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Chapter 1 — The Bread Always Knows
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Diane Mercer could tell by the dough when a storm was coming.

Not because of magic, though she had plenty of that buried deep in her bones. Not because of wolf instinct, though hers still worked when she let it. The dough simply knew. It tightened beneath her palms, resisting the push and fold of her hands like it had heard thunder before the sky had bothered to speak.

“Don’t get dramatic on me,” she muttered. “We’ve both survived worse than rain.”

At five in the morning, Mercer’s Hearth belonged only to Diane, the ovens, and the soft hush of flour drifting across the counter. Outside, Briar Glen slept beneath a pale blue dawn. Inside, bread rose in linen-covered rows, cinnamon rolls waited for glaze, and three dozen lemon-elderflower cupcakes cooled near the window.

Diane liked this hour best. No customers. No questions. No one looking too closely.

Just work, heat, and the proof that something could be remade every single morning.

The bell over the back door jingled.

“You better be decent,” Carla Reyes called from the alley. “Because I’m too tired to be scandalized before coffee.”

Diane did not look up. “You have never been scandalized in your life.”

“That is because I was raised correctly.” Carla tossed her bag onto a stool and tied on her apron. Her curls were piled messily on top of her head, and her expression suggested she had already fought a war with her alarm clock and lost. “Tell me we have coffee.”

“We own a bakery.”

“That is not an answer.”

Diane nodded toward the pot. Carla took one sip and sighed like she had been rescued from death.

“You need a day off,” Carla said.

“I took one.”

“You went to the farmer’s market to argue with Mr. Bell about peach prices.”

“That was recreation.”

“That was a hostage negotiation with fruit.”

Diane smiled despite herself. She did have a life. A good one. Mercer’s Hearth sat on the corner of Main and Laurel, in a red-brick building that had once been a post office, then an antique shop, then nothing at all until Diane had poured ten years of sweat, savings, and stubbornness into it. Now the town came to her for birthday cakes, fresh bread, wedding pastries, funeral pies, apology muffins, and coffee strong enough to make Mondays survivable.

Humans were strange that way. They built rituals out of crumbs and sugar. Diane loved them for it.

Humans did not care about bloodlines. They did not rank people by scent. They did not whisper omega like it meant fragile, useful, or already owned.

At least, the good ones did not.

Carla studied her over her mug. “You got quiet.”

“I’m thinking about the Calloway cake.”

“The bride changed the filling again, didn’t she?”

“Raspberry cream.”

“Yesterday it was honey lavender.”

“Before that, orange blossom.”

“Commitment is difficult for some people.”

Carla groaned. “This is why I’m never getting married.”

“You said last week you would marry the delivery man if he brought the chocolate shipment on time.”

“He did not. Love died.”

Diane shook her head and moved to the cooling rack. The cupcakes were perfect, each one domed just enough. She touched one gently.

Then she froze.

The air had shifted.

Not in the kitchen. Not with the ovens or flour or Carla’s coffee. Something outside had moved through the morning, sharp and wild and impossibly familiar.

Rain on pine.

Cold stone.

Male wolf.

Alpha.

Diane’s hand tightened on the counter. Ten years. Ten years without pack business, without alphas, without any wolf walking close enough to her life to leave a trace. She had chosen Briar Glen because it was human, ordinary, and tucked between farms and forest roads no pack had claimed in decades.

Carla set down her cup. “Di?”

“It’s fine.”

“That sounded like the opposite of fine.”

“I said it’s fine.”

Carla absorbed that with more calm than most people would have managed. “Is it dangerous?”

Diane slid the tray aside. “Not yet.”

“Then I’m opening the front. If danger wants a croissant, danger can pay full price.”

The morning rush came in waves. Mr. Alder bought rye and pretended not to buy two cherry turnovers. Three nurses from the clinic came in for almond buns. Mrs. Calloway arrived to confirm, with great seriousness, that raspberry cream had always been her daughter’s dream.

By nine, the bakery was full and the rain was tapping at the windows.

Then the bell rang again.

The man who stepped inside was not from Briar Glen. Diane knew it before anyone spoke. Conversation thinned as if every person in the room had unconsciously made space for him.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and rain-damp, with dark hair threaded lightly with silver at the temples. His coat was simple, his boots muddy, his expression controlled. Not cold. Not cruel. Careful. Like a man used to measuring the weight of every room before entering it.

Their eyes met.

The world split open.

Heat flashed beneath Diane’s skin, ancient and terrifying. Recognition struck through her bones with impossible certainty. The bond she had buried, mourned, cursed, and been told was dead rose inside her like a living thing.

Mate.

The word was not spoken. It did not need to be.

The stranger went still. His hand flexed once at his side. He felt it too.

Diane stepped back so fast her hip hit the counter.

Carla glanced between them. “Di?”

The stranger did not move closer. Smart man.

“Good morning,” he said. His voice was low, calm, and dangerous only because it tried not to be.

Diane gripped the counter. “We’re out of sourdough.”

Carla blinked. “No, we’re not.”

Diane did not look away from him. “We are.”

The corner of his mouth almost moved. “I wasn’t here for sourdough.”

Of course he wasn’t.

“What’s your name?” Diane asked.

“Marcus Hale.”

The name meant nothing to her, which somehow made it worse.

“Passing through?”

“No.”

Carla set coffee on the counter harder than necessary. “Two dollars.”

Marcus paid. “Keep the change.”

“We don’t take bribes.”

“Then call it a tip.”

Diane took the bill and shut the register with a snap. “Enjoy your coffee, Mr. Hale.”

Marcus held her gaze. “I didn’t come here to cause trouble.”

“Trouble rarely sends a letter first.”

Something in his eyes sharpened. “No. It doesn’t.”

He stepped back. “I’ll get out of your way.”

Good, Diane thought. But as he turned toward the door, the bond tugged hard enough to make her fingers curl.

Marcus paused at the threshold and looked back once. Not possessive. Not triumphant. Shaken.

That was worse.

When the door closed behind him, Carla came to Diane’s side.

“Okay,” Carla said carefully. “I know I’m just a simple human woman with excellent cheekbones, but what the hell was that?”

Diane stared at the door, hands trembling.

The dough had known a storm was coming. She just had not understood it would walk in wearing a man’s face.

“That,” Diane whispered, “was a mistake.”

Outside, Marcus Hale crossed the street in the rain.

Inside, the bond Diane had buried ten years ago beat once, bright and impossible, beneath her ribs.

Alive.
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Chapter 2 — The New Alpha in Town
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Marcus Hale did not look back again.

Diane watched him through the rain-streaked front window anyway, coffee untouched in his hand, shoulders squared against the weather. Briar Glen moved around him as if he were only another stranger passing through town.

But Diane knew better.

Wolves like Marcus Hale did not pass through places. They arrived. They changed the air. They made instincts rise and buried things remember they had once been alive.

“Diane.”

Carla’s voice cut through the roar in Diane’s ears. Customers were staring. A nurse had overfilled her coffee. Mrs. Calloway clutched a receipt like a shield.

“I’m fine,” Diane said.

Carla gave a soft snort. “You breathed judgmentally at me yesterday, so I’m allowed to return the favor.”

The tension cracked. People laughed. Orders resumed because life rarely cared when your world split open. Someone still wanted muffins. Someone still needed coffee. Someone still had a wedding cake filling to regret.

Diane clung to work like a rope until two, when Carla flipped the sign to CLOSED FOR PREP early.

Diane looked up. “Why did you do that?”

“Because you’ve polished the same spot for seven minutes. Talk.”

“No.”

“Fine. I’ll guess. Ex?”

“No.”

“Criminal?”

“No.”

“Tax auditor?”

“Worse.”

Carla went still. “That was a joke.”

Diane pressed both hands flat against the counter. “He’s part of the world I left.”

“The dangerous people?”

“Yes.”

“And him specifically?”

“No. I would remember Marcus Hale.”

Carla’s eyes narrowed. “What
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