
RIVAL HEARTS

A Romance Novel

Aslam


Table of Contents

Title Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


There were exactly two bakeries on Thistle Street, and as far as Margot Lane was concerned, that was one too many.

Sweet Hollow had been her grandmother's shop for thirty years before it became hers, all worn copper pans and the smell of cinnamon that never quite left the walls. She had grown up rolling dough on the counter where customers now leaned to order cardamom rolls, and she had never imagined — not once, in three decades of mornings — that someone would open a second bakery directly across the street and have the audacity to call it Brightly Baked, with a neon sign and a espresso machine that hissed like it was personally offended by tradition.

"He's poaching my regulars," Margot told her sister over the phone, glaring out the window at the new shop's grand opening crowd. "Mrs. Petrosian. Mrs. Petrosian, Daniela. She's been coming here every Tuesday for eleven years."

"Maybe try the bear claws before you declare war," Daniela suggested.

"I would rather eat my own apron."

The bell above Sweet Hollow's door jingled, and Margot turned, expecting a customer. Instead she found a man she did not recognize, holding — infuriatingly — a small box from Brightly Baked, smiling like a man who had never once been told no in his life.

"Peace offering," he said, setting the box on her counter. "I'm Theo. I just opened across the street."

"I'm aware," Margot said. "I watched you steal my parking validation deal with the garage next door."

"I didn't steal it. I offered them a better rate."

"That's stealing with extra steps."

Theo grinned, infuriatingly unbothered. "Try the croissant. I promise it won't kill you."

"I'm not going to try your croissant."

"Scared it might be better than yours?"

Margot opened the box out of pure spite, broke off a piece of the croissant, and ate it before she could stop herself.

It was, devastatingly, perfect — buttery and impossibly light, the kind of pastry that took years to master.

"It's mediocre," she lied.

"Your face says otherwise."

"Get out of my bakery."

"Technically you're standing in the doorway," he said, already backing toward the street, laughing. "See you around, neighbor."

She slammed the door behind him and told herself the warmth in her chest was rage. Only rage. Nothing else.
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The war, as Margot privately called it, escalated over the following weeks with the petty intensity of two people who refused to admit they were paying far too much attention to each other. She put a chalkboard sign outside: ORIGINAL RECIPES SINCE 1994. He responded with one of his own: NEW TRADITIONS START SOMEWHERE.

She lowered her coffee prices. He started a loyalty punch card that gave away a free croissant on the tenth visit. She began offering free pastries to anyone who could prove they'd switched back from Brightly Baked. He showed up at her door, again, this time with a single chocolate babka and an expression that suggested he found the entire feud more entertaining than threatening.

"You're going to put us both out of business," he said.

"You put yourself in business across the street from an established shop. That's not my problem to solve."

"It could be both our problem. Together." He set the babka down. "What if, instead of competing for the same forty customers on Thistle Street, we did something that actually grew the street? A joint event. Both shops, one weekend, see what happens."

Margot crossed her arms. "Why would I help you?"

"Because you're not actually angry about the bakery," Theo said, quieter now, the teasing dropping out of his voice for the first time since she'd met him. "You're angry that something changed on a street you thought would stay exactly the way your grandmother left it. I get that. I'm not
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