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      “Where can I set this down?” I asked as I stepped aboard the Orchid’s Kiss. The yacht was dazzling, with red roses and heart-shaped decorations adorning the deck. I’d been hired to cater the annual Valentine’s Singles Party, a prestigious event held aboard this luxury vessel and hosted by the Yacht Club.

      I’d never attended as a guest—the ticket prices were astronomical—but now I didn’t have to worry about that. Part of the arrangement included free time to enjoy the party, and who wouldn’t want to experience this incredible ship? It was a three-hour cruise, not far from shore, and unlike a certain famous TV show, we’d return to port safely.

      This wasn’t your average yacht—it was a mega-yacht, stretching at least 300 feet long. It would need to be, to accommodate up to a hundred guests. This was the largest crowd I’d ever catered for, and though the idea was daunting, I wasn’t tackling it alone. My assistant manager, Emme Cortez, and part-timers Josh Lomack and Stevie Mitchie from Sweetie’s Latte Café and Bakery had come to help.

      “The email said the galley was this way,” Emme said, confidently leading the way.

      “This is so exciting,” Stevie added, trailing me with a box of carefully packaged food.

      “Have you ever been on a yacht like this?” Josh asked, bringing up the rear. “I grew up on boats—not this kind, though.”

      Stevie shook her head. “So, what kind of singles party is this? Everyone on board’s rich and single? It’s for charity, right?”

      I followed Emme into the galley, setting my box on the counter. “It started as an anti-Valentine’s Day event, but it’s become an annual charity tradition.”

      “It’s for people who want to celebrate without the pressure of finding a date,” Emme explained as she unloaded cartons of fruit. “I’ll start plating these.”

      “Did you bring a change of clothes, Lindsay?” Stevie asked, smirking. “Josh and I can handle serving if you want to mingle.”

      I shook my head, laughing. After my divorce, the idea of dating felt exhausting. My mom, on the other hand, thought differently. “Lindsay, dear,” she’d say, “you’re twenty-nine. Do you think I’ll live forever to plan your next wedding? At this rate, I’ll have to do it from the retirement home.”

      I tied my hair back into a ponytail, washed my hands, and gloved up. Today, my focus was on delivering the perfect menu to impress Victoria Ivy, the client who had hired me. A glowing referral from her could open doors to more catering gigs. And if the rumors were true, tonight’s guest list included some influential names.

      “Good morning.” A deep voice drew my attention to the doorway, where a tall man stood. “I’m Jasper Cash, owner of the Yacht Club.”

      He had to duck slightly as he entered the galley. His dark, wavy hair and sun-kissed complexion suggested hours spent at sea, fitting for someone who ran a yacht club.

      “Good morning,” Emme greeted, stepping forward with her usual confidence. “I’m Emme Cortez, and this is Stevie, Josh, and Lindsay Zimmer, your caterer.”

      It was nice to finally put a face to the name. Jasper looked as polished as the yacht itself.

      “I just wanted to make sure you have everything you need for tonight’s party,” Jasper said. “If you need anything, my assistant Lance Pierce can help.” He gestured to a shorter man standing just behind him. Lance’s sandy blonde hair was perfectly styled, and his manicured hands suggested he wasn’t the type to get them dirty. His narrowed eyes seemed to size me up, making me clear my throat.

      Emme launched into a discussion about the menu with Jasper, while I focused on organizing the platters. When they left, Emme turned to me, her eyes sparkling. “Do you think Jasper Cash is single? I hope I get a chance to dance with him later. He’s cute.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let’s focus on the food,” I said, handing Stevie a tray of heart-shaped cookies. “These are ready for the oven.” I moved on to preparing red velvet chocolate chip cookies. “Where’s the lobster?”

      “They haven’t arrived yet,” Josh said, rummaging through the refrigerator.

      I checked my watch, frowning. “That’s not good. Victoria specifically requested lobster.” I reached for my tote bag on the counter and handed it to Josh. “Call the delivery driver. The number’s saved on my phone.”

      “There’s still plenty of time,” Emme assured me. “Let’s wait another hour before panicking.”

      I wasn’t panicking—not really. I just wanted this to go perfectly. Expanding my catering business was my goal for the year, and events like this could help. Sweetie’s Latte will always be my passion, but catering could cover slow seasons and pay down my business loan.

      “Your phone’s not in your bag,” Josh said, holding it open.

      “I must’ve left it in the van,” I said, heading out to grab it. The crisp sea breeze was refreshing, and I tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind my ear as I hurried toward the marina. I could see my periwinkle-colored van from the gangplank.

      “Already leaving?” Jasper’s voice startled me. He stood nearby, Lance at his side, his expression as unreadable as ever.

      “Not at all,” I replied with a smile, though his presence made me oddly nervous. “I just forgot my phone.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you did want to escape,” Jasper said, smiling faintly. “I heard Doris Gilbert plans to organize games.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad. Games can be fun,” I said, laughing lightly. Doris was a regular at my café, so I knew her well.

      “How well do you know Ms. Gilbert?” Jasper asked, a curious glint in his eye. Before I could answer, his phone buzzed, and his expression darkened at the screen. “Enjoy the cruise,” he said quickly, stepping away to take the call.

      Lance lingered behind, hands in his pockets. “Ms. Ivy has asked for a full report on how well you do tonight.”

      The way he said it made me pause. “Is she not attending?”

      “She and Mr. Cash broke up recently, so it’s unlikely.” He leaned closer, his tone dropping. “But don’t let that distract you. Everyone else will still show up—unless, of course, they’re dead.”

      I shivered at his words but forced a laugh. “Don’t be silly, Lance. No one’s dying tonight.”
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      A sleek black sports car sped into the marina parking lot, nearly clipping me as I crossed toward my van. I flinched and shouted at the driver, who slammed on the brakes.

      “Will you watch where you’re walking?” the woman behind the wheel snapped, her sunglasses tilted down just enough to reveal her scornful glare. “I’m late as it is!”

      “Me?” I sputtered, dumbfounded, but she sped off to find a parking spot before I could argue. I glanced at her vanity plate—ToDive4. With a huff, I continued to my Sweetie’s Latte van, using my key fob to slide open the door. Since I was here, I decided to grab a few extra supplies: crystal-clear plastic plates adorned with red hearts and some additional napkins for the appetizers.

      As I was loading my arms, I heard rapid footsteps and the sharp clatter of heels on the pavement.

      “I don’t care what he says, Margo. I want him gone before I get back!” barked the woman from the sports car, her phone pressed to her ear as she rushed past me—this time nearly shoving me into the side of my van.

      “Excuse me!” I shouted after her. “That’s the second time you’ve run into me!”

      She froze, snapping her head toward me with an impatient scowl. “Pardon me?” she demanded, her tone dripping with disbelief. Then she shifted back to her phone. “Margo, I’ll call you back. If you don’t hear from me in five minutes, send the police to the marina.” She ended the call, turning her sharp gaze back on me. “What exactly is this about?”

      I bit my tongue. The last thing I needed was to alienate a guest attending the party I was catering. Swallowing my irritation, I forced a smile. “It’s nothing. Let’s just move past it. I’m Lindsay Zimmer, the caterer for tonight’s event.”

      Her expression softened slightly, though it remained wary. “Hmm.” She rummaged through her designer purse and handed me a business card. “Here. Call me, and I’ll send you a check or something.”

      I glanced at the card and read the name aloud. “Elena Myers. Creative Adjuster. What’s a Creative Adjuster?”

      Elena smirked. “I’m not surprised you’ve never heard of it. Let’s just say it’s not a job for... everyone.” She waved dismissively. “Anyway, I hope your food is as good as Victoria Ivy claimed.” She turned on her heel and strutted toward the Orchid’s Kiss yacht.

      Before I could process her arrogance, another car pulled into the lot—a gold sports car this time. I stifled a laugh. Was there a sports car sale at the marina today? I couldn't help but laugh at that image.

      “Elena!," the woman shouted. "Wait for me to park!” She didn't keep us waiting as she slipped into a space and nearly hopped out of her car slipping on a pair of strappy sandals
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