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      Sugar and spice and everything...naughty

      

      Calais Shepherd is content to run her coffee shop by day and rely on her own skills in the bedroom at night—until the owner of the new bakery down the street shows up in her office with samples. His desserts are divine, but his body is truly sinful.

      

      Determined to put the past behind him and follow through on his dream, Kane Hardesty moves to a new town to open his cupcake shop. A little cross-promotion deal with the delectable latté-skinned barista seems like the perfect combination of business and pleasure, but her uncle’s merger suggestion sounds even better.

      

      Unfortunately, the sparks between them aren’t the only fire in town. When Calais has to close her shop and move out of her smoke-damaged apartment, Kane offers her a partnership she can’t refuse. But a persistent arsonist and Kane’s past may put an end to their lucrative arrangement—and her.
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      Calais Shepherd hesitated, torn between licking off every bit of chocolate frosting first and simply stuffing all of John in her mouth. She’d abstained for months, and the thought of rich, sweet cream squirting onto her taste buds sparked a tremor in her lower belly.

      Decisions, decisions.

      Unable to resist, she closed her mouth around her treat and sucked. A gush of creamy goodness coated her tongue. She savored it for a full five seconds and then swallowed. “Mm.”

      “What are you doing blowing a cream stick when I got something a whole lot better, Calais baby?”

      The crude tone of Douglas Barber’s voice sent a bad case of the creeps up her spine, and she barely quashed a threat to permanently disable his dick. His spindly fingers were poised to unzip his ill-fitting trousers as he propped himself against the doorjamb at the entrance to her office.

      “Why are you here, Dougie?” The moment of indulgence ruined, she set her long john on the bakery sack.

      He worked his jaw as he sauntered to her desk and perched his nonexistent ass on the corner. Her use of his elementary school nickname evidently still annoyed him. “Your lease is up for renewal on October first, and we need to renegotiate terms.”

      “I’m not having sex with you.” She’d close the coffee shop and live in her car before she let this slimeball lay a hand—or anything else—on her. Allowing him the illusion of power, she sat back in her padded chair. “You want to raise the rent, then say so. I’ll need a copy of the agreement. Once I review it, I’ll sign it. Or I won’t. I don’t suppose you have the new lease with you?”

      Straightening, he stretched the front of his sport coat around his pudgy belly and buttoned it. “’Course not. We’re negotiating.”

      “Fine. I’m willing to agree to a seven-percent increase in monthly rent for the storefront and apartment combo with a two-year term.”

      A flush of color crept up his neck. “I’m not sure I can do that. I have expenses, you know.”

      “And I have a budget. When you have a counteroffer, send it over. Until then, I have a business to run, so if you don’t mind…” She flipped open her laptop, hoping he’d disappear if she ignored him.

      “One of these days, you’re gonna have to give in to those hormones, baby doll. Fighting them is only prolonging your misery.” His finger snuck into her peripheral vision, and she snagged the letter opener at her left elbow to deflect him. He jumped back with the contact. “Geez! What are you trying to do—cut off my finger?”

      She gave him a contrived smile. “If I’d meant to cut something off, you’d be minus one appendage and I’d have blood on my desk. Consider it a warning. By the way, you need to leave now.”

      His lips thinned to almost nothing. “You don’t have a choice about signing unless you plan on leaving Rocky Ford. Think about that.”

      “Goodbye, Douglas.” If he didn’t get the message this time, she’d have to resort to hauling out the big guns.

      He hesitated, as if he might test her patience.

      With a hand on the file drawer, she began a silent count to three. As she gripped the handle, he shook his head and marched toward the door.

      How pissed would he have been if she’d raided her stash of feminine hygiene products?

      To say he wouldn’t have been pleased to see a reminder of the most embarrassing moment during his high school years—or possibly his life—was a vast understatement. Everybody had teased him relentlessly about using a tampon to stop his nosebleed. Payback might’ve made her a bitch to him, but he deserved it for being an ass and a dickhead. Twelve years hadn’t changed him one iota.

      Returning to her abandoned pastry, she bit off the end. It wasn’t nearly as good as it would’ve been if her obnoxious landlord hadn’t interrupted her worship of heaven incarnate.

      “Hello?” A disembodied male voice echoed down the hall outside her office. “Miss Shepherd?”

      What now?

      Didn’t anyone have any respect for her right to celebrate National Orgasm Day?

      Washing down her mouthful with a swallow of iced chai, she plopped the long john on the gooey bag again. “In⁠—”

      “Hello?” The interloper stepped into the doorway, one of her to-go cups in his right hand and a plain white bakery box in the left. The jeans, boots, and hardhat screamed construction worker, especially on his impressive physique—an unfortunate fact since she’d sworn off dating hunky builders two years ago. He even had dark multi-day stubble on his jaw to complete the too-damn-sexy package. “Miss Shepherd?”

      Had he come to complain about his coffee?

      She stood, his purposeful gaze too unsettling for her to sit still. “Yes, I’m Calais Shepherd. May I help you?”

      He smiled, not a used-car-salesman smile like her landlord’s, but a friendly, ingenuous greeting. “Actually, I’m hoping we can help each other.”

      Gads, how many times have I heard that line?

      “Kane Hardesty.” A trio of long strides carried him to her desk, and he set the box in front of her. “Nice to meet you, Calais. I’m opening the cupcake shop on the next block. Nicely Iced. I brought a few samples for you.”

      A baker? Boy, is my radar way off today.

      She popped open the lid to peek inside the box. A puppy, a cluster of roses, and a clown fashioned from frosting topped three cupcakes. “Cute. Thank you.”

      “Would they be something you’d consider selling in your coffee shop? Of course, I’d be happy to repay the favor by offering some of your special-blend coffees and teas at my bakery. Cross promotion. Collaboration. You know, small business owners working together.”

      His justification fit her philosophy to a T, but she wasn’t about to dive in without testing his product or doing a bit of research on his character.

      Unhooking the sides of the box, she eyed each design. “What flavors?”

      “The dog is strawberry vanilla. The clown is lemon and the rose is dark chocolate with a truffle center.”

      A truffle center. Maybe O Day isn’t a total wash.

      She swallowed a moan as she returned to her seat and picked up the rose cupcake. If it tasted as good as it sounded, the man was a genius in the kitchen.

      He pulled a folded paper from his shirt pocket. “An order form, so you can see all the flavors and fillings. I can do just about any combination, and some of the more exotic flavors’ll only be available during seasonal promotions, except for special orders.” After flattening the creases, he pointed to one of the photos. A tissue umbrella arose out of sand-colored icing. “I’m planning to market the piña colada as a summer flavor for beach and pool parties. When I get an order for those, I can make up an extra batch to split between my shop and yours.”

      “And they’re all non-fattening, right?” Careful not to ruin the delicate edges of the hot pink petals, she peeled off the paper liner.

      With a grin, he flipped over the menu, revealing a list of each flavor and an FDA-like food label. “While I don’t recommend eating them every day, they’re lower in fat, sugars, and carbs than a lot of desserts and snacks. I’ve adapted the recipes to use almost no shortening and less refined sugar. Understandably, the fillings change the counts, but you get the idea.”

      She nibbled at the cake, assessing its texture and taste.

      Not too dry. Not too dense. Excellent dark-chocolate essence.

      “Tell me about the truffles.” She sampled the icing next.

      He removed his hardhat, tucking it under his arm as airy amaretto-flavored frosting melted on her tongue. His mussed dark-brown waves begged for a finger combing. “I’m no chocolatier, and I wanted to keep costs within reason, so I tried several of the mid-priced brands. Lindt seems to work pretty well. I put the dark chocolate in the one you’re tasting.”

      Foregoing her usual table manners, she bit into the middle, aiming for the hidden treat. As her teeth sank through the softer center, creamy goodness reminded her why she had to use a calendar to keep track of her chocolate consumption. “Oh, wow. This is so amazing.”

      She almost missed his huge grin when she closed her eyes to savor the experience, but she didn’t give a damn. He’d earned the right to a little self-satisfaction.

      “Interested in making a deal?”

      As if he even needs to ask.

      Silky chocolate coated her mouth, and she wasn’t about to rush through Kane Hardesty’s masterpiece to answer him. He could wait until she was done to hear her decision.

      She snuck a glance at him as she ate another third of his decadent dessert and slid the form closer. Pen in hand, she jotted notes beside several flavors.

      Evidently in no hurry, he settled into the chair across from her, his booted right foot resting on his left knee. He tipped up his cup from time to time while she finished the last of the confection. His posture spoke of a man truly comfortable in his skin. Making cupcakes for a living didn’t detract from his masculinity, and he seemed fairly confident that she’d agree to some sort of arrangement.

      Wiping her fingers on a napkin, she met his disconcerting gaze. “We’ll need to draw up a contract with all the details. Consignment or supplier account, payment terms, that kind of stuff. Do you have a lawyer?”

      His mouth twitched as he nodded. “Yeah. We’ve already talked about setting it up as a wholesale account. Consignment gets too complicated with perishable foods.” He popped out of the chair and reached toward her. “You have a dab of icing right…there.”

      He rubbed his thumb over the corner of her mouth and then licked a pastel blob from his skin.

      A spasm coursed through her uterus at the slow lap of his tongue over the icing. It had to be the sexiest thing a guy had ever done to her—in or out of bed.

      How pathetic is that?

      “Um, thanks.” Handing him the note-covered form, she cleared her throat to cover her flustered response. Men didn’t play her for a fool, not anymore and not ever again. “That’s what I think I can sell every week. I broke it down by day and kind, but it’ll depend on the designs as well. Some of my regular customers would be more likely to buy plain frosted than fancy ones.”

      “That’s entirely up to you. You place your order and I deliver it by whatever time you set.” He glanced toward his watch and then pulled his wallet from his rear pocket. “I need to get back to the shop. The electrician is installing exhaust hoods this morning, and I told him I’d only be gone half an hour. Here’s my business card. If you let me know when your lawyer can meet, we can get the contract ironed out. Oh, and you’re welcome to drop by the shop anytime. Tours are free.”

      Too off-balance to risk standing, she busied herself by looking through the contacts on her cell phone. “I’ll call you as soon as I get a meeting set up. Good to meet you, Mr. Hardesty, and I look forward to doing business with you.”

      “Call me Kane.” He offered his hand, and she shook it to avoid appearing rude. “I think we’ll both benefit from working together. Talk to you soon. Great coffee, by the way.”

      Placing the hardhat on his head, he walked out of her office. The faded denim hugged his tight butt and long, lean legs. He filled out his Levi’s better than any construction guy she’d ever dated, and his milk chocolate-colored eyes tempted her to get to know him on a much more personal level.

      Right, because I don’t have enough to do with Dougie the Dickhead jerking me around.

      She tapped on her lawyer’s number and waited for the call to connect.

      “Good morning. Shepherd and Lantz. May I help you?”

      Switching to speaker, she gathered the trash from her sweet snacks. “Hi, Stella. It’s Calais. Is Uncle Edsel available?”

      “Sorry, dear, he has appointments back to back all morning. He should be done by eleven thirty. Would you like me to have him call you? Actually, aren’t you having lunch with him today? Do you need to cancel?”

      “Yikes! Thanks for the reminder. I’ll just talk to him at lunch.”

      “All right. I’ll tell him you called to confirm lunch and that you have your usual table reserved at Fu-Shing’s Palace for noon.”

      “Stella, you’re one in a million.”

      “So are you, dear. Bye now.”

      The phone went silent, and Calais dropped the cupcake liner and partially eaten cream stick in the trash. She owed her uncle’s secretary more than the usual iced mocha latté for taking care of lunch reservations. Kane’s other two creations would make a nice surprise.

      Now to arrange for delivery.

      After a quick reassemble of the bakery box, she headed out to the work area to prepare the drink. A few minutes later, she sent her part-timer up the street with the remaining cupcakes and a large drink.

      Besides manning the counter, Calais occupied herself with payroll and weekly receipts until she had to leave for her lunch date. Business was steady if not brisk, Friday mid-morning providing a nice break from the pre-work rush.

      At eleven forty-five, she donned sunglasses and a floppy hat to protect her face from the late July sun as she wove through the café tables toward the front exit. A wall of dry heat hit her with the first step outside, and she pulled in a deep breath of summer. It would be gone far too soon.

      Birds sang as she strolled along the four blocks to the restaurant. The sweet scent of seasonal flowers reminded her to let go of those things she couldn’t control and stop to smell the roses. Enjoying the overflowing pots of ivy and geraniums lining the business district was far more important than worrying about whether or not her landlord offered reasonable lease terms.

      As she entered Fu-Shing’s, she slipped a light sweater over her bare arms and shoulders, preempting the chill the air conditioning was bound to produce. The greeter showed her to her table, even though she was almost ten minutes early. With a pot of tea and her phone for company, she sipped and caught up on her e-mail.

      “How’s my favorite niece?” Uncle Edsel’s overused greeting made her grin, and he leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You’re the prettiest girl in the world when you smile.”

      She laughed. “Flatterer. You just want me to pay for lunch.”

      “Nope. It’s going on the expense account this time.” He sat down across from her. “Mind if my newest client joins us?”

      Considering his gaze was aimed above her head, she doubted she had the option of saying no without offending whoever was apparently standing behind her. She raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips at him, but she tried for her friendliest tone. “Not at all.”

      “Terrific.” He gestured to the chair next to her, clearly ignoring her silent reprimand for not warning her about their third wheel. He was probably up to his matchmaking tricks again. “Have a seat, young man. This is my niece, Calais Shepherd. She owns the coffee shop on Mulberry. Café Latté. Best decaf Columbian I’ve ever tasted.”

      “I’m partial to the dark roast Sumatran myself.” A hand closed over the back of the chair beside her, pulling it away from the table as she racked her brain to match that voice with a name. “Had one this morning as a matter of fact.”

      The light bulb in her brain flicked on. “Kane Hardesty.”

      Taking a seat, he nodded at her. “Good to see you again, Calais.”

      Was Kane trying to pull a fast one on her? After all, she and her uncle shared the same last name.

      Uncle Edsel snapped his fingers. “Here I thought I was doing you both a favor, but you already know each other. Excellent. We can jump right into discussing a merger.”
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      The way Ed Shepherd had talked about his niece, Kane should’ve been concerned the merger the older man mentioned entailed far more than combining businesses, but he wasn’t.

      Before making up his mind to ask Calais about promoting each other’s products, he’d researched the owner of Café Latté. She had opened the coffee shop ten months ago after spending four years in the business world, with an MBA in her pocket and a reputation for being too honest and having a well-developed bullshit detector. He couldn’t have found anyone better suited for a marketing swap.

      Her beauty, however, had caught him off guard. He’d been expecting a mousy, nerdish type—which he had nothing against—and had gotten tall, curvy, and confident. Lustrous black hair hung halfway down her back in a ponytail. Those dark eyes had sucked him in when he’d stepped into her office, but her skin had mesmerized him. With colorful silks wrapped around her hips and draped across her shoulder, she could easily pass for a daughter of the woman who ran the Indian restaurant near his old office.

      Or maybe a belly dancer.

      Whatever the source, her latté-colored skin made his fingers itch to touch her. Brains, beauty, and personality—she had it all.

      “Who said anything about a merger, Uncle Ed?” Her stern tone did little to extract him from fantasyland. She frowned at Kane. “And why didn’t you mention that my uncle is your lawyer?”

      “He—”

      Her uncle raised his hand. “Let’s order first.”

      Within seconds, a waiter appeared. Ed rattled off three entrées before asking for another pot of tea and waters all around. As soon as the server left, Calais drummed her fingernails on the table, her impatience and irritation as obvious as the older man’s intentions.

      After their drinks were delivered, he filled his teacup and then glanced between her and Kane. “I asked him not to tell you because I knew you’d have a fit.”

      “You’re damn ri⁠—”

      “Now hear me out. Since you seem to get along well enough to need a contract already, I’m going to suggest a more lucrative solution. Calais, your lease is almost up. Word around town is Barber’s drowning in debt and is in danger of foreclosure on the property you’re renting. The only way he can stop the bank from taking that chunk of real estate is to increase his income, and that means you’ll be paying him at least fifty percent more than you are now.” He paused for a sip of tea. “My advice is to get out while you can. The bank won’t want to take that big a loss when they put it on the market, so it isn’t worth trying to buy it yourself. It was way overpriced when Barber got his grubby hands on it.”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “That leaves me with no home and no place for the coffee shop.”

      “Kane has plenty of room for you in his building. We talked about him leasing a portion of the space, but you can both cut your expenses by sharing. Then you can divide up the profits however you want—based on sales, a straight percentage, whatever.”

      “So I’m supposed to live in a storage room? In case you haven’t noticed, it’s a single story unit without apartments.” Her points were logical and concise, making Kane glad he wasn’t on the opposite side of her argument.

      Ed wore a cheeky smirk, as though he had an ace up his sleeve. “Ah, but Kane here also owns the Victorian on Walnut, the one that got split into a duplex rental after Mrs. Weinberger died. He can live in half and you can live in half. No advertising to find a tenant. And I seem to recall you mentioning several times as a little girl that you wanted to live there when you grew up. Here’s your chance.”

      Crossing her arms under her breasts, she scowled across the table. “Uncle Edsel, you play dirty.”

      “Just telling it like it is, sweetheart. Besides, that’s my job.” He refilled her cup and looked directly at Kane. “You’re awfully quiet, young man. What do you think of my proposition?”

      I think you have an ulterior motive, but I’m not sure I want to complain yet. “Makes sense. Calais and I are going to have to discuss our expectations before we agree to anything. I’d rather not make an enemy of someone I like because of a bad business arrangement.”

      The older man straightened the cufflink at his left wrist. “What about sharing the house?”

      “That’s up to Calais. Several of the rooms still need fresh paint, but I can have it ready in about a week or so.”

      “And you’ll let her choose the colors?”

      Kane shrugged. “Sure, within reason.”

      “She can come by for a walk-through tonight at six.”

      Clinking her teacup onto the saucer, Calais growled. “I can speak⁠—”

      “Food’s here.” Ed rubbed his hands together as the server placed three large platters and a pot of steamed rice in the middle of the table. “Looks and smells fantastic, doesn’t it? Dig in.”

      “As I was saying, I can speak for myself.” She put a serving of lo mein on her plate and then passed the platter to Kane. “I’m supposed to have supper with Mom and Dad, like every Friday night.”

      Mr. Shepherd shook his head. “They’re going to see a play tonight, compliments of yours truly. Early anniversary present. You’re free to look at the house. I’ll even have pizza delivered so you and your new business partner can work out the details. Be sure to bring the notes by my office Monday morning. The sooner we get this deal closed, the better.”

      Steamrolled.

      It was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-hedera-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Blurb
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Excerpt: A Little Appetizer
      


      		
        Books by Mellanie Szereto
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Books by Mellanie Szereto


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/icedlattekindle.jpg
Mellanie Szereto

o > =
e £ |

(O . e ‘

love o the = 57 N .

/ % 4
e Ol "

X e o \ J

\ 5 B

Sugar and spice
and everything.. naughty

)
cleed Latte





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





