket."

He spat on the ground for emphasis.

"I made a scene at the council meeting last week, sure. Told
everyone exactly what I thought of Victor Hale and his dirty
dealing. But that doesn't mean I killed him."

"Can you prove where you were that morning?"

Ray gestured expansively at the site around them. "Right here.
Been here every day for the past month, seven to seven. Ask any of
my guys—they'll tell you. I was pouring concrete when Victor Hale's
heart gave out."

He fixed Sage with a shrewd look.

"You're trying to help that young mother, aren't you? The one
who had the fight with Victor."

"Lily Torres. She works for me."

"Good for you." Ray nodded approvingly. "That girl didn't kill
anyone. She's got a kid to raise, no time for murder. Besides,
killing Victor would require planning, and that girl's got enough
on her plate just getting through the day."

"Do you have any idea who might have done it? If it wasn't
natural causes?"

Ray was quiet for a moment, watching his crew work. The crane
swung a load of beams across the sky, graceful as a dancer.

"Victor had a lot of enemies," he finally
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