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​Chapter 1: The Heat Is On
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The convoy of trucks I had watched roll into town from my balcony three nights ago had promised mystery and excitement, but the reality was mostly just diesel fumes and a heat index that violated several international treaties. I stood on the blistering asphalt of the Steeplechase County Fairgrounds and questioned every life choice that had led me to become a mobile beverage vendor in the middle of a July. The air was so thick with humidity that it felt less like breathing and more like inhaling a warm, wet towel that smelled faintly of corn dogs and desperation. The "water flows backward" riddle from Elias Thorne’s hidden note was still bouncing around my skull like a loose bean in a grinder, but right now, my primary mystery was how to keep a second-hand industrial slushie machine from exploding before the gates even opened.

I adjusted the awning of the Perk & Puzzle pop-up booth for the third time in ten minutes, trying to chase the shrinking patch of shade that was my only defense against the sun. My catering van was parked behind the tent, acting as a windbreak against the hot breeze that kicked up dust devils of straw and discarded ticket stubs. The centerpiece of my operation, a hulking stainless steel beast I had christened The Frappé-nator, was making a sound that I could only describe as a dying walrus trying to gargle gravel. I had bought it off a closing gas station in Little Rock for a price that seemed like a steal at the time, but as I watched the condensation drip down its side and pool on the sticky counter, I realized the robbery had gone the other way.

"Come on, you metal monstrosity," I whispered to the machine, giving the side panel a percussive maintenance tap with the heel of my hand. "Freeze. Just freeze. It is not that hard. It is literally your only job."

The Frappé-nator groaned in response and shuddered violently, splashing a dollop of half-frozen mocha mixture onto my clean white apron. I sighed and grabbed a rag, wiping the sticky brown spot before it could set into a permanent stain. This was supposed to be a lucrative weekend. The county fair brought in tourists from three states, all of whom would be dehydrated, overheated, and desperate for a caffeinated sugar rush. I had prepped gallons of my signature cold brew concentrate, mixed it with premium chocolate and caramel sauces, and prayed that the electrical grid of the fairgrounds could handle the load.

"You look like you are wrestling a refrigerator," a voice observed from the other side of the counter. "And I think the refrigerator is winning."

I looked up to see Mavis standing there in a pose that radiated competitive determination. She was wearing a neon orange sun visor pulled low over her eyes, and her nose was coated in a thick, opaque layer of white zinc oxide that made her look like a very glamorous lifeguard who had taken a wrong turn on the way to the beach. Her floral dress was sleeveless and breezy, but she had accessorized it with a fanny pack that looked large enough to hold a small arsenal or perhaps a packed lunch for four.

"I am not wrestling," I said, wringing out my rag. "I am negotiating. This machine has trust issues. It doesn't believe it can freeze liquid in this heat, and honestly, I am starting to agree with it. Why are you dressed for a volleyball tournament?"

Mavis adjusted her fanny pack and pointed a manicured finger toward the midway, where the colorful skeletons of the rides rose against the bright blue sky. "I am dressed for victory, Madison. There is a ring toss booth over by the petting zoo that has a giant purple bear. It is six feet tall. It is magnificent. And I intend to win it before the sun goes down."

"You don't need a six-foot bear," I pointed out, turning back to check the temperature gauge on the machine. "You live in a cottage. Where would you even put it? It would have to pay rent."

"I will put it on the porch to deter solicitors," Mavis said confidently. "Besides, it is the principle of the thing. Last year, I spent forty dollars trying to win a goldfish and went home with nothing but a cramp in my throwing arm. This year, I have trained. I have visualized. I have zinc on my nose to prevent distraction from solar radiation."

She leaned over the counter, inspecting the swirling brown slush inside the machine's clear hopper. "Is that the new recipe? The Midnight Mocha?"

"It is," I said. "If it ever freezes. Right now it is the Mid-Afternoon Sludge. The compressor keeps kicking off. I think the voltage is fluctuating."

As if to punctuate my sentence, the lights strung around the top of my booth flickered and dimmed. The Frappé-nator let out a low whine and the spinning auger inside slowed to a crawl. The hum of my portable generator, which was chugging away behind the van, dipped in pitch, sounding like it was straining against a sudden, massive load.

"What on earth?" I muttered. "I calculated the amperage. We should have plenty of power."

I wiped my hands and walked around the side of the booth to check the generator. The heavy yellow unit was vibrating across the grass, its engine roaring as it tried to keep up with the demand. I followed the thick black extension cord that led from the generator to my booth, checking for kinks or breaks.

Then I saw it.

There was a second cord. An orange, heavy-duty extension cord that did not belong to me had been plugged into the auxiliary outlet on my generator. It snaked away through the tall grass, disappearing under the metal skirting of the ride set up directly next to my booth.

The ride was a Tilt-A-Whirl, a vintage contraption of spinning cars on an undulating track that looked like it had been painted with leftovers from a 1970s kitchen renovation. It was loud, rusty, and currently drawing power from my gasoline.

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks, and for once, it had nothing to do with the weather. I followed the orange cord, stomping through the dry grass until I reached the operator’s booth of the ride.

"Hey!" I shouted over the sound of the generator. "Excuse me!"

The door to the small, elevated booth opened, and a man stepped out.

He was a mountain of a man, wide and fleshy, wearing a grease-stained tank top that left absolutely nothing to the imagination regarding the state of his armpit hair. He had a sunburn that made his skin look like boiled lobster, and he was chewing on a cigar that had gone out hours ago. He looked down at me from the metal platform, his expression one of pure, unadulterated annoyance.

This was Chuck Miller. He went by "Chuck the Carny," and he had introduced himself yesterday by spitting on my shoe and telling me my coffee smelled like "burnt dirt." He was also, unfortunately, not related to my boyfriend, Detective Gabe Miller, a fact for which Gabe thanked the heavens daily.

"What do you want, coffee girl?" Chuck barked, his voice sounding like gravel grinding in a cement mixer. "Can't you see I'm calibrating the hydraulics? This ride is a precision instrument."

"Your precision instrument is plugged into my generator," I shouted, pointing at the orange cord. "You are stealing my electricity, Chuck. My machine is dying because you are leeching power."

Chuck laughed. It was a wet, wheezing sound that ended in a cough. He scratched his stomach with the hand that wasn't holding a wrench. "Stealing is a harsh word. I prefer 'borrowing'. The fairgrounds power box is on the fritz. What am I supposed to do? Let the people spin manually? I got a business to run here."

"So do I," I said, crossing my arms. "Unplug it. Now. Or I will unplug it for you, and I won't be gentle about it."

Chuck leaned over the railing. A drop of sweat fell from his forehead and landed on the dusty ground inches from my boot. "You touch my cord, and you'll regret it. You townies think you own the place just because you live here year-round. We bring the magic, sweetheart. You just bring the overpriced bean water."

"I bring the permits," I countered, my voice steady despite the rage boiling in my gut. "And I bring the generator that I paid for. Unplug it, Chuck. Or I call the site manager."

Chuck sneered. He looked like he wanted to argue, looked like he wanted to come down there and intimidate me with his sheer bulk and body odor. But then his eyes flicked to the side, where Mavis was standing. She had followed me over and was currently holding her Ring Toss practice hoop like a chakram, staring at him with the cold, dead eyes of a shark in a sun visor.

"Fine," Chuck grunted. "Keep your precious volts. See if I care."

He turned and kicked the plug out of the socket on his control panel. The orange cord fell to the ground with a slap. Behind me, I heard the engine of my generator smooth out, the roar dropping to a steady, rhythmic hum.

"Thank you," I said stiffly. "And stay off my grid."

"Watch your back, coffee girl," Chuck muttered, turning back to his console. "Accidents happen at the fair. Rides malfunction. Things fall. People get hurt."

It was a threat. A petty, greasy threat, but a threat nonetheless. I turned and walked back to my booth, my heart pounding a little harder than necessary.

"He is a charming individual," Mavis noted, falling into step beside me. "He has the aura of a damp gym sock. I do not like him."

"He is a bully," I said, coiling up the orange cord and tossing it back toward his ride. "And he is going to be a problem all weekend. I can feel it."

We returned to the booth. The Frappé-nator was humming happily now, the auger spinning with renewed vigor. The slush was thickening, turning into the frosty, semi-solid texture I needed. I poured a small test sample. It was perfect. Cold, sweet, and strong enough to wake the dead.

"Success," I said, taking a sip. "The machine lives."

"Good," Mavis said. "Because the gates are opening. The hordes are approaching. I must go secure my position at the Ring Toss before the teenagers take all the good spots."

She adjusted her fanny pack, tipped her visor at me, and marched off toward the midway, looking for all the world like a general heading to the front lines.

I watched her go, then turned my attention to the front of the booth. The fairgrounds were coming alive. The sound of calliope music drifted through the heat, mixing with the shouts of barkers and the screams of children on the early rides. The smell of popcorn and cotton candy began to waft through the air, layering over the diesel and dust.

People began to trickle past my booth. Families with strollers, teenagers in groups, couples holding hands and sweating. I started serving drinks. The first rush was manageable. I sold a dozen Frappés in the first hour, the rhythm of pouring and collecting cash soothing my frayed nerves.

But the peace didn't last.

Around two o'clock, the heat reached its peak. The asphalt was radiating waves of distortion that made the distant ferris wheel look like a mirage. My line had grown long, people desperate for anything cold.

From the booth next door, the sound of the Tilt-A-Whirl started up. It was a loud, grinding mechanical noise, accompanied by the screams of riders as the cars whipped around the track.

I looked over while pouring
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