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      The weatherman had promised rain this evening, but luck was on our side. Despite the angry clouds above, which rumbled in displeasure, the downpour had yet to begin.

      “Fingers crossed our luck holds out until the end of the party,” Emme Cortez, my assistant manager, said as she glanced at the dark sky.

      “I just hope this party goes well,” I said, unloading the last food tray from my Sweetie’s Latte van and handing it to Josh Lomack, one of my café employees.

      "The new catering business is really taking off," he said with a smile. "I’m looking forward to trying out the St. Patty’s crinkles."

      The crinkle—a chocolate cookie sprinkled with powdered sugar—quickly became a customer favorite at Sweetie’s Latte Bakery and Café.

      "Not me," Emme shook her head. "I’m all about the Irish soda bread."

      "Let’s get these inside. Stevie is probably wondering where we are," I said, glancing toward the entrance of Moon’s News radio station. Stevie was in charge of the dessert table, and she could probably use some help.

      "Sure thing, boss," Josh said, balancing the trays as he headed inside.

      The town’s beloved radio station was hosting its annual St. Patrick’s Day party, an event sponsored by Moon’s News and led by Ryan Parker, our longtime D.J. For fifteen years, Ryan had filled the airwaves with humor, heart, and the occasional prank. He was as much a staple in Moon’s Landing as my café.

      "There you are," Raquel Elwood, the event coordinator, said, greeting me with a mix of relief and irritation. “People will start arriving soon, and the food has not been set up yet."

      "The food is ready to go," Emme interrupted. "And wait until you try some of it. You’re going to love it."

      "It doesn’t matter if I love it," Raquel countered. "Only if our guests do."

      Ryan stepped into the hallway, carefully closing the control room door behind him. "Hey, everybody," he said with a half-smile. His red hair gleamed under the fluorescent lights.

      "What are you doing out here?" Raquel asked, exasperated. "You should be on air."

      Overhead, a ceiling speaker played soft ’70s music. Ryan grinned. "I’ve got a ten-minute music break. Figured I’d sneak out for a bite."

      Raquel’s jaw dropped. "Ten minutes⁠—"

      Ryan burst out laughing. "Kidding! Just stepped out to grab some of Lindsay’s food."

      I handed him a tray. "Help yourself, as long as you carry this up to the reception hall."

      "You got yourself a deal." He inhaled the aroma. "This smells delicious."

      Raquel followed us upstairs, clearly not amused. "Just hurry up, grab a plate, and get back inside that control room."

      "Yes, boss," Ryan said, setting the tray down and quickly assembling a plate. Emme handed him a generous helping of soda bread. Stevie edged close to me, whispering, "Emme has a huge crush on him."

      I smiled but kept working. We had a tight window before the party started. Stevie moved away just as Ryan returned, his plate full. "You really outdid yourself, Lindsay. I’ll be visiting your café even more now."

      "Emme was a big help," I said, checking my watch. “There’s so much still to do.”I had been up all night getting everything ready. I rubbed my lower back trying to ease out the pain.

      Ryan noticed. "Can I offer a bit of unsolicited advice? Don’t let any of this stress you out. It’s not worth the price you pay.”

      "Ryan!" A man called from the doorway. His curly brown hair framed his face in an unkempt fashion, and a gold shamrock necklace dangled from his neck. "We need you back at the desk."

      Ryan sighed. "That would be my producer, Elmer Floyd."

      "Fudd?" I asked, confused.

      Ryan chuckled. "Nope, Floyd. Thanks again for the food. I’ll be back for more."

      Blanche rushed in, nearly colliding with Ryan. "Lindsay, excuse me!"

      "Are you sure you want to help?" I asked. She had free time since quitting her job at Moon’s News, but I hadn’t expected her to start volunteering at my events.

      Before she could answer, I heard a bark. I groaned. "Blanche, this isn’t the time or place for Jelly."

      She picked up her small Havanese mix. "I didn’t want to leave him home alone. He likes people."

      As if on cue, Stevie reached out to pet him. Jelly growled and snapped at her fingers.

      "He likes people, does he?" Stevie asked dryly.

      "I thought you were taking him to a trainer?" I said.

      Jelly wiggled out of Blanche’s hold and darted toward the food table. "Oh no, you don’t!" Blanche chased after him.

      Deputy Joe Murphy swooped in just in time, catching the mischievous pup mid-leap. "Gotcha!"

      Blanche retrieved Jelly. "Deputy Joe, I didn’t know you’d be here."

      "I’m helping Ms. Elwood with security." His friendly smile was cut short by a sudden flickering of lights.

      A murmur of concern swept through the reception hall. Then, without warning, the room plunged into darkness. The music stopped, and muffled voices could be heard through the speakers.

      A loud bang echoed through the building.

      I stiffened at the sound. Was that… a gunshot?
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      “It’s all right, everyone," Deputy Joe’s voice rang clear in the darkness. His voice was calm and steady. "The lights will be back momentarily."

      Sure enough, seconds later, the room flickered back to life. But in the distance, another noise rattled through the walls.

      A cluster of guests had huddled around the roulette table, whispering in hushed tones. Raquel hurried back into the room, her breath coming fast. "I’m so sorry about that," she said. "The lights have never done that before."

      "Are you sure?" The florist asked. "Because I swear I heard a gunshot."

      A scream pierced the air.

      "Help!" A woman cried from the hallway. "Help!"

      Deputy Joe and I rushed toward the sound, my heart pounding. Stevie clutched my sleeve. "What happened?"

      A woman in a green wig, oversized shamrock glasses teetering on her nose, wrung her hands. "He’s dead—he’s been shot!"

      Blanche clutched Jelly to her chest. "Who’s on the other side of that door?"

      Raquel shoved past Joe, gripping the doorknob.

      "Don’t," Joe ordered, pushing ahead of her. He cracked the door open, peeking inside. Then, just as quickly, he shut it again and exhaled heavily.

      The main doors to the station burst open, letting in a few partygoers, their noise-makers clattering. Joe turned, blocking the exit. "No one leaves until the sheriff arrives."

      "No one’s going anywhere anyway," a man muttered. "It’s pouring out there."

      “Hey, has anyone seen my shamrock chain? I can’t find it…” Elmer Floyd reappeared, looking bewildered. "What’s going on?"

      Blanche’s sharp gaze locked on him. "Where were you?"

      "Restroom," he said defensively.

      Stevie gasped. "Someone was murdered. But who?”

      I knew before Joe spoke. I didn’t see Ryan Parker anywhere.

      Raquel’s voice wavered. "It’s Ryan, isn’t it?"

      Joe gave a slow nod.

      A chill swept through me. Another crime scene. Another catering gig turned deadly.

      I swallowed hard. "I’ll make some coffee."

      I had a feeling we were all going to need it.
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      Sheriff Lomack arrived within minutes, but I didn’t see Deputy Joe anywhere. Shouldn’t he be briefing him? A flicker of worry crept in—had something happened? Before I could dwell on it, he came looking for me.

      “Lindsay,” Deputy Joe whispered the moment I entered the kitchen.

      “Oh!” I blurted. “You startled me. What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be outside with the sheriff?”

      He shook his head and cleared his throat. “He doesn’t know I’m here.”

      “But didn’t you call him?” I asked, lowering my voice.

      “Close the door,” he urged in a stage whisper. I did as he insisted—even locking it for good measure. “I can’t talk to him yet. He doesn’t know I’m working part-time as a security officer.”

      “Would that be a problem?” I asked, frowning.

      “He wouldn’t like it,” Joe admitted. “It’s not officially against any rules, but he still wouldn’t like it.”

      “But why?” I pressed. “Is it against department policy?”

      Joe exhaled sharply. “Lomack has a thing about loyalty. He sees side jobs as a distraction. But there’s more to it—there’s… history.”

      “What kind of history?”

      Joe hesitated, then ran a hand through his dark hair just as his phone buzzed. “It’s Ben Griffins,” he muttered. Ben is another deputy with the sheriff’s department. Joe turned his back as he answered the call in hushed tones.

      I opened the refrigerator, pulling out a plate
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