
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2026 by Harper Burton - All rights reserved. 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Letter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Note from Harper
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A First Look at Murder at Blackwell Estate
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
The Letter


Dear Trish, 
Your postcard arrived while I was out. Noodle found it before I did, which is his natural order of things. When I came home he was sitting beside it on the floor like a very fluffy customs agent. Eye contact was made. Terms were silently negotiated. I'm not sure if that's love or a well-run checkpoint. Possibly both.
He has a shelf in the cottage now. Your letters and postcards are stacked there, all of them. Sir Squeaks-a-Lot sits on top. I consider this an honor your correspondence has clearly earned.
It's March in Windmere Cove. The azaleas along Harbor Road are just opening, the first pink edges showing against the garden walls, the kind of beginning that makes you want to stop and watch before it becomes something else entirely. The Carolina jessamine has climbed the front trellis of the café and the herb garden smells like oregano and new earth and something green that hasn't had a name yet this year. The harbor has shifted color, that particular early spring blue that arrives before you realize winter has actually gone.
After Spencer Reed died in my café, I thought I understood the shape of what I'd inherited. A bronze fragment. A letter from his lawyer Harrington. A warning about La Société des Gourmets Discernants, the Society, and the centuries they've spent controlling knowledge they guard in pieces. No one person holds the whole picture. That much I've learned.
A third fragment has come to me now. I won't say how. What I will tell you is that the path to it led somewhere I'm still making sense of, back through my grandmother Margaret's recipes, back through things she preserved and kept quiet her whole life.
My scent memory has been the thread through all of it. A specific smell surfaces a complete room, a precise conversation, the exact sequence of what happened and who said what. It has led me to killers. It has led me to things I wasn't meant to find. I've stopped being surprised by what it turns up and started paying closer attention.
Three fragments are secured with people who understand their engineering far beyond what I do. Two still out there. I think about that more than I should.
The café has new regulars this spring. Strangers who have folded themselves into the sound of the bell over the door and the scrape of chairs against the floor. I didn't think it would touch me, watching a room rearrange itself around new lives. But it does.
Come visit. I'll make the Better Late Than Never Brown Butter Tarts and we can sit in the herb garden and pretend the world is simple for an afternoon.
I miss you.
All my love, Izzy
P.S. I counted. Six postcards on that shelf. Sir Squeaks-a-Lot is taking his responsibilities very seriously.

      [image: ]She left the letter propped against the canisters on her cottage kitchen counter where the morning light would find it.
The rosemary along the path had come through winter intact. The lavender was showing new tips. The mint had already begun its quiet campaign to take everything it could reach. At the end of the lane the harbor glittered in that new early spring light, the fishing boats at their moorings, rigging moving in the breeze, the water busy the way it always was.
Noodle moved ahead of her along the path, nose down, tail easy, conducting his unhurried morning assessment.
She stopped and let the sun find her face.
She thought about the letter propped on her cottage kitchen counter. About three fragments somewhere safe. About two still out there, waiting.
She could feel it starting again.
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Chapter one

Izzy Harper sat in her cottage behind Buttermilk Café, reviewing tomorrow's menu when Noodle lifted his head from his bed. His ears perked forward, tracking something she couldn't hear. A single knock echoed from her front door. She wasn't expecting anyone. 
Noodle padded to the door, tail neutral, nose working.
Before she could call out, a white envelope slid under the gap, rain-spotted but intact. She picked it up. The whisk-and-pen emblem of La Société des Gourmets Discerning was pressed into red wax.
Inside, a single line in precise handwriting:
I have something of your grandmother's. Pier Seven. One hour. Come alone.
Her stomach tightened. La Société des Gourmets Discerning. The secret culinary society that had been at the center of three murders already. Spencer Reed, Malcolm Winters, Tony Mancuso. All connected to the bronze fragments, all dead.
Something of her grandmother's? What could they possibly have?
She'd been debating, pacing, second-guessing since the note arrived. Through the window, the sky looked threatening, heavy clouds gathering. Maybe that should have been her first warning this was a bad idea.
Noodle walked to the coat rack and sat, decision made.
"You're right," she said, pulling on her raincoat. "Better to go." She grabbed Noodle's yellow slicker from the hook. "Looks like rain, boy."
The note said come alone, but Noodle was already at the door, waiting patiently while she fastened his rain jacket. 
They hurried to her Volvo just as the first fat raindrops began to fall. By the time she pulled into the harbor parking lot five minutes later, the storm had arrived in full force.

      [image: ]Wind howled through the rigging of moored boats, sending the Salty Dog and Morning Glory crashing against their bumpers. Rain hammered the docks in sheets so thick that even the lighthouse beam struggled to pierce through.
Pier Seven stretched into the harbor like a finger pointing toward the lighthouse. The pier lights struggled against the storm, their glow barely reaching the planks. Empty slips lined both sides, their usual occupants hauled out for winter storage. Rain pelted Izzy's face as she walked the length of the pier, seeing no one.
She checked her watch. Right on time.
"Hello?" Her voice disappeared into the storm.
Noodle pressed against her leg, alert but calm. Then she heard them. Footsteps on the wet planks behind her. Slow. Deliberate. Getting closer.
She turned.
A figure emerged from the shadows where the pier met the shore. Tall, wearing a long coat that somehow seemed to repel the rain. The pier light caught his face briefly. Middle-aged, sharp features, eyes that held too many secrets. She'd never seen him before.
"Miss Harper." His voice carried despite the storm.
Before she could respond, he grabbed her arm, firm but not painful, and steered her toward a small shelter she hadn't noticed. A covered bench area where fishermen waited out squalls. The wind still reached them, but the roof blocked the worst of the rain. Noodle followed, positioning himself between Izzy and the stranger.
"Thank you for coming," the man said, releasing her arm.
"Did I have a choice?"
"There's always a choice. Though not always a good one." He reached into his coat and pulled out a flat package wrapped in oilcloth, about the size of a recipe card.
"These were stolen from your grandmother's collection years ago," he said, extending the package. "The Society... acquired them. These belong to you. Soon, they'll make more sense.”
The oilcloth bore the whisk-and-pen symbol, beaded with rain. It was all Izzy could do not to tear it open right there, but the rain would damage whatever was inside. She tucked it carefully inside her coat.
"Why now?" she asked. "Why return them?"
The man studied her for a long moment. "Oh, Izzy. You don't understand yet, do you? The fragments you've been collecting? They're not the real Mechanism. They're the key to activating it."
The wind gusted, driving rain sideways across the pier. Noodle moved closer to Izzy, his warmth a comfort against the cold.
"The three fragments you've found," the man continued. "Each one powerful alone, yes. Cultivation, Fermentation, Catalyst. Remarkable devices in their own right. But when combined? They activate something that's been dormant. Something that could transform Windmere Cove."
"Transform it how?"
"That depends on who controls it. And that transformation? It will draw others. Dangerous others. People who've been waiting decades for this opportunity." Lightning flickered across the harbor, illuminating his face. "When you find the fourth fragment, the danger will escalate beyond anything you've faced. "The people you've dealt with before? Amateurs. What's coming..." He shook his head. "Study those recipes carefully. Your grandmother knew more than she ever told the Society."
"Wait," Izzy called as he turned to leave. "Who are you? Why warn me?"
He paused at the edge of the light. "The Mechanism should stay dormant. Not all Society members share that view." He studied her for a moment. "But if someone's going to figure this out, I'd rather it be you." He gestured to the package hidden in her coat. "The answers you need are in there. Though you may not recognize them at first."
Then he walked into the storm and was gone, swallowed by rain and darkness.

      [image: ]Back in her cottage, Izzy toweled Noodle dry while the package sat on her kitchen table, still wrapped in its protective oilcloth. The package pulled her back to her grandmother's kitchen, to the scent of cinnamon and brown sugar that always lingered there.
Finally, she couldn't wait any longer. She carefully unwrapped the leather sheath. Inside were four recipe cards, yellowed with age but perfectly preserved.
Her grandmother Margaret's handwriting flowed across the cardstock in faded blue ink:
Lonely Afternoon Cake
Forgiveness Pie
Second-Chance Bread
Sweet Regret Cookies
Each recipe included notes about emotions, stories, moods. Her grandmother's way of organizing recipes not by ingredient or course, but by feeling. Just like Izzy did now.
She picked up the Lonely Afternoon Cake card. The recipe called for brown sugar and sour cream, topped with cinnamon crumble. She had everything she needed.
"What do you think, Noodle? Midnight baking?" He wagged his tail and settled by the oven. “That’s what I thought. You just want the bowl.”
As she creamed butter and brown sugar, as cinnamon filled her kitchen, the scent pulled her back through time. She was eight years old, standing on a step stool in her grandmother's kitchen. September light streaming through windows. The house too quiet after Grandpa's funeral.
"Sometimes," her grandmother had said, folding cinnamon into butter with practiced hands, "we bake to fill the silence with sweeter things."
The cake had cooled on the windowsill while they waited, though neither knew quite what they were waiting for. Just that the waiting was easier with cake to share and stories to tell. Her grandmother had written it right there on the card: Best eaten warm, while waiting for company that may or may not arrive.
Even then, her grandmother had understood that some silences needed filling, some waiting needed purpose.
The memory faded as the timer dinged. Izzy pulled the cake from her own oven, the exact same smell filling her cottage. Lonely Afternoon Cake, perfect for a stormy night when questions outnumbered answers.
While the cake cooled, she studied the recipe cards more closely. That's when she noticed it. In the corner of each card, barely visible unless you looked at just the right angle, was a symbol: //
These weren't just recipes. They were something more. Instructions? A code?
Noodle suddenly nosed at the Forgiveness Pie card, flipping it over on the table. There, on the back, was different handwriting. Her breath caught.
Spencer Reed's precise script filled the back of the card:
This mark isn't decorative. Pattern repeats across all cards. Intentional, formulaic? Symbol or cipher? S.R.
Spencer had held these cards. Studied them. Before he died in her café, before he passed her the first fragment, he'd known about these recipes. Known about the // symbol.
The cake sat cooling on the counter, filling the cottage with warmth and memory. Outside, the storm was passing, thunder growing distant. But Izzy knew another kind of storm was building. The Society member's words echoed in her mind: "When you find the fourth fragment, the danger will escalate beyond anything you've faced."
She looked at the four recipe cards spread on her table, each marked with that mysterious // symbol. Somewhere in these recipes, in her grandmother's careful measurements and emotional notations, lay answers. Or perhaps more questions.
Noodle rested his head on her knee, and she stroked his ears absently.
"Spencer knew," she said quietly. "He knew about the symbol. About the recipes. He knew, and now he's dead."
The golden retriever's brown eyes met hers, steady and calm.
She picked up the Forgiveness Pie card again, studying Spencer's note.
But tonight, she had cake. She had Noodle. She had her grandmother's recipes returned after years of absence.
And she had a mystery that Spencer Reed had started investigating before his death. One hidden in her grandmother's careful handwriting and mysterious symbol.
The storm moved out to sea, leaving only the sound of rain dripping from the eaves.
She cut herself a slice of Lonely Afternoon Cake and sat at her kitchen table, surrounded by the echoes of recipes and secrets, while Noodle kept watch at her feet.
Whatever the // symbol meant, whatever her grandmother had hidden in these recipes, she would figure it out. She had to.
Because somewhere out there, the fourth fragment was waiting. And with it would come the dangerous others the Society member had warned about.
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Chapter two

Amonth had passed since the stranger on the pier. Izzy stood in her bedroom, adjusting the wrap-style bodice of her crimson dress. The deep color, somewhere between burgundy and rust, seemed perfect for an afternoon spice showcase. The March breeze through her cottage window carried the scent of Carolina jessamine from her garden, mixed with salt air from the harbor. 
"What do you think, Noodle?"
The golden retriever lifted his head from the quilted bedspread, giving her outfit a thorough once-over before offering a short, decisive woof. Approval, clearly, though she suspected it had more to do with the possibility of snacks than couture.
She smiled and pressed a kiss to the top of his head. "What would I do without you?"
She gave herself one last look in the mirror. She'd heard stories about these legendary spice showcases, only four per year, held in different ports around the world, invitation only. The kind of events where Saudi princes bid against tech billionaires for rare white cardamom, where single ounces of spice sold for more than her café made in a month. She'd never imagined actually attending one, yet here she was, about to walk among collectors who chartered private jets just to acquire the perfect vanilla bean.
She reached for her jade pendant, fastening it around her neck. The familiar weight of her grandmother's necklace settled against her collarbone. Her grandmother had given it to her before she passed. Wearing it was like keeping her grandmother close. Margaret Harper had left her more than jewelry though. She'd left mysteries.
For the past month, she'd spent countless evenings studying those four recipe cards, each one marked with that mysterious // symbol in the corner. Lonely Afternoon Cake, Forgiveness Pie, Second-Chance Bread, Sweet Regret Cookies. 
The rest of her grandmother's collection remained secure in Harrison's vault, hundreds of recipes they were still working to catalog and understand. But these four, returned by a stranger in the rain, felt different. Personal. Like her grandmother had marked them specifically, knowing someday Izzy would need to decode their meaning.
Whatever secrets they held remained locked away, as mysterious as the fragments themselves.
Through her window, she could see Buttermilk Café's back garden already showing spring enthusiasm. Purple oregano blooms swayed in the breeze, basil seedlings stretched toward the sun, and her mint had begun its annual attempt at world domination. The café would be closed for a few days. Her Thursday through Saturday schedule had become as much a part of Windmere Cove's rhythm as the tides.
She pulled her hair into soft waves, pinning half up to keep it from the ocean wind, then slipped into her natural jute platform espadrilles.
Noodle jumped off the bed and padded to her dresser, nosing the small stack of evidence bags sitting next to her jewelry box.
"You expecting trouble?" She scooped them up and crossed to where her woven straw clutch with brass accents sat on the vanity. She opened the clutch and tucked the evidence bags inside. After three murder investigations, she'd stopped asking if trouble would show up and started asking what it would be wearing.
The invitation embossed with the Indigo Sea's crest lay inside. Kace had given her the invitation last week for her birthday. She still wasn't sure how he'd managed it. An invitation to the Indigo Sea's showcase wasn't something you could simply buy.
She clicked the clutch closed.
"Ready for an adventure?" She adjusted Noodle's navy bow tie until it sat perfectly against his golden fur. Windmere Cove's beloved Comfort Ambassador gave a soft huff, as if aware that his duties now extended to luxury yachts.
"Come on, boy. Let's walk to the harbor."
They stepped out into the perfect March afternoon. Windmere Cove wore spring like a celebration. Gardens throughout the town had erupted in azalea blooms, their pink and white flowers creating clouds of color against weathered cottage walls. The narrow streets that climbed from the harbor were lined with daffodils, their bright yellow trumpets nodding in the breeze.
The warmth on her skin felt like a promise, winter finally releasing its grip. Izzy lifted her face to the light, trying to shake off the unease that had clung to her since February. That stranger at the pier, rain streaming down his long coat, pressing her grandmother's stolen recipes into her hands. His warning about the fourth fragment still echoed in quiet moments: "When you find it, the danger will escalate beyond anything you've faced."
Three murders already. What could be worse than that?
Noodle trotted beside her, occasionally investigating particularly interesting scents. They took the long route down Merchant Street, past the empty Saturday farmers market. A hand-painted "Local Honey" sign leaned forgotten against a lamppost.
Mrs. Holloway waved from her garden where she was tying up her sweet peas. "Don't you look lovely, Izzy! Special occasion?"
"Special event on the Indigo Sea," Izzy called back.
“That gorgeous yacht in the harbor? My husband saw it come in yesterday. Size of a small hotel, he said. Have fun, dear!"
"Thanks, Mrs. Holloway!" Izzy continued down toward the water, passing beneath the flowering cherry trees that lined Harbor Road. Pink petals drifted like snow, catching in Noodle's golden fur and the crimson fabric of her dress. The church bells chimed once for the half hour past noon, their bronze voice carrying over the cedar shake and metal roofs.
As they rounded the last corner, the harbor spread before them. Fishing boats bobbed at their moorings, their masts creating a forest of white poles against the blue sky. Seagulls wheeled overhead, their cries mixing with the clank of rigging in the breeze. And there, at the premium dock, sat the Indigo Sea.
The dark royal blue hull gleamed in the afternoon sun, a color so rich it seemed to pull light into itself. A luxury merchant vessel built for the spice trade, she towered above the harbor, her white superstructure contrasting dramatically with that distinctive blue hull. 
Noodle's tail wagged faster as they approached the gangway. He loved boats, the bigger the better.
"All right, boy. I wonder if they'll have real Madagascar vanilla or that Tellicherry pepper I've read about." She'd only seen pictures of the pepper's distinctive large peppercorns in trade magazines, the ones chefs swore by for their bright, complex heat in everything from French sauces to South Indian curry.
They boarded the Indigo Sea, Izzy's espadrilles silent on the teak decking. The spring afternoon had drawn out elite spice merchants and collectors from all over the world, their conversations overlapping in half a dozen languages. Display cases lined the deck like jeweled windows, each one containing treasures worth more than most people's cars.
Her crimson dress echoed the precious saffron displayed in the nearest case as she moved through the crowd. The threads lay on black velvet like drops of frozen sunset. 
Captain Volkov's booming laugh carried across the deck from where he stood with a group of collectors, silver-bearded and commanding. When he spotted her, his face lit up with what looked like genuine delight.
As the Captain excused himself from his group and began making his way toward her, Izzy noticed how the other merchants stepped aside for him. Not just respect, but something closer to wariness.
Noodle's nose lifted, reading the air. His tail wagged slowly as he took in the new scents: cardamom and cinnamon mixing with tar and brine, the metallic tang of the ship's fresh paint beneath it all. The wind teased his golden fur, and Izzy thought how easy it must be to live like Noodle, nose to the breeze, heart open to whatever mystery came next.
"Miss Harper!" Captain Volkov's voice boomed when he was still several yards away. He moved with surprising grace for a man of his stocky build, his captain's whites immaculate. "Kace Mercer speaks highly of you."
She shook his offered hand, noting the calculating eyes that assessed her even as he smiled.
"He claims even my chef would weep with envy at your sauces. We must test this claim, yes? But first…" He reached into his jacket and produced an ornate wooden box, its surface inlaid with mother-of-pearl. "A birthday gift from Mr. Mercer. He insisted I deliver it personally."
Izzy accepted the box, surprised by its weight. Inside, nestled in midnight-blue velvet, lay a glass vial of Kashmir saffron. The threads glowed like captured fire, each one perfect, each one worth its weight in gold.
"Genuine Pampore Kashmir," the Captain said, his chest puffing with pride. "There is no finer."
She lifted the vial to the light, watching the threads shimmer. Kace understood. Not just the saffron, but what this afternoon meant: the chance to see, taste, and learn from the world's finest spices.
"This is extraordinarily generous," she said, carefully closing the box.
"He has excellent taste," the Captain replied smoothly. He glanced at his Rolex. “If you'll excuse me, I have matters to attend to. Please, explore at your leisure. My chef has curated a selection of the rarest culinary treasures: white truffle salt from Alba, black cardamom from Nepal, and vanilla from estates that produce only fifty pounds a year." His eyes gleamed with pride. "Everything on the Indigo Sea is the finest of its kind."
He nodded to them both, then strode toward the ship's interior, leaving Izzy holding the precious saffron.
Izzy tucked the saffron box into her bag and turned her attention to the floating market around her.
Elite spice merchants and collectors from every continent mingled on deck, their conversations mixing Arabic, Mandarin, French, and Hindi creating a multilingual symphony of international commerce. 
The deck was crowded with faces from her former world: buyers for Michelin-starred restaurants, representatives from luxury hotels, a famous chef from Dubai who exclusively used private spice suppliers. All here for the rare opportunity to purchase directly from the ship's legendary collection.
Noodle tugged gently on his leash, drawing her toward the exotic spice displays near the port rail. His nose worked overtime. For once, she understood exactly how he felt.
A child's laughter rippled through the air, a bright thread weaving through the tide of conversation. Near a display of star anise, a young girl with dark braids drifted closer, her eyes bright with curiosity as she looked down at Noodle. Tiny glass beads winked in her hair as she tilted her head.
"May I give him something?" she asked, her voice soft and musical with a Greek accent. "I have some cheese from the tasting table."
Noodle's tail began to wag, and the girl's face lit up with delight at his interest.
"He'd love that." Izzy smiled as Noodle gently took the treat. "I'm Izzy. This is Noodle."
"I'm Tali," the girl said with a small, formal nod. "I already know who you are! Mama talks about your café." Her eyes sparkled. "She reads everything about Buttermilk Café online. She hopes maybe you'd teach her some American recipes?"
Izzy guessed she was about ten based on her size, though something about her bearing seemed older. The formal nod, the precise vocabulary suggested a child who'd been raised on an international vessel among diplomats and merchants.
Before Izzy could respond, an elderly merchant at the neighboring display waved her over. "You're the owner of Buttermilk Café?" His weathered face creased in a smile. "My granddaughter raves about your buttermilk pie. Says it's worth the drive from Charleston."
"That's very kind of her to say." Izzy moved closer to examine his display of peppercorns from five different regions, each in its own crystal bowl. The Malabar pepper's aroma hit her immediately: bright, almost fruity, with a heat that built slowly. As he offered samples, she could taste the differences: Tellicherry's bold intensity, Sarawak's mild earthiness, Kampot's floral notes.
Noodle's body went still. His ears pricked forward, focused on something beyond the merchants and displays. His tail stopped wagging.
Izzy followed his gaze toward the ship's interior, but saw nothing unusual. Just the open doors leading to the mahogany corridors below deck.
"Noodle?" She touched his head, but he didn't respond. His entire focus remained locked on those doors, muscles tensed as if ready to move.
The merchant was still talking, something about wholesale prices and delivery schedules, but Izzy's attention had shifted to her dog. In all their time together, she'd learned to read his signals. This wasn't curiosity or excitement.
This was alert.
A piercing scream shattered the afternoon calm.
Every conversation ceased. The only sounds were the harbor waves lapping against the hull and that terrible, continuing shriek from somewhere inside the ship. 
Noodle's entire body tensed, his training taking over. Before Izzy could react, he was moving, pulling her toward the source with single-minded determination.
They plunged through the main doors into the ship's interior. The mahogany corridors felt like a maze. But Noodle knew exactly where to go, his nose down, his pace urgent but controlled.
A door burst open ahead of them. 
A woman exploded into the corridor snapping Izzy's mind into investigator mode. She had warm brown skin, amber eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, utility vest with reinforced seams. A silk scarf tangled around her neck, and Izzy caught the distinctive scent of multiple spices clinging to her. She nearly bowled Izzy over in her flight. 
A second figure burst through the doorway in pursuit: tall, lean man, weathered face, watchful brown eyes, crisp white officer's uniform with security insignia. He didn't even glance at her as he shouldered past after the woman. Whether he was chasing her or fleeing with her, Izzy couldn't tell.
Both vanished around the corner before Izzy could speak.
Noodle pulled her forward to an ornate door marked "Grand Dignitary Meeting Room." It stood ajar, warm light spilling into the corridor along with a familiar scent that made her stomach clench. The metallic undertone of death mixed with something else. Saffron. But wrong somehow, sharp where it should be sweet.
She pushed through the door and froze.
Captain Volkov lay sprawled on the Persian rug, his face an unnatural shade of purple, eyes fixed on the coffered ceiling. An ornate teacup lay shattered beside him, its contents pooling in the rug's intricate patterns.
Standing over the body was a man in an expensive charcoal suit. Medium height, with perfectly styled black hair and the kind of manicured hands that had never done manual labor. He looked up at Izzy's entrance. Sharp, intelligent features, his expression unreadable in the moment.
"I just found him," the man said, his voice steady despite the circumstances. "I came for our meeting and..." He gestured toward the Captain, his movement controlled, almost practiced.
Noodle whined, low and urgent. But Izzy barely heard him.
Because through the adjoining doorway, a pair of eyes met hers. Gray, with flecks of amber near the center like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.
She knew those eyes.
Her breath caught. It couldn't be.
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Chapter three

Those storm gray eyes with amber flecks near the center. Eyes she'd memorized over weeks of late-night conversations at her café, of walks along the harbor, of slowly opening up to someone she thought she could trust. 
Recognition slammed into her chest.
Kace.
For one suspended heartbeat, they stared at each other across the body of Captain Volkov. His face held an expression she'd never seen before. Not the easy confidence he wore at Buttermilk Café. Not the gentle humor that made her laugh. His eyes went sharp and calculating, sweeping from the body to her to the exits. Like he was measuring angles and odds.
Then he broke eye contact and bolted.
Izzy stood frozen, her mind refusing to process what her eyes had just witnessed. Kace had just fled from a murder scene.
Noodle surged forward, pulling her into motion. They plunged into the ship's mahogany corridors, following the echo of Kace's footsteps. 
The hallways were a maze of polished wood and brass fixtures, every surface gleaming with the kind of wealth that announced itself quietly. Crystal sconces cast pools of amber light on Persian runners that muffled their steps. Oil paintings of historic vessels lined the walls, their gold frames alone worth a small fortune.
They passed a library with floor-to-ceiling shelves behind etched glass, a smoking lounge where leather chairs sat empty around a mahogany bar. The deeper they went, the more opulent the ship became: marble columns, silk wallpaper, chandeliers that scattered rainbows across the ceiling.
She could see him. Just ahead, rounding the next corner. Steps away.
Noodle lunged faster, closing the distance.
Then a crew member emerged from a side door, balancing a silver tray laden with champagne flutes. Noodle tried to dodge, but the man stepped directly into their path. The collision sent glasses cascading, crystal shattering against mahogany with a sound like wind chimes breaking.
"I'm so sorry!" Izzy helped the stunned steward to his feet while Noodle danced around the glass shards, whining with urgency.
By the time they navigated the debris, Kace's footsteps had faded. They ran down another corridor, this one wider, with cabin doors bearing brass nameplates of exotic ports: Zanzibar, Ceylon, Malabar. The carpet here was thicker, navy blue with gold thread creating intricate patterns that seemed to shift in the light.
Noodle's nose worked frantically, following Kace's scent through the labyrinth. Another turn, and they caught sight of him at the far end of a long corridor. He paused at the top of a stairwell, glancing back. Their eyes met for just a moment. Long enough for her to see something that looked like anguish cross his face. Then he descended out of sight.
They reached the stairs, Noodle pulling her down. The stairwell was narrower here, more functional, leading to the main deck. They emerged into afternoon sun just in time to see Kace striding down the gangway. He never looked back.
Izzy stood at the rail, watching him disappear into the crowd on the dock. Her mind raced, trying to make sense of what she'd just seen. This was completely unlike the Kace she'd grown close to over the past weeks.
They'd met at January's community table event at her café, when Harrison had brought him as his guest. She'd been drawn to him immediately, so captivated she could barely string two sentences together. But he'd been patient, kind, asking about the café with genuine interest.
That night, he'd asked her to show him the local favorites. They'd spent an afternoon at Sweetgrass Sands Beach, sharing her thermos of cocoa while watching dolphins play in the shallows.
He'd laughed when she explained how she named her recipes. Not just by ingredients, but by the feeling they were meant to create, the moments they were meant to accompany. Trail mix for adventures, comfort foods for rainy days, celebration cakes for new beginnings.
'So this is adventure food?' he'd asked, studying the white chocolate chips, candied ginger, and pecans.
'Every path needs sweetness,' she'd said. 'That's why it's Driftwood Trail Mix.' He'd smiled and reached for another handful.
The Kace she knew was steady, thoughtful, someone who chose his words carefully but meant every one. Someone she'd begun to trust.
The man who'd just fled without explanation was someone else entirely.
Noodle tugged her sleeve, soft but insistent. She looked down to find him holding the edge of her dress in his teeth, pulling gently back toward the ship's interior.
"You're right," she said, running her hand along his golden head. "We need to go back."
They retraced their steps through the ship's elegant maze, Noodle leading with the confidence of a dog who never forgets a path. The corridors felt different now, less impressive and more suffocating, as if the wealth itself was pressing in on her.
When they reached the Grand Dignitary Meeting Room, Izzy stopped in the doorway, really seeing it for the first time. The space was magnificent in a way that made her café's rustic charm seem almost quaint. 
Mahogany panels lined the walls, so highly polished they served as dark mirrors. The domed ceiling was etched crystal engraved with navigational constellations, glittering overhead. The conference table was a single piece of Burmese teak, its surface inlaid with mother-of-pearl tracing ancient spice routes across continents.
Captain Volkov still lay where he'd fallen, his body somehow smaller in death, dwarfed by the room's grandeur. The Persian rug beneath him was easily worth more than her café made in a year, its intricate patterns now marred by the spreading stain of spilled tea. An ornate teacup lay shattered beside him, the porcelain so fine she could see through the fragments. The pooled liquid gleamed amber with threads of gold where the saffron had settled.
Izzy knelt beside the body, careful not to disturb the scene. The metallic scent of death was stronger here, mixing with something else. Saffron, yes, but wrong somehow. Too sharp, almost electric where it should have been warm and honeyed. It made her nose itch, her eyes water slightly.
The man in the expensive suit still stood exactly where she'd left him. He hadn't moved an inch, as if the slightest motion might implicate him further. His expression remained carefully neutral, but his hands clutched the folder so tightly his knuckles had gone white against the leather.
Noodle moved past the body, nose down, and stopped at an ornate table against the far wall. Izzy followed, momentarily forgetting why they were there.
The Persian tea service was a work of art, displayed on an antique table of rosewood and mother-of-pearl. The brocade runner beneath it was deep burgundy silk, embroidered with golden pomegranates and flowering vines that seemed to move in the light. 
At the center sat a massive brass samovar, its belly engraved with flowing arabesques and lines of what looked like Persian poetry. Steam still rose from its ornate spout, filling the air with the scent of bergamot and cardamom.
Four delicate tea glasses stood in a perfect line, each one thin as a whisper and rimmed with genuine gold leaf. They rested in silver holders so intricately filigreed they looked like frozen lace. Untouched. Waiting for guests who would never arrive. 
But two cups broke the pattern. One lay shattered on the floor beside the Captain, its contents pooling into the Persian rug. A second cup sat on the table's edge, filled with amber tea that glowed like liquid topaz. Still
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