
Chapter 1 — The Quiet Before


Willow Bend woke slowly, as it always did—like a story stretching before the first line is written. Dawn washed over the tidy rows of cottages, the cobblestone main street, and the lazy curve of the river that wound through the town like a silver ribbon. The morning air smelled faintly of cinnamon, thanks to the café on the corner that had never missed a sunrise in forty-two years.

Evan Harper pushed open the door to Bell’s Brew, the tiny brass bell chiming overhead. The warmth embraced him instantly—steam from the espresso machine, the crackle of the old stone fireplace, and the low hum of early-morning chatter from regulars who had been coming here since before he was born.

He carried his laptop tucked against his ribs like something fragile, something easily misunderstood.

“Morning, Evan,” called Mara Bell, the café owner, from behind the counter. She was already smiling at him, her dark curls pulled into a messy bun, a pencil stuck behind her ear like she’d forgotten it was there.

“Morning,” Evan replied, settling into his usual seat: the small round table near the window, half hidden behind a potted fern. A perfect place for someone who preferred watching from the edges of a room.

Mara approached with his usual order before he even opened his laptop. “Large black coffee. Extra shot. Because you look like you were up till… what, two in the morning?”

“Three,” he admitted.

“Writer life,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “One day, when your book is out and you’re doing international interviews, I’m going to brag and say I fueled your career with caffeine.”

Evan smiled softly—one of his rare, fleeting smiles. “Deal.”

He opened his laptop to the manuscript he’d been working on for months, its title still temporary: A Death in the Stacks. A fictional mystery about a librarian who uncovers something in her town’s archives and ends up murdered for it.

People wrote what they knew, he supposed. And in a small town like Willow Bend, he knew quiet routines, gentle gossip, and the feeling of being watched even when no one acted like they noticed you.

He typed a sentence, then deleted it. Typed another. Deleted that too.

Mara leaned against the table, eyeing the screen. “Writer’s block again? You need a break. Maybe a walk by the river later.”

“I’m close to finishing a key scene,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “But it feels like something’s missing.”

“Maybe real life will give you inspiration,” she teased. “Small towns are full of drama. Ask anyone.”

Evan chuckled, but he didn’t entirely disagree.

Just then, the brass bell above the door chimed again, and Sheriff Tom Riker stepped inside. Tall, clean-cut, polished in a way that seemed almost rehearsed. Everyone in Willow Bend trusted him, and he carried himself like a man who understood that trust was a currency.

“Morning, Mara. Harper,” he said with a polite nod.

“Sheriff,” Evan replied.

“You’re up early,” Riker remarked, giving Evan a lingering look—one of those glances that felt like a question he didn’t quite voice.

“I always write in the morning,” Evan said.

“Mmm.” The sheriff’s eyes flicked to the laptop as if searching for something, then he gave a practiced smile. “Good to see the town has so many creatives.”

With that, he ordered his coffee and left, leaving a trail of unease behind him.

Mara arched a brow. “That man always looks like he’s analyzing everyone.”

“Maybe he is.”

“Maybe he’s just nosy,” she shrugged. “Anyway—don’t let him distract you. You’ve got a fictional murder to finish.”

Evan nodded and resumed typing. He settled into the flow for a few minutes, letting the words come naturally. The scene unfolded: the fictional librarian discovering a hidden box in the library’s archives. A clue no one else was meant to find.

His fingers hesitated over the keys.

The fictional librarian’s name was Linda Grayson—the same as the real librarian in Willow Bend. He’d meant it as a private nod, nothing more. Linda in real life was kind, soft-spoken, fond of giving him old library books for inspiration. She even asked how his writing was going whenever he stopped by.

He wondered if she’d mind being the namesake of a character who got murdered.

Probably best not to tell her.

He closed his laptop to rest his eyes and stared out the window onto Main Street. The morning sunlight revealed little more than neighbors sweeping porches and flower boxes overflowing with marigolds. Peaceful. Predictable.

Until a figure came hurrying down the street toward the café—breathless, frantic.

It was Ms. Parker, one of the town’s oldest residents, and one of Linda Grayson’s closest friends.

Mara noticed too. “Is she okay?”

Ms. Parker pushed into the café, panting, her cheeks flushed. “Mara—Evan—have you heard? It’s Linda. Something’s happened. At the library.”

Evan felt his stomach drop.

“What do you mean?” Mara asked, stepping closer.

“They found her this morning.” Ms. Parker’s voice trembled. “Something terrible… something awful… she’s—she’s gone.”

Evan’s heart pounded.

His fictional librarian had been murdered.

But in Willow Bend… the real Linda Grayson was dead.

And everything suddenly felt like a page from his own manuscript—one he hadn’t meant for anyone to read.


Chapter 2 — The Librarian’s Last Day


The library parking lot was already crowded by the time Evan and Mara arrived. Sheriff Riker’s patrol cruiser sat angled across the entrance, blocking the way in, and two deputies stood nearby, keeping curious townsfolk at bay.

A thin yellow ribbon of crime scene tape fluttered weakly in the morning breeze.

Willow Bend hadn’t seen a crime scene in over thirty years—not since a drunk tourist crashed into the gazebo on Main Street and broke his leg. This… this was something entirely new.

Mara clutched her phone nervously. “Evan, I don’t like this.”

He didn’t either. His stomach twisted with cold dread. He didn’t know what Ms. Parker meant when she said “gone,” but the atmosphere told him enough.

Gone meant dead.

Gone meant Linda Grayson had been found under circumstances bad enough for the sheriff to treat the place like a danger zone.

And gone meant someone had done something to her.

Sheriff Riker stepped out of the library doors when he saw the growing crowd. He held up his hands the way he might calm a skittish horse.

“Everyone, please,” he said firmly. “I understand you’re concerned, but we need you to keep your distance. This is an active investigation.”

The murmurs rose. People clung to one another. Whispered theories spread like sparks catching dry grass.

Mara squeezed Evan’s arm. “Maybe we should go.”

“I just want to know—”

Before he could finish, Ms. Parker shuffled toward them, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “They won’t let me see her,” she quivered. “She was supposed to meet me for breakfast. She never misses breakfast.”

Evan nodded sympathetically. “Ms. Parker… I’m so sorry.”

“She was like a sister to me,” the old woman whispered.

Sheriff Riker approached them. His expression softened when he saw Ms. Parker; she was, after all, practically Willow Bend royalty.

“Ms. Parker,” he said. “We’ll let you know more soon. For now, please try to rest.”

She sniffed and nodded, but her gaze caught Evan’s for just a heartbeat—a flash of fear, confusion, and something else he couldn’t place.

“Riker,” Mara said gently, stepping forward. “Do you know what happened?”

The sheriff folded his arms. “It’s early. But this isn’t an accident.”

Evan felt the words like ice sliding down his spine.

“What… what makes you say that?” he asked.

Riker paused, giving Evan that same lingering look he’d given him earlier at the café. Measuring him. Reading him.

“There are signs of a struggle,” Riker said. “And something was left behind at the scene.”

“Something?” Mara echoed.

“A note,” Riker replied. “Typed. Short. Strange. And it referenced a ‘hidden box.’”

Evan froze.

Hidden box.

The phrase burned in his mind.

In his manuscript, his fictional librarian had discovered a hidden box in the archives—and that discovery was her motive for being murdered.

Riker’s eyes sharpened slightly, watching his reaction.

“Why would someone leave a note about that?” Mara asked.

“We don’t know yet,” Riker replied. “But whoever did this wanted us to find it.”

Evan swallowed hard. “Sheriff… did Linda have anything in the archives? I mean, anything that might involve the town’s history?”

Riker raised a brow. “Why do you ask?”

Evan hesitated. He didn’t want to sound paranoid. He didn’t want to say, Because it matches my book exactly, especially when his relationship with the town was already delicate.

“No reason. Just curious,” he said quietly.

“Hm.” Riker’s expression said he didn’t believe him. “I suggest you leave this to us. And both of you—don’t go poking around. Last thing we need is rumors.”

Mara bristled. “No one’s poking.”

But Riker’s gaze settled on Evan again.

“Make sure of that.”

He returned to his deputies, leaving them standing by the curb.

Mara blew out a shaky breath. “That man thinks everyone is hiding something.”

Evan didn’t respond. He was too busy replaying Riker’s words in his mind.

A typed note. A reference to a hidden box. Linda murdered… like the character in his story. His unpublished, private story.

His heart hammered against his ribs.

Someone had read his manuscript.

Someone had copied it.

Someone was using it.

“Evan?” Mara said softly.

He turned to her; the concern in her eyes was genuine and warm, not suspicious like Riker’s.

“Are you okay?”

He shook his head. “Mara… something’s wrong.”

“I know. Someone killed Linda.”

“It’s more than that.” His voice came out barely above a whisper. “What the sheriff found—a note referencing a hidden box… that’s from my book.”

Mara blinked. “Your book? But no one’s read your manuscript.”

“I didn’t show it to anyone,” he insisted. “But the scene he described—it’s almost exactly the chapter I wrote last night. Even the wording is similar.”

A chill rippled through Mara. “Evan… are you saying someone used your writing to stage Linda’s murder?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But it feels like someone is pulling pages out of my head.”

The café owner stared at him, then looked toward the crime scene tape again.

“Okay,” she said, taking a steadying breath. “If that’s true… someone’s trying to frame you. And we need to figure out who.”

Evan’s mouth went dry.

“Frame me?”

Mara nodded grimly. “Think about it. If someone knows your writing well enough to mimic it… and they want to create a narrative… you’re the one they’re pointing the finger at.”

Evan felt the world tilt around him.

Mara placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’re going to figure this out, Evan.”

“But how?” he whispered.

She met his eyes, determination sparking like flint. “Simple. We start with Linda. What was she working on? Who wanted her dead? And why use your writing to stage it?”

Evan looked back at the library—once a place of stories, now a trap.

This wasn’t fiction anymore.

Whoever had killed Linda was out there.

And they were writing a story Evan never asked to be part of.


Chapter 3 — The Body Found


The rest of the morning passed in a haze—a blur of whispers, police tape, and the strange, suffocating quiet that falls over a town when something unthinkable happens. Willow Bend didn’t know what to do with tragedy. It paced around it, poked at it, then retreated, unsettled and unsure.

By noon, the library had been fully sealed, and the deputies had cleared out the last of the onlookers. Mara and Evan walked back toward Bell’s Brew, their steps slow, their thoughts heavy.

Inside the café, the atmosphere had changed. The usual chatter had evaporated, replaced by hushed conversations and tense glances over steaming mugs of coffee. News traveled fast in a small town—faster than truth and much faster than logic.

Mara slipped behind the counter, moving with stiff motions as she refilled the pot. Evan hovered near his usual table, though he couldn’t bring himself to sit.

He felt watched.

Not by a person—but by the weight of the morning, the eerie overlap between his story and reality, the creeping dread that something monstrous had slipped quietly into Willow Bend and chosen him as its target.

Mara broke the silence. “You should eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You should still eat something,” she pressed, softer this time.

He finally sat, more for her sake than his, and she placed a slice of warm banana bread in front of him. It sat there untouched.

Mara pulled up a chair of her own, tucking one knee under herself. “So… tell me again. The chapter you wrote last night. How close was it?”

“Too close.” Evan rubbed his palms together. “The note the sheriff mentioned—that exact phrase was in my manuscript. Linda—well, my fictional Linda—found a hidden box in the archives. And that’s what the killer in the book was trying to recover.”

Mara frowned deeply. “Did Linda—real Linda—ever talk about the archives with you?”

“A few times,” Evan admitted. “She said the basement storage was a mess. Old documents, maps, family records… stuff that goes back to the founding of the town.”

“Did she say anything recently? Anything unusual?”

He thought for a moment. “When I visited her last week, she mentioned she’d found something odd in the archives. Something she wanted to show me next time I came in.”

“And you didn’t ask what it was?” Mara said.

“I figured she was just excited about some old town trivia,” he said. “I didn’t think anything of it.”

But now? Now it felt like a warning he hadn’t recognized until it was too late.

The bell above the door chimed sharply, startling both of them. Deputy Collins, young and jittery, stepped inside. He scanned the room, then walked straight toward Evan.

“Mr. Harper,” Collins said, clearing his throat. “Sheriff Riker would like to speak with you down at the station. Voluntarily.”

The word hung between them like smoke.

Voluntarily… for now.

Mara’s jaw tightened. “Why? Evan didn’t—”

“It’s just to answer a few questions,” Collins interrupted quickly. “Routine. The sheriff said you were one of the last people to see Linda alive.”

Evan’s heart sank. “That’s not true. I saw her yesterday afternoon, but—”

“That counts,” Collins said gently. “Look, the sooner you get this over with, the better. The sheriff just wants to talk.”

Mara stood up, protective instinct written all over her. “I’m going with him.”

Collins shook his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Just Mr. Harper.”

Mara stepped closer, eyes hardening. “He’s not going alone.”

Evan placed a hand on her arm. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that,” she murmured.

“No. But if I refuse, it’ll look worse.”

Reluctantly, she nodded, chewing the inside of her cheek.

Evan followed Collins outside. The deputy opened the door to the cruiser, and for a second, Evan’s breath caught—it felt surreal, terrifying, like he had slipped into the wrong version of his life.

Like the killer had rewritten it.

The sheriff’s station was a small, beige building that usually felt more like a doctor’s office than a law enforcement hub. But today it felt cold. Clinical. Like a place where lives were dismantled.

Sheriff Riker waited for him in a narrow interview room—no handcuffs, no mirror, nothing dramatic. Just a table, two chairs, and a steaming cup of coffee that Riker pushed toward Evan.

“Long morning,” Riker said. “Sit.”

Evan sat.

Riker folded his hands. “Evan, I’ll get straight to the point. We found something at the library that concerns you.”

Evan’s pulse quickened. “The note.”

“Yes.” Riker studied him. “Typed on a standard sheet of paper. No fingerprints. No signature. No obvious clues. But the language was… curious. Very specific.”

Evan swallowed. “Sheriff… my writing—someone used it.”
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