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			Chapter 1

			The Poisoned Latte

			The Morning Rush

			The morning sun caught the edges of Sweetleaf Café’s bay window and poured liquid gold across the polished oak floors. Noah Garcia turned the key in the front door’s lock, feeling the familiar resistance before the mechanism clicked open. He stepped inside and breathed in the silence, that precious moment before the day began when the café belonged only to him.

			Dust motes danced in the slanted light, and the faint scent of yesterday’s cinnamon and vanilla still clung to the air. The sage green walls glowed warm in the early brightness, and the mismatched chairs stood waiting like patient friends around their small tables.

			Mocha lifted her head from the sunny corner, blinking sleepy approval. The black cat stretched, arching her spine in a perfect curve before settling back into her patch of warmth. Noah smiled at her constancy. She’d move exactly three times before noon, following the sun’s path with feline precision.

			He moved to the espresso machine and flipped the switches, listening to the hum build from a whisper to a growl. Steam began to curl from the group head, bringing with it that sharp metallic promise of coffee. The smell mixed with the residual sweetness from yesterday’s pastries, creating a layered perfume that meant home to him in ways he couldn’t quite articulate.

			Noah opened the grinder and filled it with fresh beans, the kind he special-ordered from a roaster in Austin. The grind was perfect, unchanged from where he’d left it. He pulled the first shot of the day, watching the espresso drip thick and dark, its surface catching the light like liquid mahogany.

			The taste rolled over his tongue, bitter and complex, with notes of chocolate and something floral he could never quite name. He set the cup down and began the morning prep, pulling yesterday’s pastries from the walk-in and arranging them in the display case. The blueberry scones and pecan sticky buns had kept well overnight, and the cranberry muffins studded with white chocolate still looked appealing on the top shelf. Lisa would arrive soon with her morning’s baking, the fresh items that always sold out within the first hour.

			The door chimed at 7:43 AM, and Mrs. Gloria Jennings navigated the threshold with careful precision. Her silver hair was pinned in its customary bun, eyes sharp behind wire-rimmed glasses. She’d witnessed every significant event in Bluebonnet Falls for the past fifty years, and she missed nothing.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Jennings,” Noah called, already reaching for the decaf grounds. “The usual?”

			“You know me too well, dear boy.” Her soft Southern drawl made even simple words sound like shared confidences. She settled at her window table. “Though I might be tempted by one of those scones.”

			He prepared her decaf latte with care, the milk steamed to exactly 150 degrees, foam forming a perfect leaf. When he brought it over with a blueberry scone, she was already pulling out her embroidered handkerchief with bluebonnets stitched along the edge.

			“How’s your garden coming along?” Noah asked.

			“Oh, the Mexican hat flowers are finally taking hold.” Her face lit with pleasure. “And the Indian paintbrush is showing first blooms. This might be the year for that perfect spring show.”

			More customers filtered in as they talked about soil and spring blooms. Sam Miller arrived precisely at 8:00 AM, as he had every weekday for the past three years, nodding his greeting and settling in with the local paper. Noah had his black Americano ready before the man reached the counter. The Hendricks sisters came in together, as always, sharing their pot of English breakfast tea and splitting a cranberry muffin with the careful precision of long practice. Young Travis Webb stumbled in looking half-awake, needing his triple shot latte before facing another day at the hardware store.

			The rhythm of morning took hold, that comfortable pattern Noah had built over seven years. Pour, steam, serve. Smile, chat, clean. The espresso machine hissed and gurgled, the grinder whirred, and easy jazz drifted from the vintage speakers mounted in the corners. Conversations layered over each other, creating that particular music of a small town waking up. Mrs. Jennings was discussing her azaleas with the Hendricks sisters. Sam muttered something about the zoning board’s latest decision. Travis’s eyes gradually focused as caffeine worked its magic.

			This was what Noah had wanted when he came back after his service. Not just a business, but a sanctuary. A place where people felt safe enough to linger, to talk, to simply exist without hurry or judgment.

			At 8:15 AM, Lisa Montgomery breezed through the door, auburn hair pulled back with a yellow scarf, carrying a basket of cinnamon rolls. She tied on her apron with quick, efficient movements.

			“Morning, boss!” She deposited the basket and lowered her voice. “You will not believe what I heard at the farmer’s market. Martin Caldwell is in town.”

			The name meant nothing to Noah, but Lisa’s tone suggested it should. “Who?”

			“That food critic from Dallas. The one who shut down that barbecue place in Waco with a single review.” Her green eyes sparkled with concern. “He’s doing some piece on small-town Texas cuisine, tearing through every diner and café between here and Austin.”

			Noah’s jaw tightened, but he kept his voice steady. The café was good, he told himself. His coffee was carefully sourced, his pastries made with real butter and local ingredients. Surely one critic couldn’t destroy what he’d built.

			“If he comes in, we’ll treat him like any other customer,” Noah said. “Good coffee speaks for itself.”

			Lisa squeezed his shoulder briefly, recognizing when he was trying to convince himself. She moved to take orders from the growing line.

			By 9:30 AM, a brief lull arrived. Lisa hummed while refilling napkin dispensers, her earlier energy settling into the comfortable rhythm of the morning. Mocha had relocated beneath the corner table, her tail flicking with lazy contentment. Noah leaned against the counter and allowed himself to simply breathe, to exist in this moment he’d built with his own hands.

			His fingers found the tattoo on his forearm without conscious thought, tracing the familiar lines of the service emblem. The Army had taught him discipline, structure, and how to keep certain parts of himself carefully locked away. Coming back to Bluebonnet Falls had required those same skills, just deployed differently. Being gay in a small Texas town meant careful navigation, constant awareness of how much truth to reveal in any given moment.

			He’d built Sweetleaf Café partly as an act of service to the community that raised him. But he’d also built it as a shield, a respectable business that let him belong without having to answer the questions he wasn’t ready to face. People saw the veteran, the local boy made good, the man who knew their coffee orders by heart and remembered to ask about their gardens and grandchildren. They didn’t see the loneliness that crept in during quiet nights, or the careful way he’d trained himself not to look too long at certain smiles, not to let his gaze linger where it might betray him.

			The café hummed with life around him, full of familiar sounds he’d come to treasure. Mrs. Jennings’s gentle laughter mixed with the rustle of Sam’s newspaper and the Hendricks sisters’ quiet murmurs. All of it familiar, all of it safe.

			The espresso machine hissed softly, a familiar rhythm that had become the soundtrack to his carefully constructed life. Outside the bay window, Bluebonnet Falls went about its morning business, unhurried and predictable. Comfortable. Safe.

			Noah took a deep breath and returned to work. There were cups to wash, tables to wipe, a community to serve. The rest would have to wait, as it always did, tucked away in the spaces between smiles and service.

			The Outsider

			Eric Chu pushed open the door to Sweetleaf Café at exactly 10:00 AM, the same time he’d arrived every morning for the past two weeks. The chime above the door announced his entrance with its bright jingle, and he felt the familiar flutter of self-consciousness as a few heads turned his way. He kept his eyes down and made straight for his corner table, the one tucked away from the main flow of traffic where he could work without feeling too exposed.

			The café was in its mid-morning lull, that breathing space between the early rush and the lunch crowd. Soft jazz played from speakers he’d never bothered to locate, and the espresso machine hissed periodically like some mechanical creature marking time. The smell of coffee was rich and pervasive, mixing with cinnamon and something floral he couldn’t identify. It should have been comforting by now, this daily ritual in his new home. Instead, it still felt foreign, like he was playing at belonging rather than actually achieving it.

			He set his laptop bag on the table and pulled out his computer, going through the motions of his morning routine. The young woman from behind the counter appeared with his usual house blend, the same order he’d placed every morning for two weeks. He thanked her with a nod, not quite making eye contact, and she left him to his solitude. He opened the laptop, waited for it to boot, and stared at the blinking cursor on the blank page titled “Chapter Seven.” The familiar inadequacy tightened his jaw.

			Moving to Bluebonnet Falls was supposed to have been a fresh start. Eric had told himself that leaving the city behind would solve multiple problems at once. The noise and chaos that made it impossible to think. The constant reminders of relationships that hadn’t worked out. The feeling of being just another anonymous face in a crowd of millions, invisible despite being technically out and open about who he was.

			Small-town Texas had seemed like the answer, at least in theory. A place where life moved slower, where he could afford to rent an actual house instead of a cramped apartment, where maybe, possibly, he could figure out who Eric Chu was supposed to be when stripped of all the urban noise.

			Three months in, he was starting to suspect he’d made a terrible mistake.

			The cursor blinked. Mocking him.

			Around the café, life continued with that easy rhythm he couldn’t seem to find his way into. An elderly woman with silver hair was discussing flowers with two other women at a nearby table, their voices carrying that soft Texas drawl that still sounded foreign to his ears. A man in work clothes read the local paper with the kind of deep focus Eric hadn’t managed in months. A young woman behind the counter hummed while she wiped down the espresso machine, her movements efficient and unselfconscious.

			They all belonged here. Eric was still trying to figure out if he ever would.

			He pulled out his phone and scrolled through his messages, looking for something to distract himself from the blank page. His agent had sent another gentle inquiry about his deadline, phrased carefully to sound supportive rather than accusatory. His mother had texted a picture of his niece’s school play, accompanied by the question of when he might visit. As if the eight-hour drive was nothing. As if he hadn’t just upended his entire life to move here.

			Eric shoved the phone back in his pocket and forced himself to look at his computer screen. The cursor continued its relentless blinking. He typed a sentence, then deleted it. He typed another, watched it sit there looking lifeless and wrong, and deleted that too.

			Writer’s block had followed him from the city like a faithful curse. Turned out you couldn’t outrun your own inadequacies just by changing zip codes.

			Footsteps approached his table, and Eric looked up to find Noah Garcia standing there with a coffee pot in one hand. The café owner had that easy, natural smile that some people seemed born with, the kind that made you feel seen in a way that was both uncomfortable and oddly compelling. Eric had noticed it the first day he’d come here, and had tried very hard not to notice it every day since.

			Noah was a couple of years younger than Eric, with the kind of solid build that suggested someone who’d done real physical work. His dark hair was slightly mussed, and there was a small tattoo visible on his forearm where his sleeve was rolled up. He had warm brown eyes and a strong jawline, and Eric absolutely should not be cataloging these details with this much attention.

			“Morning,” Noah said, his voice carrying that gentle Texas accent Eric was slowly becoming accustomed to. “How’s the writing going?”

			The question was casual, friendly, the kind of thing you asked a regular customer. But Eric’s stomach clenched at the weight of all the things he wasn’t accomplishing.

			“It’s going,” he said, which was technically not a lie if you counted deleting sentences as a form of progress.

			Noah’s smile didn’t waver, but his expression changed subtly, showing a flicker of understanding that made Eric’s defenses slam into place. He’d moved here partly to escape being known, being understood, being vulnerable to the kind of scrutiny that came from letting people get close enough to see your failures.

			“Can I get you a refill?” Noah gestured to Eric’s empty cup, the one he’d been nursing since he arrived.

			“Sure. Thanks.” Eric pushed the cup toward him, careful not to let their fingers touch during the exchange. Old habit, learned young, the careful distance that kept things simple.

			Noah poured the coffee with the same careful attention Eric had noticed before, not just filling the cup but doing it properly, leaving room for cream. It was such a small thing, the kind of detail most people wouldn’t notice. But Eric noticed. He’d been noticing a lot of small things about Noah Garcia over the past two weeks, and it was starting to become a problem.

			“You know,” Noah said, setting the pot down on the table, “I’ve been watching you work in here for a couple of weeks now. Well, not watching exactly. That sounds creepy.” His smile turned self-deprecating, and Eric’s pulse jumped. “I just mean I’ve noticed you’re pretty dedicated. Same time every day. Same table.”

			Eric wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Was Noah making conversation? Commenting on his predictability? Pointing out how Eric had established himself as a fixture without actually connecting with anyone?

			“Creature of habit,” he finally managed, aiming for light but landing somewhere closer to defensive.

			Noah nodded slowly, his eyes lingering on Eric’s face for just a moment longer than strictly necessary. Eric found himself hyper-aware of how he must look. Tired, probably. Rumpled. Like someone still figuring out if this town was a refuge or just another place where he didn’t fit.

			“Well, if you need anything, just let me know,” Noah said, picking up the coffee pot. “Sometimes a change of scenery helps. Different table, different drink. Though I guess you already tried the big change, moving here from the city.”

			There was something in his tone, a gentleness that suggested he understood what it meant to be trying to find your place. Eric wanted to ask if it showed that obviously, if his outsider status was written across his forehead for everyone to read. But Noah was already walking away, moving back toward the counter with that easy grace that suggested someone completely at home in his own skin.

			Eric stared after him for longer than was appropriate, then forced his attention back to his laptop. The cursor blinked. The blank page remained blank. But his pulse had quickened, and his carefully constructed defenses felt less solid than they had ten minutes ago.

			He typed a sentence. Let it stay this time.

			Outside the window, Bluebonnet Falls continued its slow morning, and inside the café, Eric Chu sat with his coffee and his laptop and the uncomfortable realization that maybe he’d moved here looking for more than just peace and quiet. Maybe he’d been looking for a place where someone like Noah Garcia might smile at him like he mattered, like he belonged, like he was more than just another temporary fixture at a corner table.

			The coffee tasted better than it had any right to, and Eric was trying very hard not to think about what that meant.

			The Critic’s Last Review

			The door chimed at 11:10 AM.

			Noah looked up, expecting the lunch rush, but it was a delivery driver in a generic brown uniform and a low cap. He carried a single bottle of syrup and a clipboard, moving with a sense of frantic urgency that put Noah on edge.

			“Delivery for Sweetleaf,” the man said, marching straight to the counter. He didn’t look like Mark, their usual guy. He was older, thick-set, with eyes that kept darting to the door.

			“I didn’t order anything,” Noah said, wiping his hands on a towel. “And Mark usually comes on Tuesdays.”

			“Emergency recall,” the driver said, slamming the new bottle onto the counter. It was the same brand of artisanal vanilla-cinnamon blend Noah used for the House Special. “Manufacturer found a bacterial issue in batch 492, so we’re swapping them out immediately. Health code mandate.”

			Noah felt a cold spike of anxiety. Health code violations were death for a café. “I’ve been using that bottle all morning.”

			“Then you’re lucky nobody’s sick yet.” The driver reached over the counter, his movement aggressive. “I need to take the bad unit now. Liability reasons.”

			“Okay, sure.” Noah unscrewed the pump from the current bottle and handed it over, grateful for the proactive service. “Thanks for catching it.”

			The driver swapped the pump into the new bottle and pushed it into the rack. “Just sign here.”

			Noah scrawled his signature on the clipboard. The driver stepped back but, instead of leaving, he moved to the far end of the counter and appeared to check through his stack of invoices. His gaze however was fixed on the front window.

			“You need something else?” Noah asked.

			“Just... paperwork,” the man muttered.

			The door chimed again at 11:15 AM.

			The driver stiffened.

			Noah looked up to see a man in his mid-fifties stride through the entrance with the kind of aggressive confidence that turned heads. He wore a tailored suit that looked wildly out of place in Bluebonnet Falls, and his salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back. A thin scar cut through his right eyebrow, and his eyes behind designer glasses swept the café with obvious disdain.

			The conversations around the room stuttered and died. Mrs. Jennings paused mid-sentence. Sam Miller lowered his newspaper.

			Martin Caldwell had arrived.

			Noah recognized him immediately from the photo Lisa had shown him. Martin surveyed the café like a general inspecting troops he already knew would fail him. His gaze lingered on the mismatched chairs, the hand-painted menu board, the potted herbs. Noah watched his lip curl.

			“Charming,” Martin said loudly enough for everyone to hear. The word dripped with condescension. “Very... rustic.”

			Noah forced his professional smile into place, and tried to ignore the delivery driver who was now hovering near the condiment station, watching Martin intently.

			“Welcome to Sweetleaf Café,” Noah said. “Can I get you something?”

			“Coffee, I suppose. Though I doubt you’ll manage anything approaching drinkable.” Martin pulled out a chair at a center table with more force than necessary. “A latte. House Special. And don’t burn the milk. I can always tell when someone burns the milk.”

			The café remained frozen in uncomfortable silence. Noah could feel every eye on him. He pulled on his Army discipline and kept his voice level.

			“One House Special latte coming right up.”

			He turned back to the espresso machine. His hands wanted to shake, but he refused to let them. He pulled the espresso shot, watching the dark liquid drip. Then he reached for the syrup—the fresh bottle the driver had just swapped in.

			He pumped twice. The sweet scent of vanilla and cinnamon rose up, masking anything else.

			He steamed the milk to exactly 150 degrees and poured. The foam formed a perfect rosetta.

			“Here you are,” Noah said, setting the latte in front of Martin. “House blend, fresh-pulled shot.”

			Martin didn’t touch the cup. Instead, he leaned back and looked Noah up and down. “You’re the owner? Noah Garcia? I’ve been documenting small-town Texas establishments. Most are exactly what you’d expect. Mediocre coffee served by people who wouldn’t know quality if it bit them.”

			Noah’s fingers curled into fists. “We take pride in what we serve here. Every drink is made with care.”

			“Care is no substitute for talent.” Martin laughed, a harsh bark. “I can already tell what I’m going to write. Another forgettable café in another forgettable town.”

			Movement caught Noah’s eye. Eric Chu had risen from his corner table and was walking toward them, his face set in hard lines.

			“That’s enough,” Eric said, his quiet voice cutting through the tension. “You can’t judge a place without trying it. That’s not criticism, that’s cruelty.”

			Martin turned, delight flashing in his eyes. “Well, well. Eric Chu. I didn’t expect to find you hiding out here after your last book flopped.”

			Eric went pale. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t I? ‘Derivative and forgettable,’ I believe I wrote. And now you’re defending a café that is equally derivative.” Martin waved a hand. “The butler did it, the detective drinks too much, nobody cares.”

			Noah stepped forward, putting himself between Eric and Martin. “You need to leave.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You’ve insulted my business and my customer. We’re done here.”

			For a long moment, they were locked in confrontation. In the background, Noah saw the delivery driver shift, his eyes locked on the latte sitting untouched on the table. He looked tense, like a coiled spring.

			“Fine,” Martin said, smiling cruelly. “But first...” He reached for the cup. “Let me taste this ‘carefully sourced’ coffee. Give you a fair chance.”

			He lifted the cup. The delivery driver took a half-step forward.

			Martin took a long drink. He swallowed, grimaced, and set the cup down.

			“As I expected,” Martin sneered. “Complete swill. Too sweet, and the finish is...”

			He stopped. His eyes went wide. The cup slipped from his fingers and shattered on the floor, coffee spreading across the oak boards. Martin’s hand flew to his throat.

			“Sir?” Noah’s anger vanished. “Are you all right?”

			Martin made a strangled, choking sound. His face turned purple. He stumbled backward, knocking his chair over, and collapsed.

			“Someone call 911!” Noah lunged forward, catching Martin as he hit the floor.

			Chaos erupted. Mrs. Jennings screamed. Chairs scraped.

			Noah cradled Martin’s head, checking for a pulse. It was thready, fluttering wildly. “Help me!” he shouted at the room.

			He looked up, scanning for help. He saw Eric frozen nearby. He saw Lisa running for the phone.

			And near the door, he saw the delivery driver.

			The man wasn’t panicking. He wasn’t calling for help. He was moving with calm, terrifying precision. In the confusion, he had stepped to the counter, grabbed the bottle of syrup he’d just delivered, and shoved it into his bag.

			He caught Noah’s eye for one second in a cold, flat stare and then slipped out the front door, the bell chiming cheerfully as he vanished into the street.

			Noah looked back down. Martin convulsed once, violently, and went still.

			“No, no, no.” Noah started compressions, counting under his breath.

			But under his hands, the chest was still. Martin Caldwell was dead.

			And the bottle that had killed him was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Prime Suspects

			The Blue Wall

			Sheriff Hank Mullins arrived at Sweetleaf Café at 11:45 AM, and everything Noah had built over seven years began to disappear behind yellow tape.

			The Sheriff was a tall man in his late fifties, with graying hair cut military-short and a weathered face that suggested decades of hard decisions. He moved through the café with the methodical precision of someone who’d done this before, his sky-blue eyes taking in every detail. The uniform he wore was crisp despite the Texas heat, and his badge caught the light from the bay window as he surveyed the scene.

			“Nobody leaves,” Mullins said, his voice carrying a slow, deliberate authority that made it clear this wasn’t a request. “Deputies will take statements from everyone who was present.”

			Two younger officers followed him inside, already unrolling crime scene tape. Noah watched from where he still knelt beside Martin’s body, his hands sticky with dried foam from his failed attempts at CPR. One of the deputies approached and gently but firmly guided him away, and Noah found himself standing uselessly near the counter while strangers took over his café.

			The yellow tape went up across the bay window first, blocking the view from outside. Through the glass, Noah could see a crowd gathering on the sidewalk. Mrs. Patterson from the antique shop. The teenagers who usually hung around the hardware store. Faces he’d served coffee to for years, now pressed against the window like spectators at an accident.

			His sanctuary had become a spectacle.

			More tape sectioned off the table where Martin had sat, creating a barrier around the shattered cup and the dark stain of spilled coffee. A deputy in latex gloves was photographing everything, the flash creating sharp bursts of light that made Noah’s eyes ache. Another officer carefully bagged the cup fragments, sealing each piece in clear plastic marked with numbers and timestamps.

			The smell had changed. The familiar warmth of coffee and cinnamon was being overtaken by sharper scents. Rubbing alcohol from the paramedics who’d arrived too late. The chemical tang of whatever solution the deputies were using to mark evidence. Even the air tasted wrong, sterile and official where it should have been welcoming.

			The crackle of police radios replaced the soft jazz that had been playing. Static bursts and coded numbers that Noah didn’t understand, a language designed to reduce tragedy to procedure. Someone had turned off his carefully curated playlist, and the silence underneath the radio chatter felt like a violation.

			Lisa stood near the pastry case, her face pale and her usual brightness completely extinguished. She caught Noah’s eye and mouthed something he couldn’t make out. One of the deputies was already talking to her, notebook open, pen moving across the page.

			Eric Chu remained frozen near his corner table, looking smaller than he had when he’d confronted Martin. His arms were wrapped around himself, and he kept glancing toward the door like he was calculating whether he could leave. Another deputy stood nearby, clearly assigned to make sure he didn’t try.

			Sheriff Mullins finished his initial survey and turned his attention to Noah. Those sky-blue eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made Noah’s Army training kick in. Stand straight. Meet his gaze. Don’t show weakness.

			“Mr. Garcia.” Mullins gestured toward a table at the back, away from Martin’s body, away from the other witnesses. “I need to ask you some questions.”

			Noah followed, very aware of every eye in the café tracking his movement. He sat in the chair Mullins indicated, forcing himself to keep his hands steady on the table surface. The wood was cool beneath his palms, familiar despite everything that had changed.

			Mullins settled across from him, pulling out a small recorder and setting it between them. “I’m going to record this conversation. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Tell me about the latte you prepared for Martin Caldwell.”

			Noah took a breath, organizing his thoughts. “He ordered it at approximately 11:15 AM. A latte, house blend. I pulled the espresso shot myself, used the specialty syrup, steamed the milk to 150 degrees, and poured it. The same way I make every drink.”

			“Did anyone else handle the cup between when you made it and when you served it?”

			“No. I carried it directly to his table.”

			Mullins made a note on a pad beside the recorder. “And Mr. Caldwell drank from that
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