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Prologue

 

 

The Department of Soulmate Affairs has an official story.

It is printed on glossy brochures, narrated in soothing tones during mandatory orientation videos, and recited by cheerful interns who have clearly never been on the receiving end of a bond that decides to wake you at three a.m. because your soulmate stubbed their toe in another timezone.

The official story goes like this:

In 1987, a particle physicist named Dr. Evelyn Hart was running an experiment involving something called a “quantum entanglement lattice” and a grant that was about to be yanked for being “unreasonably whimsical.” During a thunderstorm that the university still refuses to talk about, lightning struck the lab, the lattice overloaded, and several billion human souls suddenly found themselves connected by invisible, unbreakable, mildly sarcastic threads. The Department was founded six weeks later when the first pair of strangers grabbed each other’s hands in a Chicago bus station and discovered they could not let go without both experiencing the emotional equivalent of being dumped into ice water.

It is a tidy narrative. It comes with diagrams.

The truth is messier, older, and far less bureaucratic.

The bonds have always existed.

They simply used to be quiet.

Before 1987, they were the stuff of folklore: the sailor who dreamed of a woman he had never met and found her waiting on a dock twenty years later; the widow who woke on the anniversary of her husband’s death certain he had just kissed her forehead; the two children in different centuries who drew the exact same impossible bird on opposite sides of the world.

They were rare, gentle things. Most people lived entire lives without ever brushing against theirs.

Then Dr. Hart’s experiment (part science, part desperation, part genuine romantic lunacy) tore a hole in whatever veil had kept the threads dormant. The lattice did not create the bonds. It simply turned the volume up to eleven and handed every single human a megaphone.

The first year was chaos.

People collapsed in supermarkets because a stranger in Peru had appendicitis. Weddings were interrupted by sudden, inexplicable grief when one partner’s bond finally noticed the person sitting three pews back. Entire governments tried to legislate touch (some still do). The phrase “platonic soulmate” entered the lexicon after two eighty-year-old grandmothers discovered they had been bonded since birth and promptly opened a very successful bakery together.

By the time the Department managed to impose order, the world had already rewritten itself around the new reality. Touch became currency. Gloves became fashion. Some cultures declared the bond sacred. Others declared it a public health crisis. A few enterprising religions declared both and started selling indulgences.

But the bonds themselves never asked permission.

They simply are.

Some people describe them as golden threads. Others feel them as music only they can hear. 

The Department still insists the bonds are quantum.

Both are probably correct.

And somewhere, in a classified file no one is allowed to see, Dr. Evelyn Hart’s last notebook contains a single line written the night the sky turned electric:

I only wanted to prove love could be measured, I never meant to make it loud.

 

Chapter 1:

Brew Wars, Year Three

 

 

The world of coffee, much like the world of ancient empires or highly competitive board game nights or indeed the entire history of humanity when one pauses to think about it, operated on a delicate balance of power, influence, and who managed to steal whose customers before noon while pretending to be above such things. 

On one side of Birchwood Avenue stood Steep Dreams Coffee Co., all warm lights and wobbly charm, smelling cheerfully of nutmeg and good intentions and the faint suspicion that someone inside had once hugged a rainbow and decided to base an entire business model on the experience. 

On the other side, lurking like a brooding literary antihero who had read too much Dostoevsky and decided to take it out on innocent coffee beans, stood Death Before Decaf, all polished concrete and the faint suggestion that someone inside was performing experimental jazz with espresso machines while wearing exclusively black clothing and an expression of mild existential disappointment.

Between these two establishments lay a battlefield no wider than an ambitious squirrel could cross in three bounds, yet it had seen more tactical maneuvering than the entire Napoleonic Wars if one replaced cannonballs with passive-aggressive chalkboard messages and replaced soldiers with slightly caffeinated civilians who just wanted a decent flat white without taking sides.

And at its center, like two generals locked in an eternal war over foam density and oat milk supremacy and whose turn it was to pretend they didn’t notice the other one existed, were Ivy Beaumont and Rowan Calder.

No one remembered exactly when the feud began, which is the way of all truly great feuds. They tend to arrive fully formed, like Athena springing from Zeus’s forehead, only with more accusations about milk steaming technique and fewer headaches for Greek gods. 

Legend claimed it started with an under-frothed cappuccino in Year One, served to a customer who had the misfortune of wandering into the wrong café while wearing a neutral expression. 

Others insisted it began when Ivy accused Rowan of using a coffee blend called Midnight Torment solely because it sounded like the diary entry of a misunderstood teenager who had just discovered eyeliner. 

Rowan, for his part, maintained with the calm certainty of a man who had rehearsed the line in the shower, that the feud started when Ivy called his winter seasonal drink Violent Cinnamontine Tragedy during a particularly spirited review on the local Facebook group. Ivy insisted she had only been observing the truth, and besides, the drink did taste like someone had weaponized holiday cheer and aimed it directly at the concept of joy itself.

Whatever the origin (and historians would argue about it for centuries, or at least until the next viral TikTok distracted everyone), by Year Three the war had developed into a well-oiled machine of pettiness that ran with the smooth efficiency of a Swiss watch operated by vindictive gnomes.

The first skirmish of any given morning belonged to whichever of them managed to wake up first and feel sufficiently grumpy about it. On this particular Tuesday in early autumn, when the leaves were turning the exact shade of embarrassed that suggested they knew they were about to be raked into piles by people who would then jump in them for Instagram, the honor went to Rowan.

He leaned casually against the brick of his café, holding his clipboard like a commander surveying a weak point on an enemy fortress, or possibly just a man who enjoyed making lists because it gave him the illusion of control in an uncaring universe. Across the street, Steep Dreams Coffee Co. advertised its cheerful morning special on a pastel chalkboard with enough multicolored swirls to induce vertigo in anyone who had ever suffered motion sickness from a merry-go-round. The special today was something called the Harvest Hug Latte, which involved pumpkin, cardamom, and an amount of wholesome enthusiasm that bordered on the aggressive.

Rowan waited until Ivy ducked inside to fix a jammed pastry case, an event that happened with the regularity of rain and roughly the same level of muttered swearing. His moment had arrived. The street was briefly empty of witnesses, apart from Mr. Patel the newsagent, who had long ago declared neutrality and simply enjoyed the free entertainment with his morning chai.

Rowan strolled across the street, whistling what he liked to think of as his villain theme, although others (including his own mother) insisted it sounded more like the jingle from a sports drink commercial. Reaching Ivy’s sandwich board, which was shaped like a giant coffee mug because of course it was, he rotated the arrow so that rather than pointing toward her door with friendly insistence, it now pointed straight at Death Before Decaf like an enthusiastic traffic director urging customers to their doom, or at least to a place where the baristas looked like they might secretly be in a band called Despair & Espresso.

He stepped back and admired his handiwork. The board seemed pleased with its new mission, as if it had always secretly yearned to betray its creator. Rowan then sauntered back across the street, hands in his coat pockets, expression perfectly neutral in the way only someone who lived for minor acts of mischief could achieve without developing an actual criminal record.

He was unlocking his café door, congratulating himself on a morning well spent, when a shout erupted behind him that could have peeled paint from walls at twenty paces.

Ivy, holding a basket of fresh croissants with the energy of a woman who would defend them with her life and possibly a rolling pin, stormed onto the sidewalk. Her glare could have curdled an entire vat of dairy milk, and in fact had done so on one memorable occasion when a supplier delivered substandard cream.

Rowan pretended to examine a speck on his sleeve with the concentration of a man who had just discovered a new species of lint.

“Good morning, Ivy,” he said with a tone that sounded suspiciously like a cat greeting a dog it had just tripped down the stairs.

“Rowan Calder,” Ivy replied, adjusting the sandwich board back to its rightful orientation with unnecessary violence, “if you touch my sign again, I will replace all your stirring spoons with biodegradable ones that dissolve upon contact with liquid hotter than room temperature. Your customers will be stirring their coffee with the broken dreams of recycled utensils.”

He froze. For Rowan Calder, the threat of equipment sabotage was not idle chatter. Ivy was entirely capable of it, and had proven so on multiple occasions. There had been the motivational napkin incident, which had led to a near-riot when a customer read “Be the change you wish to see in the brew” and decided to demand a free refill on principle. There had also been the time she replaced his loyalty cards with ones that read “Buy ten coffees, get the eleventh free or possibly a hug from someone who cares, which is statistically unlikely here.”

“I am innocent,” Rowan said, placing a hand over his heart in a gesture that would have been more convincing if he hadn’t been smirking quite so obviously. “The wind must have flipped it. We’re expecting gusts of up to thirty miles per hour. From the east.”

“I saw you,” Ivy said, placing the croissant basket down with the care of someone defusing a bomb made of butter. “You walked across the street like a cat who just pushed a glass off a table and then had the nerve to look surprised when it broke.”

Rowan opened his mouth to rebut, but realized she had an excellent point and that any attempt at denial would only make him look like the sort of person who argued with referees at children’s soccer games. He chose to retreat with whatever dignity he could muster, which meant shrugging one shoulder and going inside before she decided to escalate to actual pastry warfare.

Ivy huffed then seized her chalk and scribbled a few vindictive sparks around the daily special until it looked less like advertising and more like a declaration of war.

Inside Steep Dreams Coffee Co., the morning rush began with the usual chaos: humming espresso machines that sounded like they were plotting something, chattering customers who had strong opinions about oat milk brands, and the comforting smell of pastries Ivy baked at four a.m. because she did not trust anyone else not to burn them and because insomnia was just another word for dedication. Her baristas swirled around her with military precision honed by three years of surviving the Brew Wars.

“Team,” she said, leaning over the counter like a general before battle, “intelligence indicates Rowan is filming another promotional video at ten thirty. Sources confirm it will involve mood lighting, slow-motion bean pouring, and enough brooding to power a small gothic novel.”

The baristas stilled. They understood. They had trained for this the way other people trained for marathons or tax season.

“We deploy Operation Sample Swarm,” Ivy continued, lowering her voice to the conspiratorial whisper usually reserved for state secrets or recipes involving browned butter. “Cherry scone bites. The irresistible ones with the sugar crust. Karen, you take the left flank by the bus stop and deploy maximum grandmother energy. Milo, you hover near his cameraman and look charming while accidentally blocking the shot. Carina, you do the laugh on my signal.”

Carina perked up. Her laugh, according to local rumor that had achieved near-mythical status, had once convinced a tax auditor to forgive a late fee, caused a marriage proposal in aisle seven of the natural foods store, and made a seagull drop an entire ice cream cone in shock.

“We need people distracted. Ideally moved to tears by the sheer quality of our pastries and the realization that life is short and they should probably switch allegiances while they still can.”

Her staff nodded with the solemnity of knights receiving their quest. Ivy handed out small sample trays as if arming soldiers with sugar-coated ammunition that happened to be shaped like tiny edible hugs.

Meanwhile, across the street, Rowan was preparing to film the next installment of his aggressively moody promotional series titled Bean No More, which sounded like a threat when you said it out loud quickly. It featured slow-motion shots of coffee beans cascading like miniature waterfalls of impending doom while Rowan stood in the background wearing an expression he described as caffeinated ennui but which his sister insisted was just his regular face after three espressos and no sleep.

His cameraman, Jordan (who also worked for Death Before Decaf), who had the patience of someone who had once filmed a documentary about sloths and considered this gig more relaxing, was adjusting the lighting reflector to achieve the perfect balance of “mysterious shadow” and “not actually impossible to see what’s happening.”

“Try to look mysterious, Rowan,” Jordan said, not for the first time. “More mysterious than last time when you mostly looked like you were trying to remember if you’d left the stove on.”

“I cannot be more mysterious,” Rowan replied. “I hit maximum mystery last week. I’m still recovering from the experience.”

Jordan sighed, pushing Rowan’s bangs into a slightly broodier angle that suggested inner torment and excellent hair product. “Try anyway. The algorithm likes torment.”

They positioned Rowan in front of the café as he practiced gazing into the existential void or possibly just the recycling bin where someone had discarded a perfectly good banana peel that was now contemplating its life choices.

The moment Jordan hit record, Operation Sample Swarm deployed with the precision of a military exercise conducted entirely by people who really, really liked baked goods.

Ivy’s baristas swept onto the sidewalk like pastry-bearing angels who had taken a seminar in psychological warfare. Karen stationed herself within frame range and began offering samples to passersby with the gentle insistence of someone who had raised three children and knew exactly how to make you feel guilty for not trying her cooking. Milo leaned casually beside the camera, offering customers cherry scone bites with the precise combination of cheerfulness and pity reserved for people standing near Rowan who clearly needed more joy in their lives. Carina let out a laugh so bright it practically sparkled in the autumn sunlight and caused at least two people to stop and reconsider their entire existence.

Rowan’s eye twitched with the rhythm of a man who had just realized the universe was not, in fact, on his side today.

Ivy watched from her café window, sipping her latte with the villain satisfaction of someone who had planned this for weeks and executed it flawlessly.

Jordan stopped filming with the expression of a man who had seen too much. “Rowan, we got giggling, chewing, the sound of Milo explaining gluten content directly into the microphone, and I’m pretty sure Karen just adopted a college student.”

Rowan pinched the bridge of his nose hard enough to leave marks. “Beaumont.”

Jordan nodded sagely. “Definitely Beaumont. She’s escalated to biological warfare via grandmother.”

With a sigh that suggested he had once hoped for peace in his lifetime and possibly a pony, Rowan went inside to regroup and possibly sacrifice a bean to the coffee gods in hopes of better luck tomorrow.

This was when the locals took notice in the way that locals do when free entertainment presents itself wrapped in buttery pastry.

Birchwood Avenue was no stranger to drama, having once hosted a chili cook-off that nearly caused a citywide evacuation when someone decided to experiment with ghost peppers and the concept of mercy. But the Brew Wars were something else entirely, a slow-burn spectator sport that required no admission fee and came with excellent snacks on both sides. 

Office workers documented daily skirmishes on their phones while pretending to take work calls. Stay-at-home parents brought lawn chairs and thermos flasks like they were tailgating a particularly civilized football game. Neighborhood children placed bets using stickers and Pokémon cards as currency, with the going rate for a Charizard being roughly equivalent to predicting Ivy would deploy a new muffin flavor before Rowan managed to look fully mysterious on camera.

There were Team Ivy shirts in soft pastels that said “Espresso Yourself” with little hearts. There were Team Rowan mugs in matte black that simply read “Death Before Decaf” and made people feel briefly dangerous when they drank from them at their corporate jobs. There were long Reddit threads titled things like “Who Will Win, The Sunny Barista Queen or Mr. Cold Brew Vampire: An Analysis” that had achieved the kind of engagement usually reserved for conspiracy theories about whether birds were government drones.

The feud had reached legendary status, complete with its own Wikipedia page that someone kept trying to update with “neutral” observations that were clearly written by either Ivy or Rowan pretending to be objective. Neither party showed any intention of surrender, or indeed of ever speaking to each other without at least three layers of sarcasm and one implied threat about dairy alternatives.

Rowan retaliated two days later with the calm efficiency of a man who had spent forty-eight hours plotting while pretending to inventory beans.

A customer at Death Before Decaf ordered his usual iced triple cold brew, only to notice the menu board had acquired a new addition written in elegant hand lettering that suggested Rowan had practiced calligraphy specifically for this moment. The new specialty drink was called The Beaumont Burnout.

Rowan pretended innocence as customers read the description aloud with increasing glee.

“Bold espresso with unexpected sweetness that sneaks up on you,” someone said, “followed by a lingering warmth that makes you question why you ever thought you could handle this level of complexity. With a kick of cayenne if you are feeling particularly feisty about your life choices. Oh my gosh, Rowan, is this about Ivy?”

He lifted a brow in what he hoped was enigmatic detachment, but was came off as just regular detachment. “I have no idea what you mean. It is a completely original beverage inspired by no one in particular and certainly not by a woman who lives to annoy.”

The internet did not agree with his claims of originality. The name trended locally in under an hour, which for Birchwood Avenue was roughly the speed of light when measured in gossip.

Back at Steep Dreams Coffee Co., Ivy nearly dropped an entire tray of muffins when she saw the online chatter, which would have been tragic because they were the brown butter snickerdoodle ones that people had been known to propose marriage to.

“He did not.” Ivy stared at her phone with the expression of someone who had just discovered their nemesis had named a cocktail after them in college and it had stuck for four years. “He did not name a drink after me and then put cayenne in it like some kind of spice-based declaration of war.”

Her baristas gathered around like a flock of horrified geese.

Milo gasped with the drama of someone who had been waiting his entire life for this moment. “Cayenne, Ivy, that is personal. That is like naming a hurricane after someone.”

Karen shook her head slowly. “You have to respond. This kind of aggression cannot go unanswered. It’s in the handbook.”

Carina twirled her hair thoughtfully. “You should respond with something twelve percent pettier. Maybe thirteen. We’re not animals.”

Ivy squared her shoulders with the determination of someone who had once stared down a malfunctioning oven at 3 a.m. and won. If Rowan Calder wanted war, she would deliver war with charming pastry-shaped wrath and possibly a side of devastating wordplay.

By the next morning, Steep Dreams Coffee Co.’s menu featured her own new creation written in bold chalk curls that suggested she had been up until midnight perfecting her lettering and her vengeance. The drink was called The Calder Catastrophe.

Customers read the description with the kind of joyous awe usually reserved for discovering that their favorite band was doing a secret show in a laundromat.

“A cold brew so strong it will make you question your life choices and possibly your will to live,” a regular recited while wiping away a tear of pride, “with notes of despair, overthinking, and a hint of cinnamon because even tragedy deserves to taste like something your grandmother would approve of. Served ice cold like the heart of its inspiration.”

Ivy smiled sweetly at the gathering crowd. “Just artistry. I was feeling particularly inspired by local architecture. Very… concrete.”

Across the street, Rowan stared at her chalkboard as if personally betrayed by the cinnamon, which he had always considered a neutral spice until this very moment.

The locals cheered as if watching a sporting event where both teams were undefeated and also secretly in love with each other but would rather die than admit it. A man passing by with a dog that looked suspiciously like it had opinions shouted, “This is better than cable and also cheaper than therapy!”

Thus continued Brew Wars, Year Three, with all the grace and subtlety of two particularly stubborn peacocks attempting to out-display each other in a phone booth.

Ivy plotted in the quiet hours before dawn when normal people were asleep and bakers were communing with yeast. Rowan counter-plotted while pretending to balance the books, but mostly just drawing increasingly elaborate diagrams of potential sabotage involving dry ice and dramatic fog effects. Baristas on both sides trained in pastry diplomacy and advanced sarcasm techniques. Cameras caught every glorious moment for posterity and the inevitable documentary that someone was definitely going to pitch to Netflix eventually.

And Birchwood Avenue thrived on caffeine, chaos, and the slow simmering awareness among everyone except the two principals that something between these café owners crackled hotter than any espresso machine could handle, even the really expensive Italian ones that required their own emotional support animal.

But they would never admit that. Not to each other. Not to their baristas. Not even to themselves in the quiet moments when they caught a glimpse across the street and felt something that was definitely not hatred and absolutely not the first stirrings of the kind of connection that made government departments print pamphlets.

Not yet.

Chapter 2:

The Delivery Driver Who Snapped

 

 

The morning began with birdsong, distant traffic, and the faint thrum of Ivy Beaumont’s growing suspicion that the universe had selected this particular Thursday in late October to misbehave in a manner so inconvenient that future generations would speak of it in hushed tones around campfires while roasting marshmallows. She felt it the way animals sensed thunderstorms, or the way baristas sensed customers who would definitely ask if almond milk counted as a personality trait and then spend fifteen minutes explaining their attachment to it.

She stood behind the counter of Steep Dreams Coffee Co., gazing at her inventory list with the solemn concentration usually reserved for people attempting to assemble flat-pack furniture without swearing. The list was shorter than expected. Dangerously short. Catastrophically short, in fact, if one considered the possibility that her regulars might stage a polite yet devastating sit-in if denied their morning Peruvian roast. The beans were late. Not fashionably late. Not even rudely late. They were the sort of late that suggested the delivery truck had either been kidnapped by rival coffee cartels or had simply given up on existence somewhere outside Akron.

Across the street, Rowan Calder was having the exact same problem, only he approached it with the resigned despair of a man whose emotional support cold brew had betrayed him by running dry and whose backup emotional support cold brew had also run dry because he had forgotten to order backup beans. He looked at his empty bean shelf like it had betrayed him personally. The shelf looked back at him with the smug emptiness of furniture that knew it had won this round.

At precisely nine seventeen, the delivery truck screeched around the corner. It was not the screech of a well-maintained vehicle delivering joy and caffeine to the masses. It was the screech of a truck held together by hope, duct tape, and the sort of prayers usually offered by people who had already accepted that today was not going to be their day. The logo on the side read BrewCycle Supply Co. although the faded lettering suggested the truck itself had financially given up sometime during the Obama administration and had simply been coasting on momentum ever since.

The driver, a man named Hector who had the weary eyes of someone who had once believed in the dignity of honest labor and now mostly believed in early retirement, climbed out with the air of someone who had celebrated a promotion by immediately regretting every life choice that had led to this moment. He adjusted his cap, glanced between the two cafés with the expression of a man choosing between two equally unpleasant forms of doom, and muttered a prayer that was both heartfelt and, as events would prove, woefully insufficient for the task at hand.

He then proceeded to do the one thing that would unite Ivy and Rowan in a harmony so pure and murderous that angels would later weep and small children would be sent from the room. He mixed up their orders with the casual efficiency of a man who had long ago stopped believing accuracy mattered in an uncaring universe.

Steep Dreams Coffee Co. received a crate labeled Dark Abyss Nightfall Very Serious Blend – For When You Wish to Contemplate the Void While Remaining Productive. Death Before Decaf received a pastel crate labeled Sunshine Morning Breeze with Notes of Hope, Springtime Cheer, and the Faint Suggestion That Everything Will Probably Be Fine.

Hector should have run. He should have sprinted. He should have faked his own death and started a new life raising alpacas in rural Bolivia. Instead, he hummed the theme from a sitcom he had enjoyed in the nineties and used a clipboard with the calm confidence of a man who had not yet realized the clipboard was about to become evidence in a court of public opinion.

Inside Steep Dreams Coffee Co., Ivy opened the crate and stared at the glowering black bags of beans as though they had personally insulted her mother, her pastries, and the entire concept of joy. The bags stared back with the sullen intensity of teenagers forced to attend a family reunion. One of them even seemed to be wearing eyeliner.

“That absolute bastard,” she whispered with the kind of reverence usually reserved for religious experiences or discovering someone had eaten the last brownie.

Across the street, Rowan opened his crate and inhaled floral, lightweight notes that made his eye twitch so violently that Jordan, who was rearranging the pastry case for the third time that morning because symmetry mattered, asked if he needed medical assistance or possibly an exorcism.

“Jordan,” Rowan said in the tone of a man addressing his last remaining friend in the world, “these beans smell like optimism. This is not coffee. This is a war crime.”

Jordan peered into the crate and took one cautious sniff. “They smell nice,” he offered.

Rowan looked at him with the betrayal of a man who had just discovered his dog voted for the other party.

At this point, the universe, which had been waiting with the patience of a cat outside a mouse hole, decided breakfast had gone on long enough.

Ivy stormed outside clutching the delivery paperwork like a diplomatic proclamation of war written in very small, very angry handwriting. At the exact same moment, Rowan marched out holding a bag of Sunshine Morning Breeze as if it contained the concentrated essence of his enemy’s personality and he was considering weaponizing it.

They saw each other across the width of Birchwood Avenue, which at that moment felt approximately the width of a postage stamp.

Their expressions matched with the precision of synchronized swimming performed by people who hated each other. It was a remarkable moment of synchronicity usually seen only in nature documentaries when two predators realized they were hunting the same unfortunate gazelle. Caffeinated murder, it turned out, looked the same on both of them: slightly wild-eyed, marginally unhinged, and entirely prepared to commit bean-related felony.

They marched toward the truck with the determination of two people who had spent three years perfecting the art of petty warfare and had finally been handed a legitimate grievance. Pedestrians scattered with the instinct of extras in a disaster movie. A passing cyclist threw himself behind a newsstand and began live-tweeting the proceedings. A nearby pigeon took one look at the approaching storm fronts, cooed in alarm, and decided today was an excellent day to migrate.

Hector, standing beside his open truck with the innocence of a man who had not yet realized he was the gazelle in this particular metaphor, looked up from his clipboard and blanched the color of skim milk left out in the sun.

“Oh no,” he whispered to no one in particular, although the universe heard him and laughed.

Ivy reached the truck first by half a stride, which she would later insist was entirely due to superior cardiovascular fitness and not because Rowan had paused to glare at a bag of beans that had the audacity to smell like hope. Rowan reached it half a second later, which he would maintain was because he was being gentlemanly and not because he had briefly considered turning around and pretending this was happening to someone else.

Ivy pointed at the crates with the authority of a woman who had once made a grown man cry by refusing to serve him oat milk in a to-go cup because he had called it “hipster water.” Rowan pointed at the clipboard with the intensity of a man who had strong feelings about proper documentation and even stronger feelings about not being forced to serve beverages that came with complimentary affirmations.

“These are not my beans,” Ivy announced to the general vicinity, though her gaze was locked on Hector like a heat-seeking missile made of righteous indignation.

“These are not my beans either,” Rowan added, thrusting the pastel box toward the sunlight as if exposing evidence at the trial of the century. “These beans have notes of possibility. My café does not do possibility before noon. My café barely does possibility after three espressos and a minor crisis.”

Hector opened his mouth, then closed it again, then opened it once more like a confused goldfish. He made a sound that might have been the beginning of an apology or possibly the opening bars of a swan song.

“The Peruvian roast,” Ivy said through teeth that had been clenched so tightly they were considering unionizing. “The one with earthy undertones and a soft finish. The one my customers write poetry about and occasionally read aloud while crying gently into their mugs.”

“It is currently residing in my crate,” Rowan said, gesturing with dramatic flair, “surrounded by beans that appear to have been grown in a Disney film. There are probably tiny animated bluebirds helping with the harvest.”

“And this,” Ivy continued, jabbing a finger at the ominous black bags with enough force to make one of them reconsider its life choices, “is clearly meant for your establishment. The one with the ambiance of a very expensive crypt.”

“It is not a crypt,” Rowan protested with the dignity of a man who had explained this approximately four thousand times. “It is industrially expressive. There is a difference.”

“It has no natural light.”

“That is a deliberate design choice.”

“It has plants that are actively dying.”

“They are succulents that require very little maintenance. It is very on-brand.”

Hector made a noise like a dying frog who had just remembered he left the stove on.

“Let me just swap them,” he said, attempting to salvage his day, his job, and possibly his immortal soul. He reached for the crates with the cautious optimism of a man defusing a bomb made of entitlement and caffeine addiction.
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