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A Murder in the Carolers' Choir: A Cozy Mystery of Harmonies, Hearts, and Hidden Hatred
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SOPHIE BELL stood at the edge of the loft’s wooden balcony, her breath forming fleeting clouds in the frosty January light that filtered through the high, arched windows. The town of Pinebrook was still sleeping, its streets muffled under a fresh blanket of snow, but the choir hall was already alive with the shuffling of sheet music and the low murmur of voices.

Elliot Marlowe, the lead tenor, lounged on a stool near the piano, a half-smile playing on his lips as he tapped a rhythm against his knee. His dark hair was a mess of curls, and his eyes sparkled with that reckless confidence that made the younger singers both adore and fear him.

THEO “TEDDY” REED, perched at the piano, glanced up from the score he was polishing. “All right, folks, let’s take it from the top. ‘God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.’ Remember, it’s a holiday piece, not a battle march.”

The choir members, a patchwork of ages and abilities, gathered around the music stand. Some clutched their parts like lifelines; others fidgeted with the frayed edges of their sheet music, the paper yellowed by years of use.

MIRI ALVAREZ, a nervous soprano with a voice that trembled like a newborn bird, shuffled forward. She tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, eyes darting between the others. “Do we have the right key? I think I’m still in G, but the accompaniment looks like it’s in D.”

SOPHIE smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Miri. I’ll point it out. Everyone, keep your eyes on the conductor’s baton and listen for the blend. The harmony is what makes this hymn magical.”

Elliot rolled his head toward Sophie, his grin widening. “Magic, huh? Let’s see if you can conjure something better than that tinny recorder you used at the last rehearsal.” He nudged the music stand with a casual flick, sending a cascade of papers fluttering to the floor.

A collective sigh rose from the choir as they scrambled for the scattered sheets. Theo’s fingers danced over the piano keys, a warm chord resonating through the loft, coaxing the choir back into focus.

“Okay, let’s try again. One, two, three—”

The first bar began, a solemn rhythm that echoed the ticking of the old church clock down the street. Elliot’s voice cut through the hall, strong and resonant, his tenor soaring above the accompaniment. The other voices joined, a tentative but hopeful harmony.

But the moment was short-lived. A misplaced note from the baritone section clashed with the melody, a sour dissonance that sent a ripple through the singers. Gus Whitaker, the fiercely competitive baritone, frowned, his jaw tightening.

“What the—?” Gus muttered, glancing at his part. The paper in his hands was torn at the edge, the ink smudged where the snow had seeped in.

SOPHIE raised a hand, her voice firm yet gentle. “Hold. Let’s pause. We’re missing cues because the sheets are... compromised. Theo, can you check the music stand? Something looks off.”

Theo leaned over the stand, his eyes scanning the clutter. Between Elliot’s sheet music and a stack of rehearsal notes, a crumpled piece of paper peeked out, its edges browned and uneven. He lifted it gently, as if fearing it might disintegrate.

Elliot snorted, half-amused, half-annoyed. “What’s that? Some old love letter?”

SOPHIE took the manuscript, her fingers brushing the paper’s surface. The ink was a deep, almost black hue, the script elegant and archaic. A title, half-faded, read: ‘The Nightingale’s Lament.’ Below it, a short stanza in delicate cursive:

“When winter’s hush descends, the nightingale sings,  A mournful tune that only the heart can hear.”

She turned the page, eyes widening as she realized the piece was unpublished—no publisher’s stamp, no copyright notice. It was a composition that, to her knowledge, had never seen the light of day.

“The nightingale...?” Theo whispered. “I’ve never heard of this one.”

Elliot leaned in, curiosity flickering across his features. “Looks like a fresh find. Maybe we can slip it in for the Christmas concert—add a little mystery to the program.”

SOPHIE’s brow furrowed. “Elliot, this isn’t just a novelty. We need to verify where it came from. It could be... someone’s work, or something else entirely.”

Miri’s hands trembled as she clutched her own part. “Do we have a copy? Maybe we could—”

“Don’t worry, Miri,” Sophie said, gently taking the manuscript and placing it on the music stand. “We’ll look into it after rehearsal. For now, let’s focus on the hymn.”

A soft chuckle escaped Elliot’s lips. “All right, boss. Back to ‘Merry’ then.”

The choir resumed, their voices weaving together under Sophie’s steady baton. The loft’s wooden beams seemed to vibrate with each note, the sound spilling out into the snow-laden town below.

As the final bar rang out, a collective exhale filled the space. The singers glanced at one another, some smiling, others wiping sweat from their brows.

“Great job, everyone,” Sophie said, her eyes scanning the room. “Let’s take a five-minute break. Grab a warm drink, stretch your legs, and we’ll regroup for the next piece.”

The choir dispersed, filing out through the narrow stairwell into the hallway where the scent of pine and cinnamon drifted from a nearby kitchen. The sound of laughter and clinking mugs rose, a stark contrast to the solemn hymn they had just performed.

Elliot lingered near the music stand, his gaze fixed on the crumpled manuscript. He slid it back into his music case, the edges of the paper catching his thumb. A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, but his eyes darkened as if a memory flickered behind them.

“Hey, Teddy,” Elliot called, his voice low. “You think anyone would notice if we slipped this into the program? A hidden gem, right? Could give the whole town something to talk about.”

Theo shrugged, his expression thoughtful. “If it’s genuine, it could be a real treat. But if it’s... not, we might get in trouble. I don’t want to see any trouble for the choir.”

Sophie stepped back into the loft, her coat still dusted with snow. She caught sight of the manuscript in Elliot’s case and felt a sudden, inexplicable chill. The paper seemed to pulse faintly under the dim light, as though it held a secret waiting to be uncovered.

She approached Elliot, her voice soft but firm. “Elliot, I need you to hand that over. Let’s make sure we handle this properly. We can’t risk jeopardizing the entire choir’s reputation over something we don’t understand.”

Elliot hesitated, his eyes flickering between Sophie and his case. “You’re sure, Sophie? It could be... a nice surprise for the town. I mean, who knows? Maybe it’s a lost holiday classic.”

Sophie’s gaze steadied. “I’m sure. Trust me, it’s the right thing.”

With a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the whole loft, Elliot opened his case and slipped the manuscript onto the stand. Sophie picked it up, her fingers brushing the paper once more. She turned the page, reading the rest of the stanza, a line that sent a shiver down her spine:

“And those who hear its mournful cry,  Shall know the cost of love’s deceit.”

She glanced up, eyes meeting Elliot’s. A flicker of something—perhaps guilt, perhaps something else—crossed his face before he masked it with his usual swagger.

“Alright,” Sophie said, closing the manuscript gently. “We’ll keep it safe. For now, let’s focus on the rest of the program.”

The rest of the choir gathered again, resuming their rehearsals with renewed vigor. The snow outside intensified, the wind whistling through the eaves of the loft, as if the town itself were humming along.

After the final rehearsal, the singers filtered out, their footsteps echoing down the hallway. Sophie lingered, her gaze lingering on the empty music stand, where the crumpled manuscript lay folded, its secret still intact.

She turned to Theo, who was packing his notebook. “Theo, can you check the archives for any record of this hymn? Maybe the town library or the old newspaper archives have something. If it’s a lost piece, we need to know who wrote it and why it disappeared.”

Theo nodded, his eyes reflecting a mixture of curiosity and caution. “I’ll start tomorrow. We’ll dig up whatever we can find.”

Sophie took a deep breath, the cold air still clinging to her coat. The loft felt both comforting and ominous, the wooden beams holding the weight of music and now, perhaps, something darker.

She stepped toward the door, pausing to look back at the empty loft. The silence seemed to hum with anticipation, as if the walls themselves were waiting for the next note to be played.

As she opened the door, a sudden gust of wind brushed past, scattering a few loose pages across the floor. One of those pages fluttered into view—a page from an old program dated 1963, the headline reading: ‘Pinebrook Christmas Concert: Featuring Whitaker’s Holiday Hymn.’ Beneath it, a faint line of ink, barely legible: ‘...the Nightingale’s Lament...’

Sophie’s heart quickened. She crouched, picking up the aged program, the paper brittle under her fingertips. The name Whitaker appeared, linking the mysterious hymn to a family she had only heard whispered about in town lore.

She stood, the program clutched in one hand, the manuscript in the other. The snow outside fell in steady, silent flakes, muffling the world beyond the loft’s doors.

“Let’s see where this melody leads,” she murmured, more to herself than to anyone else. “Because sometimes, the most beautiful music hides the darkest truths.”

She turned the key, locking the loft behind her, and stepped into the cold morning. The town of Pinebrook, blanketed in snow, seemed to hold its breath, unaware that within its quiet streets, a secret song was about to echo far beyond the choir loft.
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The loft smelled of pine resin and stale coffee as the last of the singers drifted out, their laughter echoing down the narrow stairwell. Sophie lingered, her eyes still on the crumpled manuscript that lay folded on the music stand. The winter light filtered through the high arched windows, casting long shadows across the wooden floorboards. She reached for the paper, intending to tuck it safely away, when a sudden, high-pitched scream ripped through the stillness.

It came from the balcony above the choir loft.

For a heartbeat Sophie thought the wind had caught a stray sheet and tossed it into the rafters, but the sound was unmistakably human—a raw, terrified howl that made the hair on her arms stand up. Instinctively she spun, her coat flaring, and bolted toward the staircase.
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