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      The bell above the door jingles, a sound as familiar as the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafting through the air and the buttery warmth of the scones baking in the oven, creating an inviting atmosphere that wraps around you like a comforting blanket. I glance up from the counter, a smile spreading across my face as I spot Mrs. Bellamy, one of our cherished regulars, as she gracefully settles into her usual spot by the window, her favorite perch for people-watching. The late-morning sun filters through the large front windows of Café Cozy, casting a soft, golden glow over the mismatched tables and shelves overflowing with well-loved books, their spines worn from countless reads. The ambiance is a perfect blend of warmth and tranquility, making it a sanctuary for those seeking solace in the simple pleasures of life.

      “Emma, these scones are heavenly,” Mrs. Bellamy calls out, her voice a warm croak that carries a hint of delight. She’s nibbling on one of the freshly baked maple pecan scones, and I can’t help but beam with pride at her unmistakable enjoyment. The way she savours each bite, her eyes closing momentarily in bliss, is a testament to the care I put into every batch.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bellamy. I’m glad you’re enjoying them!” I reply, my heart swelling with joy as I already eye the next batch in the oven, its golden hue promising more deliciousness to come. The sweet-spicy aroma of our new seasonal drink, Maple Cinnamon Espresso, fills the air, mingling perfectly with the scent of the baked goods and creating an inviting atmosphere. Today is the first day we’re serving the drink, and I’m hopeful it’ll become a favorite—maybe even a signature of the café. I envision the delighted faces of our patrons as they take their first sips, their smiles echoing the warmth of the café itself.

      Everything feels just right this morning. The café is buzzing with chatter and laughter, the crisp autumn air outside bringing in the occasional swirl of falling leaves when the door opens. I’ve always loved this time of year, especially in Amblewood. The town looks like it’s been plucked straight from the pages of a cozy novel, and days like this make running Café Cozy, my grandmother’s legacy, feel more like a dream than a job.

      I’m wiping down the counter, the familiar rhythm grounding me in the comforting routine of the café, when the door jingles again, and my stomach drops like a stone into icy waters. In walks Derrick Matheson.

      Derrick is a figure well-known around town—and not for the reasons one would hope. He’s a food critic, though most locals would generously label him with something far less flattering. His reviews have gained a notorious reputation for their biting, often brutal honesty, striking fear into the hearts of even the most seasoned restaurateurs. I’ve read a few of his scathing critiques myself, and I’ve witnessed the aftermath, how entire restaurants have shuttered their doors after he’s mercilessly torn them apart in print. My pulse quickens, a small thrill of anxiety coursing through me. What on earth could he possibly want here?

      Derrick strides toward the counter with the air of someone who knows the immense power he holds over the culinary world. His tall frame looms over the café, casting a shadow that seems to darken the cheerful ambiance, and his sharp eyes sweep over the décor with the scrutiny of a hawk surveying its territory. They dart from the carefully arranged display case of pastries to the warm, inviting lights that flicker softly above, as if he’s assessing every detail for flaws. I can almost feel him crafting a judgment in his mind already, and the anxiety spikes in my chest, tightening like a vice.

      “Morning,” I greet him, keeping my voice steady and even, despite the whirlwind of nerves threatening to spill over. “What can I get for you today?”

      He pauses, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studies the menu board behind me, as though it might betray some hidden sin. “I heard you’ve got a new drink,” he says, his voice dripping with that haughty tone I’ve come to dread from his reviews. “Maple Cinnamon Espresso, right?”

      I nod, forcing a smile that feels too tight, too forced under his relentless gaze. “Yes, it’s our new seasonal special. Would you like to try it?”

      For a moment, Derrick doesn’t answer, and I swear I can feel every second stretch painfully long, the tension in the air thickening like fog. Then, with a nod as if he’s bestowing some great favor upon me, he says, “Sure, why not.” The words hang in the air, heavy with unspoken implications, leaving me to wonder what kind of verdict he will render this time.

      I turn to the espresso machine, my hands steady, though my heart is racing. I’ve served this drink dozens of times already today, but now it feels like the stakes couldn’t be higher. As the steam rises from the espresso, filling the air with its rich, comforting scent, I can’t help but glance over at Derrick. He’s drumming his fingers on the counter, his expression unreadable, and I know he’s scrutinizing everything—the layout, the atmosphere, even the customers chatting happily around him.

      When I finish preparing the drink, I hand it to him with a smile that feels a little too tight, a mask I wear to hide my unease. “Here you go. I hope you enjoy it,” I say, trying to inject a note of cheerfulness into my voice, though I can feel the tension coiling in my stomach.

      Derrick takes the cup, his fingers brushing against mine for a fleeting moment, and raises it to his lips. Our eyes connect for a brief heartbeat, and I almost hold my breath, caught in the anticipation of his reaction. Then, as the rich espresso touches his tongue, his face contorts into an expression of horror.

      It unfolds in slow motion, each detail sharp and vivid. His brows knit together in confusion, his lips curl in disgust, and I can see the tremor in his hand as he lowers the cup, the once-steaming beverage now a harbinger of something gone terribly wrong. “What the—” he starts, but the words never fully escape his mouth. His eyes widen in shock, and suddenly, his entire body stiffens, as if frozen in disbelief. He gasps, his hand flying to his throat, struggling as if trying to pull in air, a visceral panic radiating from him that sends a chill down my spine.

      “Derrick?” I call out, stepping around the counter, my heart hammering in my chest like a drum echoing in my ears. “Are you okay?”

      He stumbles back, his eyes wide with terror, knocking into a chair that clatters to the ground behind him, the sound jarring in the stillness. Before I can reach him, he collapses to the floor; limbs sprawled awkwardly as if his body has betrayed him.

      “Someone call 911!” I shout, my voice trembling with urgency as I drop to my knees beside him, the cool tile pressing against my skin. The café, once filled with the comforting hum of conversation and the gentle clinking of cups, suddenly falls into a horrified silence, the air thick with fear. Derrick’s body jerks once, a spasm of panic, and then he goes still, his eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling, unblinking as if lost in a world far away from here.

      “No, no, no,” I mutter under my breath, my hands trembling uncontrollably as I fumble to check his pulse. It’s faint, barely there, and my heart lurches violently in my chest, each beat echoing the panic surging through me.

      The sound of a phone dialing, accompanied by the murmured voices of my customers, all fade into a distant blur as I focus intently on Derrick. His lips are turning a disturbing shade of blue, and his breaths are shallow and labored, each one a desperate struggle for air. It’s only been a few seconds since he collapsed, but it feels like an eternity, each tick of the clock stretching into an agonizing moment.

      “Please hold on,” I whisper, my voice barely above a breath. I’m not sure if I’m speaking to him or trying to soothe the frantic beating of my own heart, willing both of us to cling to hope.

      The door swings open with a force that sends a chill through the air, and the paramedics rush in, their arrival a blur of urgency and action that instantly transforms the atmosphere. They kneel beside Derrick with precision, pushing me gently but firmly out of the way as they check for a pulse, their movements practiced and efficient, honed by countless emergencies before this one. I step back, my feet feeling rooted to the ground as I feel a wave of numbness wash over me, my body trembling with adrenaline and fear. My café, once my safe haven filled with laughter and warmth, has suddenly become the scene of something horrific and unimaginable.

      I watch helplessly as they work to resuscitate him, their faces set in grim determination, but within mere minutes, they shake their heads slowly, the finality of their gesture sinking deep into my chest. It’s over. Derrick Matheson is dead.

      The café is eerily silent, the customers frozen in shock, their expressions a mixture of bewilderment and dread. I can feel their eyes on me, heavy with unspoken questions and rising panic, as if I am the focal point of a nightmare that refuses to end. My mind races, a chaotic whirl of thoughts and emotions. How did this happen? Just moments ago, Derrick was fine, laughing and chatting. Was it something in the drink? The very thought sends a shiver down my spine.

      Whispers ripple through the room like a dark wave. “Poison,” I hear someone say, and the word strikes me like a punch to the gut, reverberating in my mind long after it’s spoken.

      Poison? In Café Cozy? My café? The very idea feels surreal, an insidious stain on everything I’ve built.

      No, that can’t be right. I’ve served that drink to a dozen people today, and everyone else is fine. But the thought clings
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