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​Chapter 1: Sweating the Small Stuff

[image: ]


If I had known that the only thing hotter than a coffee roaster in July was the Rosewood Estate during a heatwave, I would have stayed in my basement with the ghosts.

Three months had passed since I found the secret tunnel, the skeleton of Silas Viktor, and the realization that the most important page of the Secret Menu book had been ripped out by an unknown hand. I had spent every spare moment since then obsessing over that missing recipe. I searched the archives. I interrogated Mavis. I even held the book up to the light hoping for invisible ink.

But today, the mystery of the "Resurrection Roast" had to take a backseat to a much more immediate problem.

I was melting.

The temperature gauge on the catering van dashboard had read one hundred and two degrees when I parked. Now, standing on the manicured lawn of the Rosewood Estate, it felt closer to the surface of the sun. The humidity in Arkansas during the summer is not just a weather pattern. It is a physical weight. It sits on your chest and wraps around your throat like a wet wool blanket.

"Pivot," I grunted, shoving a fifty-pound keg of cold brew coffee across the folding table. "Pivot, you metal beast."

The keg did not pivot. It sat there, sweating condensation onto the white linen tablecloth, mocking my upper body strength.

I wiped a bead of sweat from my forehead before it could drip into the ice bin. I was supposed to be the premier coffee caterer of Steeplechase. I was supposed to be the sophisticated purveyor of the Perk & Puzzle’s finest blends. Instead, I looked like a woman who had just run a marathon through a car wash.

My hair, which I had attempted to wrestle into a professional chignon, was already surrendering to the humidity. Wisps of frizz formed a halo around my head that made me look slightly electrified. My black catering uniform, chosen for its slimming properties and ability to hide coffee stains, was currently acting as a solar panel.

"Madison!"

The shriek cut through the heavy, humid air like a jagged knife.

I winced. I knew that voice. It was a voice that could curdle milk from fifty paces.

Chloe Rosewood was marching across the lawn toward me. She was the heiress to the Rosewood fortune, the owner of this sprawling historic estate, and for today only, the bride.

She was also a nightmare in white silk.

Chloe was a beautiful woman, in the way a marble statue is beautiful. She was cold, hard, and expensive. Her blonde hair was pulled back so tightly I worried for her hairline. She wore a silk robe with the word BRIDE rhinestone-encrusted on the back, and she was pointing a manicured finger at me as if I were a stain on her perfect day.

"The napkins," she hissed, arriving at my station. "Look at the napkins."

I looked down at the stack of beverage napkins I had set out. They were pink. Small, square, and pink.

"They are napkins," I said cautiously. "They absorb liquid. They are very functional."

"They are shell pink," Chloe said, her voice trembling with a rage that seemed disproportionate to the paper goods in question. "My color scheme is petal pink, Madison. Petal! Shell has orange undertones. Petal has blue undertones. Do you want my wedding to look like a salmon festival?"

"I honestly did not know there was a difference," I admitted. "But I can turn them over? The back is white."

"White," Chloe scoffed. "How pedestrian. Fix it. I don't care how. Just make them not orange."

She spun around and marched away, screaming into her phone at someone named Jessica about the structural integrity of the flower arch.

I let out a long breath.

"Salmon festival," I muttered. "That sounds delicious. Much better than a heatstroke festival, which is what we are currently hosting."

I turned back to the nitrogen tanks.

This was the gimmick. The hook. The reason I was being paid an exorbitant amount of money to sweat in a garden. I was serving "Nitro Cold Brew." It was coffee infused with nitrogen gas, served from a tap like a Guinness. It was creamy, cold, and heavily caffeinated.

It was exactly what a group of wealthy, overheated socialites needed to survive a humid outdoor wedding without passing out.

I checked the regulator gauge. The pressure was holding steady. I connected the line to the tap handle I had clamped to the table.

Hiss.

A small puff of cold gas escaped. It was the most refreshing thing that had happened to me all day.

"Testing," I whispered.

I pulled the handle. A stream of dark, cascading liquid poured into a sample cup. It swirled with millions of tiny micro-bubbles, forming a thick, tan head of foam on top.

I took a sip. It was smooth. It was chocolatey. It was colder than Chloe Rosewood’s heart.

"Perfection," I said.

"Is that a beverage or a science experiment?"

I choked on the coffee.

My friend, Mavis, had arrived.

I lowered the cup and stared. I had seen Mavis wear many things. I had seen her in a neon pink hard hat. I had seen her in a paratrooper jumpsuit. But nothing could have prepared me for her wedding attire.

Mavis was wearing a dress that seemed to be made entirely of purple sequins. It shimmered violently in the sun. But the dress was merely the supporting act.

The headliner was her hat.

It was a fascinator, technically. But calling it a fascinator was like calling a hurricane a breeze. It was a large, saucer-shaped disc perched precariously on the side of her head. And resting on top of the disc, nestled in a bed of fake tulle flowers, was a swan.

It looked like a taxidermy swan. A dead swan. Its neck was curved in a graceful arch, and its beak was pointing directly at the sky as if pleading for mercy.

"Mavis," I said. "You have a waterfowl on your head."

Mavis adjusted the hat, causing the swan to bobble dangerously.

"It is a fascinator, Madison," she said. "It is high fashion. I saw it in a magazine. British royalty wears these things. I am channeling my inner Duchess."

"You are channeling a wetland," I said. "Is that... is that real feathers?"

"Ethically sourced," she claimed. She walked around the table and inspected my setup. "Why are the napkins orange?"

"They are shell pink," I said through gritted teeth. "And please tell me you are here as a guest. Please tell me you are not working."

"I am the Assistant Wedding Planner," Mavis declared. She pulled a clipboard out of her sequined purse. "I appointed myself this morning. The actual planner, a nervous man named Timothy, seemed overwhelmed. He was crying near the hydrangeas. I told him to go sit in the air conditioning while I handled the logistics."

"You cannot hijack a wedding, Mavis," I said. "This is the Rosewood Estate. These people litigate for sport."

"Nonsense," Mavis said. "I am helping. I already reorganized the seating chart. I put the chaotic cousins next to the open bar. It will be a disaster, but a fun one."

She looked around the sprawling lawn. Guests were starting to arrive, drifting from the parking lot toward the ceremony area like a parade of melting crayons. The men were in suits, tugging at their collars. The women were fanning themselves with the programs.

"Where is the detective?" Mavis asked. "I told everyone you were bringing a date. I told the father of the bride that your boyfriend is in law enforcement. He seemed nervous. I think he might be embezzling."

"Gabe is parking the van," I said. "And he is not my boyfriend. He is my plus one. He is here for the free food and because I promised him air conditioning."

"He is your boyfriend," Mavis corrected. "You two have been making googly eyes at each other over crime scene tape for months. It is sickening. Just kiss him already so I can win the betting pool at the bingo hall."

"You bet on my love life?"

"I bet on everything," Mavis said. "Now, give me a coffee. I need energy. I have to go tell the string quartet to play something with a beat. This classical music is putting the pigeons to sleep."

I poured her a small cup of nitro. She downed it in one gulp, wincing at the brain freeze.

"Excellent," she wheezed. "Tastes like jet fuel. Carry on."

She marched away across the grass, the swan on her head swaying with every step. I watched her go, praying she wouldn't accidentally start a war with the mother of the bride.

I checked my watch. The ceremony was starting in twenty minutes. The reception would follow immediately after. I had five kegs of coffee, three bags of ice, and a growing sense of dread.

"Hey. You. Coffee girl."

The voice was deep, loud, and dripped with entitlement.

I turned.

Braden "Brad" Bolt was standing on the other side of my table.

The groom.

If Chloe was a marble statue, Brad was a silicon valley algorithm come to life. He was handsome in a generic, focus-grouped sort of way. He had perfect teeth, perfect hair that defied the humidity, and a suit that cost more than my entire business.

He also had a Bluetooth earpiece in one ear and a smartphone in his hand. He wasn't looking at me. He was looking at his screen, thumb scrolling furiously.

"I need a pick-me-up," he said, still not making eye contact. "Something strong. And fast. I have a conference call in five minutes."

"Congratulations on your wedding, Mr. Bolt," I said, trying to be polite. "I have the nitro cold brew ready. It is quite strong."

He finally looked up. His eyes were blue and completely empty of warmth. He looked at me, then at the kegs, then at my uniform. He sneered.

"Nitro," he said. "Is it single origin? Is it fair trade? I don't put garbage in my body. My body is a temple."

"It is a blend of Ethiopian and Colombian beans," I said. "Very high quality. Roasted locally at the Perk & Puzzle."

"Locally," he repeated, as if I had said "in a dumpster." He snapped his fingers. "Fine. Pour it. But don't fill it up. I don't want to be bloated for the pictures."

I poured the drink. My hand shook slightly, not from nerves, but from the overwhelming urge to pour the freezing cold liquid directly into his lap.

He was universally unlikable. I had heard rumors about him in town. He was a tech entrepreneur who had made his money developing apps that harvested user data. He was loud, he was rude, and he treated the staff at the Rosewood Estate like indentured servants.

He took the cup from my hand without saying thank you. He took a sip. He grimaced.

"It's bitter," he complained. "Where is the stevia? Do you not have stevia?"

"The sweetener station is to your right," I said, pointing.

He rolled his eyes and moved to the condiments. His phone buzzed. He tapped the earpiece.

"Yeah?" he barked. "No. No, I told you. The deal is done. I signed the papers yesterday."

He was shouting now, oblivious to the guests gathering nearby.

"I don't care what the valuation says," Brad yelled. "I am cashing out. The IP belongs to the holding company, and the holding company belongs to me."

He paused, listening to the person on the other end. His face grew red.

"Listen to me, you leech," he hissed. "You are nothing without me. I wrote the code. I made the pitch. You just sat there and rode my coattails."

He shoveled three packets of artificial sweetener into his coffee and stirred it aggressively with a wooden stick.

A man walked up behind him.

He was
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