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Chapter 1: Wedding Bells
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The October morning air carried the scent of wood smoke and dying leaves as Mac O'Brien stood in the beer garden behind Emerald Isle Brewery, surveying the space that would host her wedding in exactly three weeks. Golden mums lined the wooden fence, and Travis had strung white lights between the oak trees that would frame their ceremony. Everything looked perfect—almost too perfect for a woman who'd spent her legal career expecting the other shoe to drop.

"Still can't believe you're going through with this circus," she muttered to herself, then immediately felt guilty. The circus comment was her old corporate lawyer cynicism talking, not her heart. She wanted this wedding, wanted Travis, wanted the life they were building together in Hopefield.

"Talking to yourself again?" Travis Blake emerged from the brewery's back door, carrying two steaming mugs of coffee. His dark hair was tousled from the morning's brewing work, and he wore that quiet smile that still made her stomach flutter after two years together.

"Just practicing my vows," Mac lied, accepting the coffee gratefully. "Though they might include a clause about jurisdiction in case of disputes."

"Only you would put legal terms in wedding vows." Travis settled beside her on the wooden bench they'd positioned to overlook their wedding site. "Dot called earlier. She's got the final headcount—two hundred and thirty-seven people."

Mac nearly choked on her coffee. "Sweet Mary and Joseph, that's half the town."

"More than half, actually. Hopefield's population is only two hundred and ten." Travis's eyes crinkled with amusement. "But you know how Dot feels about precision in guest lists."

Before Mac could respond to that particular piece of small-town logic, the crunch of gravel announced a visitor. A sleek black Mercedes sedan pulled into the brewery's parking lot, looking as out of place as a penguin in the Blue Ridge Mountains. The driver emerged first—a professionally dressed woman in her thirties with perfectly styled blonde hair and the kind of confident stride that screamed expensive city consultant.

"That must be Elena Martinez," Mac said, recognizing the name from the morning's appointment schedule. "The wedding planner those folks from Charlotte hired for their daughter's reception next month."

Travis nodded. "James Abbott mentioned she wanted to tour local venues. Riverside Inn is her first stop."

The woman approached with a clipboard in one hand and her phone pressed to her ear with the other. "—absolutely not acceptable. These people need to understand they're working with premier clientele now. We can't have Mason jars and hay bales when we're charging premium rates."

Mac felt her hackles rise. Premium rates for Mason jars and hay bales? That sounded like the kind of corporate speak she'd escaped when she left Charlotte's legal scene.

"Ms. Martinez?" Travis stood and extended his hand as the woman ended her call. "Travis Blake from Emerald Isle Brewery. We spoke yesterday about your client's event."

Elena Martinez looked Travis up and down with the assessing gaze of someone calculating profit margins. "Mr. Blake, yes. I have to say, your facility has... potential. With the right upgrades, of course." She gestured vaguely at the beer garden. "We'd need to completely redo the lighting system, install a proper sound stage, and obviously upgrade the seating arrangements. These wooden benches are charming for local events, but our clients expect sophistication."

"Our clients seem to like the atmosphere just fine," Mac interjected, her voice carrying the edge that had intimidated opposing counsel back in her corporate days.

Elena's attention shifted to Mac with the kind of patronizing smile that made Mac want to reach for her law books and start citing precedents. "And you are?"

"Mackenzie O'Brien. I own the brewery." Mac deliberately didn't offer her hand. Something about Elena's manner reminded her of the corporate raiders who'd tried to buy out small firms during her Charlotte years.

"Wonderful! Another local business owner." Elena made a note on her clipboard. "I'll be meeting with all the vendors today to discuss partnership opportunities. There's so much potential in Hopefield once we bring it up to contemporary standards."

Contemporary standards. Mac had heard that phrase before, usually right before some outside company steamrolled local businesses into bankruptcy.

"What kind of partnership opportunities?" Travis asked, his diplomatic tone doing nothing to hide the wariness in his eyes.

"Oh, the usual arrangements. Exclusive contracts, pricing standardization, quality upgrades. My parent company, Premier Destinations, specializes in transforming quaint rural venues into profitable wedding destinations." Elena's smile never wavered. "We've had tremendous success in similar communities throughout the region."

Mac's internal alarm bells were now clanging like a five-alarm fire. "And what happens to the businesses that don't want to be transformed?"

"Well, naturally they're free to continue operating." Elena's tone suggested otherwise. "Though they'd be competing against Premier Destinations' network of affiliated vendors. Market forces tend to sort these things out efficiently."

The phrase "market forces" in Elena's mouth sounded like a death sentence for small businesses. Mac had seen this playbook before—come in promising partnership, gradually squeeze out local competition, then jack up prices once you controlled the market.

"Interesting business model," Mac said, her lawyer voice slipping out. "I'm sure the Federal Trade Commission would find your market consolidation strategies fascinating."

Elena's smile flickered slightly. "I'm not sure what you're implying, Ms. O'Brien."

"Just that Hopefield's wedding vendors seem to do fine without corporate oversight." Mac's tone could have frozen beer mid-ferment. "We like our quaint local traditions."

"Of course you do." Elena's voice carried the condescension of someone explaining economics to children. "But imagine how much more profitable those traditions could be with proper marketing and presentation. That's what Premier Destinations offers—taking authentic local charm and packaging it for premium clientele."

Travis stepped slightly forward, a subtle move that put him between Mac and Elena. Mac appreciated the gesture, even as she bristled at needing protection from her own temper.

"We'll certainly consider your proposals," Travis said diplomatically. "When are you meeting with the other vendors?"

"This afternoon at the Riverside Inn. Catherine Mills from the bakery, Ruth Spencer with her flower arrangements, James Abbott as the venue coordinator. All the key players in Hopefield's wedding industry." Elena glanced at her expensive watch. "I should get going, actually. So much potential to explore, so little time."

As Elena's Mercedes disappeared down Main Street in a cloud of displaced autumn leaves, Mac turned to Travis with the expression that usually preceded her most colorful Irish commentary.

"That woman's about as trustworthy as a politician's campaign promise," Mac said. "Did you hear that bit about market forces sorting things out? That's corporate speak for 'we'll drive you out of business and dance on your grave.'"

"I heard it." Travis's jaw was tight. "Question is, what are we going to do about it?"

Mac was about to respond when her phone rang with a call from James Abbott. "Mac, I'm sorry to bother you, but Elena Curtis has requested a meeting with all the wedding vendors this evening at the inn. She says it's urgent business regarding partnership opportunities."

"What time?" Mac asked, though every instinct warned her that Elena's urgency meant trouble for local businesses.

"Seven o'clock in the main parlor. She's specifically asked for you and Travis to attend as brewery representatives." James's voice carried the strain of an innkeeper trying to accommodate a demanding guest. "I hope you can make it."

Mac looked at Travis, who nodded grimly. "We'll be there, James. And we'll be ready for whatever Elena Curtis has planned."
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Chapter 2: Something Old, Something Dead
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Mac's phone rang at seven-thirty the next morning, jerking her awake from dreams about wedding planning disasters and corporate predators. Chief Alexa Carlsbad's voice cut through the fog of sleep with the kind of urgency that meant someone was dead.

"Mac, I need you and Travis at the Riverside Inn immediately. Elena Curtis was found dead in her room this morning."

"Dead?" Mac sat up in bed, suddenly wide awake. "What happened?"

"That's what we need to figure out. Betty Richardson found her when she went in to clean. Looks suspicious."

Twenty minutes later, Mac and Travis stood outside the Riverside Inn, which looked like a scene from a cozy mystery novel—grimly appropriate given the circumstances. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered from the Victorian mansion's wraparound porch, and Alexa's patrol car sat in the circular gravel drive alongside the county coroner's van. Mac had always loved the inn's gingerbread trim and painted lady color scheme, but today the cheerful pastels seemed mocking.

"Feels like déjà vu," Travis murmured as they approached the front steps, where James Abbott stood talking animatedly with a uniformed officer. The inn's owner looked rattled, his usually perfect silver hair disheveled and his bow tie askew.

Mac nodded grimly. Two months ago, she'd been called to investigate Nathan Bradshaw's poisoning. Before that, the tour guide murders. Hopefield was starting to develop a reputation that would make the tourism board weep.

"Mac! Thank the Lord you're here." Dot Whitfield materialized from behind a massive hydrangea bush, clutching her ever-present notebook. At sixty-seven, Dot remained Hopefield's unofficial information clearinghouse, and murder investigations brought out her organizational instincts like nothing else. "Chief Carlsbad's been asking for you. She's up in Room 7 with the body."

"What do we know so far?" Mac asked, falling into step with Dot as they climbed the inn's front steps.

"Found this morning by the housekeeping staff. Poor Betty Richardson got the shock of her life when she went in to clean." Dot consulted her notebook with the efficiency of a court reporter. "Elena Curtis, that wedding planner from Charlotte. Dead as a doornail in her fancy nightgown, with wedding cake samples scattered all over the floor."

Travis raised an eyebrow. "Wedding cake samples?"

"Apparently she was doing tastings last night with the local vendors," Dot continued. "Catherine Mills brought samples from the bakery, along with Ruth Spencer's flower arrangements for presentation purposes. Real professional setup, according to James."

Mac felt that familiar prickle at the base of her skull—the same instinct that had served her well during depositions when witnesses weren't telling the whole truth. "What time did this tasting end?"

"Around nine-thirty, according to James. Elena seemed fine when everyone left. A bit demanding about specifications, but alive and kicking." Dot lowered her voice conspiratorially. "Though I heard from Margaret Henley that there were some heated words during the meeting."

The inn's interior maintained its Victorian charm despite the crime scene chaos. Antique furniture and floral wallpaper created the kind of atmosphere that usually made visitors feel like they'd stepped back in time. Today, the presence of evidence technicians and the county coroner cast a decidedly modern pall over the proceedings.

Chief Alexa Carlsbad descended the main staircase with the measured pace of someone who'd learned not to rush through crime scenes. Her dark hair was pulled back in its usual no-nonsense ponytail, and her expression carried the focused intensity Mac had come to associate with serious investigations.

"Mac, Travis. Glad you could make it." Alexa's greeting held genuine relief. "We've got another complicated one."

"Dot mentioned wedding cake samples," Mac said without preamble. "Are we looking at poisoning again?"

"That's my preliminary assessment, though we'll need the medical examiner's report to confirm." Alexa gestured toward the staircase. "Want to take a look at the scene before we move the body?"

Room 7 occupied a corner position on the inn's second floor, with tall windows overlooking the gardens that had made the Riverside Inn a popular wedding venue for three generations. Elena Curtis lay on the four-poster bed, still wearing an expensive silk nightgown, her face peaceful despite the circumstances. Wedding cake samples were indeed scattered across the antique writing desk and Persian rug—delicate petit fours with elaborate frosting designs that would have looked beautiful if they weren't part of a crime scene.

"No signs of struggle," Alexa noted, pulling on latex gloves. "Looks like she ate some cake, went to bed, and never woke up. But check this out
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