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​Chapter 1: Love is Brewing
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Smoked billowed out of the roaster. Specifically burning cherries smoke.

I stared helplessly at the drum of my commercial roaster. Smoke was beginning to curl out from the side vent. It did not smell like love. It did not smell like passion. It smelled like a fruit tart had been thrown into a bonfire and left to die a slow and agonizing death.

"Come on," I whispered to the machine. I tapped the temperature gauge with my fingernail. "Work with me, Bessie. It is February. People need this."

The Perk & Puzzle Roastery usually smelled divine. On any given Tuesday, you could walk in and be greeted by the scent of Ethiopian Yirgacheffe or a nice, nutty Colombian medium roast. But today was not any given Tuesday. Today was three days before Valentine’s Day, and I had foolishly decided to debut a "Chocolate Cherry" blend for our upcoming speed dating event.

It was going to be a disaster.

I hit the emergency release. The beans tumbled into the cooling tray with a clatter that sounded like mocking laughter. They were dark. Too dark. They were shiny with oil and looked more like deer droppings than high-quality Arabica.

I grabbed a clipboard and scribbled a note. Batch 4. Failed. Taste profile likely resembles charcoal dipped in cough syrup.

"Madison!"

The voice came from the front of the shop. I flinched. It was my friend, Mavis. Or, as she preferred to be called during business hours, the Director of Romance.

I wiped my soot-stained hands on my apron and pushed through the swinging doors that separated the roasting room from the café floor.

If I thought the roasting room was chaotic, the café was a visual assault.

When I had agreed to let my friend decorate for the "Love is Brewing" event, I had imagined a few tasteful vases of roses. Maybe some paper hearts on the tables. I should have known better.

The shop had exploded with pink.

Streamers draped from the ceiling fans like sad, twisting intestines. Glitter covered every surface, including the puzzle display case. There were cardboard cupids pinned to the walls, and the chalkboard menu had been rewritten in a shade of red chalk that was suspiciously difficult to read.

But none of that compared to Mavis herself.

I stopped dead in my tracks behind the counter. My friend stood by the entrance, posing for a bewildered delivery man who was just trying to drop off the milk crate.

"Mavis," I said. "What are you wearing?"

Mavis spun around. She beamed at me.

She was wearing tights. Bright, neon pink tights that disappeared into a pair of fluffy red shorts. On her back, she had strapped a pair of wings that looked like they had been plucked from a very large, very molting goose. But the centerpiece of the ensemble was the bow and arrow clutched in her hand. The arrow had a suction cup on the end.

"I am Cupid," she announced. She fluttered her eyelashes. "Sexy Cupid."

I felt a small piece of my soul wither and float away.

"You look terrifying," I said. "And please tell me that bow isn't loaded."

She waved a hand dismissively and the suction cup arrow wobbled dangerously. "Nonsense. I look festive. We have to set the mood, Madison. The speed dating event is only three days away, and we still have slots to fill. Specifically, your slot."

I groaned and moved to the espresso machine. I needed caffeine. I needed it immediately. I began to grind beans for a shot, the familiar whirring noise offering a moment of comfort.

"We have been over this," I said over the noise of the grinder. "I am hosting the event. I am the emcee. I am the roaster. I cannot also be a participant. It is a conflict of interest."

Mavis marched up to the counter. Her wings knocked over a display of biscotti. She did not notice.

"Conflict of shmonflict," she said. "You are single. You own a coffee shop. It is the perfect setup. You meet a nice man, you bond over a latte, and boom. Grandchildren."

I tamped the grounds with perhaps a little too much force. "I have a business to run, Mavis. I don't have time for men. Besides, looking for love at a speed dating event in my own shop feels like eating the supply. It is bad practice."

"You are just making excuses because of that detective," she said.

My hand slipped on the portafilter. Hot water sputtered from the group head. "I don't know what you are talking about."

"Detective Miller," she said. She leaned over the counter, her tinsel halo slipping slightly to the left. "The tall one. Broad shoulders. Eyes that look like they have seen too much but light up when he sees a fresh donut. That one."

I felt heat creep up my neck, and I prayed it was just the steam from the machine. "Detective Miller comes here for coffee. And the puzzles. He likes the puzzles."

"He likes the view," Mavis corrected. She adjusted her wings. " But he is taking too long. A man who moves that slow is either afraid of commitment or he is waiting for a written invitation. Since I cannot legally arrest him and force him to date you, you need backup options. Hence, speed dating."

I pulled my shot and downed it in one gulp. The bitter warmth hit my stomach, giving me the strength to deal with the Sexy Cupid standing before me.

"I am not participating," I said firmly. "I have to make sure the Chocolate Cherry blend doesn't taste like burnt tires. I have to organize the scorecards. I have to keep you from shooting customers with that arrow."

The bell above the door chimed, saving me from further argument.

The atmosphere in the shop shifted instantly. It was subtle, like the drop in pressure before a thunderstorm, but I felt it. The few customers who were nursing their cappuccinos looked up.

Sterling Vance had arrived.

He didn't just walk into a room. He made an entrance. It was as if he expected an invisible spotlight to follow him, and frankly, with the way he dressed, he practically generated his own illumination.

He was wearing a suit that cost more than my roaster. It was a sharp, shark-skin gray that shimmered under the café lights. His hair was slicked back with enough product to withstand a hurricane, and his smile was a practiced, predatory thing that showed too many teeth.

Sterling was a local developer, a man who viewed our quaint little town of Steeplechase not as a community, but as a Monopoly board waiting to be bought up. He treated the Perk & Puzzle like his personal stage, and I was just the underpaid stagehand.

He strode to the counter, ignoring the line of two people behind him. He placed his hands on the granite, leaning in as if he owned the place.

"Madison," he said. His voice was smooth, like caramel that had been left out in the sun too long and gone bad. "Beans. How is business in the caffeine mines?"

I forced a smile. "Hello, Sterling. The line starts back there."

He laughed. It was a loud, barking sound that made me want to cover my ears. "Always a stickler for the rules. I admire that about you. It’s quaint."

He turned his head and spotted Mavis. His eyes widened, and a sneer tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"Good lord," he said. "What is that?"

Mavis puffed out her chest, causing her wings to rustle aggressively. "I am Cupid. The god of desire. Show some respect, Sterling, or I will strike you where you stand."

Sterling chuckled, shaking his head. "You look like a flamingo that got tangled in a fishing net. It is tragic, really. A woman of your age should really know when to fade into the background."

I gripped the edge of the counter. My knuckles turned white. "Sterling. Order. Now."

He turned back to me, his smile not reaching his eyes. "Right. The usual for the event. I want to test it out. A quadruple shot espresso. The Cupid's Arrow, I believe you are calling it? Though looking at your friend, perhaps you should call it The Cupid's Stroke."

"A quadruple shot," I said, punching the order into the register. "That is a lot of caffeine, Sterling. Even for you."

"I need the energy," he said. He tapped a manicured finger on the counter. "Big moves happening, Madison. Big moves. I need to be sharp. This town is sleeping, and I am about to wake it up."

I didn't ask what he meant. I didn't want to know. Sterling's 'big moves' usually involved tearing down something historic and replacing it with condos that leaked when it rained.

"That will be six dollars," I said.

He tossed a twenty-dollar bill onto the counter. "Keep the change. Buy yourself a sense of humor. Or maybe some better decorations. This pink nightmare is giving me a headache."

While I worked on his drink, Sterling turned his attention to a woman sitting at the nearest table. She was new to town, I thought. I didn't recognize her. She was reading a book and sipping a tea, looking peaceful.

Sterling leaned against her table. The transition from rude arrogance to charming suitor was instant and terrifying.

"Is that Jane Austen?" he asked, his voice dropping an octave. "A classic. Much like yourself."

The woman looked up, startled. She blushed. "Oh. Yes. It is Persuasion."

"My favorite," Sterling lied. I knew for a fact Sterling's favorite book was his own bank ledger. "Captain Wentworth is a man of action. I can relate. I am Sterling, by the way. Sterling Vance."

He extended a hand. The woman took it, looking charmed. Mavis made a gagging noise from behind the pastry case.

I finished the drink. Four shots of espresso, black as midnight, steam rising from the cup. It was enough caffeine to jumpstart a tractor.

"Order up," I called out, perhaps a bit louder than necessary.

Sterling gave the woman a wink. "Duty calls. But perhaps I will see you around? This town is small, but it has hidden treasures."

He walked back to the counter and snatched the cup. He took a sip, not even flinching at the heat.

"Adequate," he said. "Though I detect a hint of... what is that? Desperation?"

"It is Robusta," I
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