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Chapter ONE
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A NEW SIGN ON THE SQUARE

The banner went up on a Monday, stretched across the empty storefront that had sat vacant since the old hardware store closed two winters back: ROAST & CO. — COMING SOON — MAPLE HOLLOW'S NEWEST COFFEE EXPERIENCE, in letters large enough to read from clear across the town square.

"Coffee experience," Priya repeated, standing in the café doorway with a dish towel still in hand, reading it with the particular flat disbelief of a woman personally offended by marketing copy. "We've been serving coffee experiences for six months, Clara. I don't remember anyone needing a banner to tell them about it."

"It's a chain." Clara had already looked it up on her phone the moment the delivery truck had shown up that morning — three vans, actually, unloading espresso equipment that looked like it cost more than her entire renovation budget. "Roast & Co. Twenty-some locations across New England. They've been expanding into small towns for the last two years."

"Twenty-some locations across New England," Priya said, "opening directly across the square from us."

"It's a big square."

"It's a small town, Clara."

Earl Grey, unbothered by matters of commercial real estate, had claimed the window seat with his usual proprietary air, watching the workers unload crates with the mild interest of a cat supervising something he had no intention of helping with. Outside, Mabel had emerged from her antique shop to watch the spectacle too, arms crossed, an expression on her face that suggested she had opinions and intended to share every one of them.

"Well," she said, catching Clara's eye through the window and gesturing for her to come out, "there goes the neighborhood."

Clara stepped outside, tugging her cardigan tighter against the October chill. "How bad is it, really? Maybe they'll be good neighbors."

"Dear, chains like this don't come to towns like ours to be good neighbors. They come because rent's cheap and there's no competition worth mentioning yet." Mabel's mouth pressed into a thin line. "I've seen it happen in three other towns my sister's lived in. They undercut prices for the first year, drive out anyone who can't compete, and then once the local shops are gone, prices creep right back up and there's nowhere else to go."

"That's a little dramatic, Mabel."

"Is it?" Mabel nodded across the square, where a young man in an expensive-looking wool coat had climbed out of a sleek black car and was directing the workers with the brisk, proprietary energy of someone very used to being in charge. "That's Vince Castellano. Regional manager, according to the article in the Sentinel this morning. Thirty-one years old, three promotions in four years, and — I quote — 'personally overseeing the Roast & Co. expansion into underserved New England markets.'"

"Underserved," Clara repeated. "We have four coffee places within two blocks of here."

"Underserved by anything with a corporate logo on it, apparently." Mabel's eyes narrowed as Vince Castellano turned, catching sight of the two of them watching, and offered a wide, easy smile and a wave that felt, somehow, both friendly and faintly predatory.

He crossed the square toward them before Clara could decide whether to wave back.

"Ladies." His voice matched the smile — polished, practiced, the voice of a man who'd given this exact greeting a dozen times in a dozen towns. "Vince Castellano, Roast & Co. I don't believe we've met." His eyes flicked to the sign above Clara's café door. "The Purring Kettle. Cute name. Cat café, right? I love that. Real charming, small-town feel." He said charming the way someone might say quaint about something they privately considered outdated.

"Clara Whiskerton." She shook his offered hand, keeping her voice pleasant despite the tightness in her chest. "I own the café."

"I figured. Word travels fast around here — everybody's been telling me about the place that solved that whole murder thing a few months back." He grinned, apparently delighted by the association, in a way that made Clara distinctly uncomfortable. "Great story, honestly. Great local color. We'd love to have you stop by once we're open — first coffee's on us. Might even get you on our opening day flyer, if you're interested. Local business owner supporting local business owner, you know? Real community spirit."

"We'll see," Clara said, in a tone she hoped conveyed exactly how unlikely that was.

Vince didn't seem to notice, or didn't care — already turning back toward his crew, calling out something about the espresso machine placement, phone pressed to his ear with the seamless, distracted energy of a man perpetually mid-negotiation with someone more important than whoever was standing in front of him.

"Real community spirit," Mabel repeated, once he was out of earshot, in a tone that could have stripped paint. "That boy wouldn't know community spirit if it bit him."

Clara watched him go, something uneasy settling low in her stomach that had nothing to do with market competition and everything to do with instinct — the same prickling unease she'd felt, months ago, watching Harold Instone snap at a shaking Denise Okafor over a cup of coffee that had, in the end, turned out to matter a great deal more than anyone had realized at the time.

She told herself it was nothing. She told herself that, and mostly believed it, right up until the morning, eleven days later, when Vince Castellano turned up dead on the unfinished floor of his own half-built café.
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AN OLD FACE, A NEW COMPLICATION

The bell over the café door jingled, and Clara looked up to find a familiar face from an unfamiliar context — the woman from the very end of everything that had happened with Harold, the one who'd walked in asking about a mystery at her family's inn two towns over, travel bag still over one shoulder like she'd never quite unpacked.

"Ms. Whiskerton." She smiled, a little sheepish. "Nora Kessler. We met — well, briefly, a while back. I don't know if you remember."

"I remember." Clara gestured her toward the counter. "Did you ever get that thing at your inn sorted out?"

"Eventually. Turned out to be nothing sinister — a disgruntled former employee, if you can believe it, moving things around to spook the new owners." Nora's smile flickered, something more complicated passing behind it. "I'm actually here about something else, though. Business, this time, not mystery."

"Oh?"

"I've taken on some consulting work. Hospitality investment, mostly — helping bring outside capital into small-town properties that need it." Nora glanced, almost involuntarily, toward the window and the banner visible across the square. "I'm doing some advisory work for Roast & Co., actually. Vince Castellano's expansion team brought me on to assess local market fit before they finalize the lease terms."

Clara felt something in her expression shift before she could smooth it over. "You're working for them?"

"Consulting for them. There's a difference, though I understand it might not feel like much of one from where you're standing." Nora had the grace to look uncomfortable about it. "I want to be upfront with you, Clara, because I liked you the one time we met, and because I think you deserve to hear this from me rather than through town gossip. Part of my job is assessing whether the market here can genuinely support their model, long-term. I have some real concerns about how Vince is running this rollout — corporate wants slow, sustainable integration into local markets. Vince wants fast wins to pad his numbers for the next promotion cycle. Those two things aren't the same, and I think it's going to cause problems."

"What kind of problems?"

"The kind where a very ambitious young man cuts corners nobody told him to cut, to hit numbers nobody's checking closely enough." Nora's jaw tightened. "I flagged some of it to corporate last week. Vince doesn't know that yet, and I'd appreciate you not mentioning it if you run into him. It's not personal — I actually think this town could use responsible outside investment done right. I just don't think Vince Castellano is doing it right, and I think it's going to catch up with him."

Clara studied her for a long moment, the same instinct that had served her well months earlier stirring quietly to life. "You sound like you know something specific."

"I know that a man in a hurry makes enemies faster than he makes friends," Nora said, "and Vince Castellano has been in a considerable hurry
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