
  
    [image: Reckless Appetite]
  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            🌸✨Blurb✨🌸

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One bakery. Two stubborn hearts. And a no-kissing contract.

      

        

      
        ETHAN GRANT HAS ONE RULE: NEVER SLEEP WHERE YOU SIFT FLOUR.

        (Or was it fry grease? Either way—no workplace romance.)

      

        

      
        After getting unceremoniously fired from his prestigious position as head chef, Ethan Grant takes the only job he can get—fry cook. It’s soul-crushing, ego-bruising, and grease-splattered. So when a failing local bakery offers him a lifeline—a partnership, not a pity party—he grabs it. It’s that or admit to his wealthy parents that he’s hit culinary rock bottom.

      

        

      
        Valerie Winter is determined to carry on her grandmother’s legacy and keep the bakery alive. She also happens to be color blind—a detail she keeps close to the vest in this new town. If Ethan finds out, he’ll assume she can’t tell red velvet from chocolate, let alone run a business.

      

        

      
        To keep things strictly professional, Ethan adds a non-fraternizing clause to their contract. No touching. No flirting. No falling into bed with the woman who drives him absolutely, infuriatingly wild.

      

        

      
        Between Ethan’s meddling parents, a perfectly timed ex, and more secrets than ingredients in a wedding cake, their partnership is one whisk away from disaster.

      

        

      
        The real recipe for trouble?

      

        

      
        Mixing business with a baker who makes him feel things—like hope. And heat. And maybe even heartache.

      

        

      
        Warning: Contains baked goods, tea spill, and one grumpy chef.
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      The kitchen at Sunset Grill didn’t smell like food. It reeked of surrender.

      Used to plate foie gras with a Bordeaux so smooth it made grown men weep. Now I was sweating through a uniform, grilling bacon at a diner at the crack of dawn.

      Five years ago, if someone had said this was where I’d land, I might’ve thrown a carving knife at them for the insult.

      The spatula had become an extension of my arm, scrambling eggs with muscle memory while brain clocked out and hovered somewhere near the ceiling tiles.

      I scooped the egg pile onto a plate, smacked the bell and mumbled, “Order up.”

      Peeling off my gloves, I said, “That’s me for now. I’m gonna grab a smoke.”

      “Yeah? Apologize to your lungs for me.” Marco raised his brow.

      Smirking, I tugged a crumpled pack from my apron pocket. “They stopped listening after the second shift.”

      He chuckled. “Just don’t die before the lunch rush. I hate soloing the fryer.”

      “Noted. Thanks for caring.”

      Shoving through the back door, I stepped into the alley with a line of sight to the bakery across the street — The Sweet Spot.

      The dumbest name ever. Sounds slightly x-rated. Coffee was excellent, though. I’d give her that.

      Leaning against the brick, I lit up and dragged deep.

      That’s when she showed up. The owner.

      Valerie Winter.

      She wore a Navajo shawl like it wasn’t 87 degrees out. Her brown hair pulled back tight in a high bun. A face that didn’t grab you right away, until it did. Eyes soft, mouth softer. The world hadn’t ruined her yet.

      She wasn’t my type, not anymore. Not that I had a type nowadays. Just ghosts.

      Val threw her head back, laughing at the delivery guy. Maybe a dumb joke? The sound floated over the street like warm bread just out of the oven, soft and urgent.

      It snagged me in the throat. I blew out a puff of smoke.

      Then the delivery guy turned my way.

      Shit. My chest tightened.

      He knew me back when my coat was clean, my knives were sharp, and people called me “Chef.”

      I ducked my head, dropped the butt, stomped it out, and disappeared inside.

      Phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alyssa James: “You up for later?”

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared. One second too long. Maybe two.

      Bad idea, yeah, but feeling something beat the never-ending numbness. So I gave in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: “Yeah. Usual time?”

      

      

      

      

      

      “Grant!”

      Mr. Tavani’s voice carried like a smoke alarm.

      “You cookin’ eggs or raising the damn chickens? This ain’t filet mignonnn, kid.” He dragged that last word out like he thought it was French for “jackass.”

      I gritted my teeth, returned to the fry-top, and reached for the eggs.

      The service door swung open, and my shoulders locked up, trained for another smart-ass comment from my manager.

      “Is this where you ended up?”

      Didn’t have to look. I could hear the judgment baked right into his vowels. Same one he used when I got a C in algebra. When I said “no” to the family business.

      Disappointment delivered in a question. His signature move.

      The clock hadn’t hit 7 yet. Way too early for this. I clenched the spatula mid-flip. The skillet popped in agreement, eggs sensed a disturbance in the Force.

      Marco stayed quiet. He flicked a glance over his shoulder, then turned back to the prep table, slicing onions with extra focus.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat, but it didn’t help. “Walked out of Stagecoach.”

      Didn’t mention the shouting match with Lydia or telling the GM where he could stick his schedule.

      Personal development.

      Albert Grant, my old man, gave the kitchen a once-over, probably logging our health code violations.

      “In the interest of decorum, come by the house tonight. We’ve got things to settle.”

      “Don’t we always?” I scraped at the crusted egg, glad I had something grounding to do.

      My parents didn’t fight. They engaged in silent warfare, dressed in cashmere and condescension. They could go days without speaking, just icy glances over bone china. By ten, I’d mastered the language of loaded stares across the dinner table.
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      My mother, Rosalind, slid a plate of store-bought cookies onto the coffee table like they were hand-rolled champagne truffles dusted in gold leaf. She tapped the table twice, her code for don’t argue, just eat.

      “Come on, have one,” she said, her eyes flicking over my cheekbones. “You’ve been skipping meals and sleep, haven’t you?”

      I snatched up a cookie. This was shortbread? It could pass as a doorstop.

      Mom’s eyes narrowed as she watched me scrutinize her offerings. In chef school, I’d whipped up batches of pastries the town was still talking about.

      I put the cookie down, not having much of an appetite anyway.

      Leaning back, I folded my arms and let the couch pull me in like it remembered me. Same spot. Same frayed armrest I used to shred, thread by thread, trying to disappear into the seams while they argued in the kitchen.

      Funny how furniture captured what people wouldn’t.

      Dad’s loafers echoed down the hall. My mother shifted. Smoothed her skirt. Clasped her hands in her lap as though waiting to be introduced at a charity auction.

      We looked toward the door.

      My father stepped through the doorway with his spine straight, shoulders squared like he was about to pose for a portrait. He didn’t rush. Time bent for him, or so he thought. One of the perks of being a Grant: the world was supposed to wait while you adjusted your cufflinks.

      Dad settled on the armchair beside Mom, the frame groaning under his weight.

      “I apologize for the delay,” he said, voice smooth but worn at the edges, like an expensive rug someone kept walking on. “I’ve got Kaminsky digging into the story at the inn.”

      Dad glanced at Mom, then back at me, as though he was about to commence a meeting.

      “Your grandfather’s been stirring the pot again about wills,” he began, his tone measured. “I’m hoping to convince Lexy Edwards to sell me the Stagecoach Inn before Morris or Lionel Marx gets their hands on it. Prime spot on Franklin Avenue, foot traffic gold. It’s a good investment. If I move fast, it’s ours.”

      My brows furrowed. “And you’re telling me this because…?”

      “We think it’s time you stepped up, oversaw the renovations, managed bookings, and hired staff. Put the Grant stamp on it.”

      He held my stare, and I hated how calm he was, like he was doing me a favor. Like I hadn’t been sweating over prep lines since I was sixteen while they ran the town newspaper and found tax loopholes at the country club.

      He knew this wasn’t my lane.

      This reeked of that old family grudge that never got buried, just shoved in a closet until they needed it later. Morris, my grandfather and kingmaker of the family, and Dad one-upping him in a land grab.

      “Dad, I don’t know the first damn thing about running inns. I know kitchens, flavor, heat, timing. Just because you slapped the Grant family name on it doesn’t mean I’ll have all this technical knowledge. So, yeah, hard pass.”

      Dad’s eyes locked on me, cool and clinical. “This is a fantastic opportunity, Ethan. Don’t let your pride stand in your way.”

      Another gilded cage.

      I scrubbed a hand through my hair, fingers catching in knots I hadn’t noticed before. My scalp stung. “This isn’t about pride. It’s about me building something on my own.”

      “Building what exactly? Your entire empire crumbled the minute that woman ran off with your cash.”

      Low blow. Right to the ribs. Even Mom flinched.

      My fault for not seeing that coming.

      “You’re gonna throw that in my face? I couldn’t help it if my wife ripped me off.”

      Margaux. Her name tasted like blood and shame. Even thinking about her made my gut twist.

      “Son, she duped you because you never took the lead. You trusted her,” Dad continued. “How did you expect it to turn out?”

      “Sometimes things don’t go right. It happens. But I’m not signing up to live under anyone’s thumb.”

      Dad exhaled, the fight draining out of him. His shoulders sagged, and suddenly he looked older, more tired.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way about our family, Ethan. Especially after everything Rosalind and I have done for you. Your mother still prays for you as if you’re broken.”

      I grit my damn teeth so hard as those words clawed at the inside of my ribs. Moving my jaw around, I loosened it.

      Then, I stood up. “I’m done here.”

      I didn’t wait for his blessing. Didn’t want it. I walked out, the door slamming behind me. Started the Ducati, twisted the throttle, and let the roar drown out everything else. Distance. That’s all I wanted.

      Streetlights streaked by like bullets. But no matter how far I pushed the speed, I couldn’t shake it.

      You’re broken.

      Those words rode shotgun.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Valerie Winter
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      You didn’t walk into my bakery. You let it swallow you whole, just like Abuela’s pan dulce on a winter morning, where love rose with the dough.

      Indie rock hummed low from the speakers, winding around the ever-present smell of warm vanilla and espresso. Cozy, sure, but something wasn’t quite right.

      I stepped back from the counter, tilting my head, studying the swirl pattern of icing on the cupcake.

      Too left-leaning? Not enough height?

      Whoever thought letting a colorblind girl loose with a piping bag definitely had a twisted sense of humor.

      “Why are you like this?” I asked the cupcake, then winced. Talking to baked goods. I was one piped swirl away from loca.

      My wrist screamed in protest, hours of work, and still, perfection was just out of my reach.

      It wasn’t always like this. Back in Santa Fe, Abuela handled the frosting with steady hands, perfect lines, and colors that fit just right. After she passed… well, I lost my way. I lost my true north, and had to rebuild everything.

      “What if I gave you a little sparkle? A soft pearl—huh?”

      Crossing to the supply shelf, I ran my fingertips along the tidy row of canisters, brushing the Sharpie-labeled jars like they could talk back. Then I stopped at the right one.

      The label read: Pearl Dragees – Emergency Glam Only.

      I’d learned the hard way what skipping the system cost me: one unmarked jar, one ruined cake, and one bridezilla who made sure my hometown never forgot.

      Six weeks. That’s how long it took to accept I couldn’t afford to keep up with Santa Fe’s high cost of living while holding onto my failing bakery. So, I packed up my life and watched two guys named Larry and Not-Larry wedge it into the back of a trailer like they were playing Tetris.

      Now here I was, across the country, new bakery, same inability to function before caffeine.

      Distracted, I knocked a few glasses off the shelf. Gravity, that dramatic little witch, took over, sending them crashing to the ground, sprinkles and all.

      I blinked down at the mess. Rainbow sugar. Jagged shards. My life, basically.

      Perfect.

      Just then, the door opened.

      Gabby strode in wearing her usual dark cargo pants and a work shirt rolled to the elbows. Her colored hair was cropped short, tips still glistening, which meant she’d run out of time or patience this morning.

      She made a beeline for the coffee counter, one hand outstretched like a zombie reaching for brains.

      “Don’t talk to me. Not until I’ve had at least two sips.”

      She paused. “Whoa. Did a Lisa Frank explosion happen in here?”

      I sighed, grabbed the broom, and tried to sweep dignity back into my life.

      “Buenos días to you too, sunshine. Just over here sweeping up my hopes and dreams—now available in rainbow and glass.”

      Gabby’s eyes looked like they hadn’t seen sleep since Tuesday, dark crescents stamped beneath them like battle scars.

      “Rough night?”

      She inhaled her coffee like it was life support. “Cass’s mom, Gloria, is visiting. She brought photo albums of their entire lives and insisted I look at every picture. I love my wife, but I really didn’t need to see her in headgear. The last time Gloria stayed, Cass accidentally spilled wine on her own lap just to escape a slideshow. And these were her own pictures. Can you believe that?!”

      I snorted, already picturing Cass as a brace-faced teen. “That bad, huh?”

      “Girl. Two hours of faking fascination while Cass mouthed ‘sorry’ at me from across the couch. I tried to Morse code back with my eyebrows, but I don’t think she got it.”

      I winced. “Oof. Harsh. I’m prescribing cupcakes. Finish these and I’ll pretend I never saw the haunted look in your eyes.”

      Gabby gave a mock salute. “Rightio, boss.”

      The phone buzzed in my apron pocket as I headed to the front. I pulled it out, thumb already swiping before I could stop myself. My stomach did that tequila-twist reserved only for whenever I saw his name.

      Yelp.

      One new review.

      From MichStarBoy.

      “Needs better variety. Go there if you like your cupcakes chewy and your frosting colors trippy. The newbie shop owner acts like she’s the grand poobah of baking. She isn’t. Coffee’s great though.”

      My blood flash-boiled. One second I was fine, the next I was ready to punch a cactus.

      Chewy? Trippy? Grand poobah?

      What was that, even? I should’ve Googled it, but honestly, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      I’d know that username, and that smug little humblebrag. This had Ethan written all over it.

      He probably wrote it while sipping black coffee, flexing in the mirror, and brooding about how misunderstood he is.

      I should’ve let it go. Taken the high road. Walked away like a well-adjusted adult.

      But nah. I went nuclear-petty.

      “Appreciate the feedback. You mentioned ‘lack of variety.’ Guess some people only see the rainbow if it comes in ketchup, mustard, and relish flavors. ;o) -Brad”

      Send.

      “That was such a killer burn.”

      I stared at the screen with the satisfaction of a soap opera villain.

      Gabby looked over. “Who are you burning?”

      “His royal pretentiousness.”

      Gabby wrinkled her brow and shook her head.

      “Ethan Grant.”

      “What’s going on with him?” she sipped her coffee.

      “He’s messing with me on Yelp, so I told him to mind his own relish.” Or thereabouts.

      “Did you mess with Ethan Grant? Girl, you’re insane.” She held out her hand. “Air-five me right now.”

      Wearing the dopiest grin, I smacked the air.

      BANG BANG BANG.

      Fist-meets-door drama.

      Then came the voice:

      “Open up!”

      I went still. Full-body lockdown. Like someone hit pause on my entire nervous system. My heart didn’t just skip a beat. It tripped over itself and crashed straight into my stomach.

      That voice.

      Gravel and heat and arrogance, laced with the exact tone he used when he thought I criticized his steak for being too dry.

      Apparently, taking up squatter’s rights in my head wasn’t enough. Now he wanted in my bakery too.

      BANG BANG BANG.

      “Come on, Brad. I know you’re in there.”

      If he smirked through that glass, I might aim a cupcake at his face and call it art.
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      The broad silhouette of a six-foot-two pest, Ethan Grant, hovered behind the slats of the blinds.

      I didn’t need a nametag or a hello to know who it was. No one else had the gall to show up before sunrise with that kind of energy.

      “Ethan, the sun’s still snoring. Try again when it’s awake, and so am I.”

      “Copy that, sweetheart,” came Ethan’s voice through the glass. “We can air this out in front of your breakfast crowd if you want. I’ll be back in five.”

      I stink-eyed his shadow, then muttered a few choice words under my breath that would’ve made my abuela ring my ears.

      Popping the latch, I swung the door open, chiming the cowbell that used to hang in my abuela’s bakery.

      And there he was, standing there like Valhalla spat him out, in all his wild Norse glory, tall and broad-shouldered, with dirty light-colored hair that curled at his neck as if all he did was rake his fingers through it and call it done.

      Put it this way.

      If Thor had tattoos up his neck, a nicotine addiction, and the kind of ego that didn’t quit, he might come close. Might.

      “Morning, sunshine,” he said, brushing past me, all smug charm and early morning testosterone.

      Dios. My ovaries did a backflip, and my heart slammed on the brakes as if we had hit a deer.

      I busied my hands with the lock, heat creeping up my neck as I moved.

      Don’t look at him. Definitely don’t look at him.

      Ethan turned a chair around, straddled it, and gave me a once-over, his eyes pausing on the fringes of my shawl. “Do you always dress like you’ve been hiking along the Oregon Trail, or is this Thursday’s drip?”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” I deadpanned, drier than a desert in July.

      He plopped into the chair and fished out his phone. “Came to chat about this masterpiece you posted. Thanks for your one-star review, ‘Brad.’ Here’s a tip: Maybe Yelp isn’t the place to unpack your childhood trauma? M’kay?”

      Tingles shot through my system at the force of all this attention. I crossed my arms. “Okay, maybe I went full chili on that one. Just a little sarcasm for flavor.”

      “Sure, it was. Nothing says ‘eat here’ like roasting the food. Bold move, Valerie.”

      His smart mouth, I could handle. But doing him wrong? That was harder. My chest pulled tight.

      If someone smack-talked my abuela’s bakery online, I’d have tracked them down by their IP address.

      I deflated, feeling like I’d crossed a line.

      Without a word, I walked over to the coffee machine and poured a cup. As I handed it to him, his wristwatch nearly seared my poor eyes. That thing was way too flashy for a man who lived on a fry cook’s salary.

      His smirk? Annoying. Hot. Infuriating. Basically, a crime against my sanity.

      Just for a second, I saw it, something heavy tucked under the grin.

      Then again, maybe I was being dumb by reading what I wanted to see rather than accepting reality, like reading tea leaves in a cup of hot chocolate.

      Abuela always said a handsome man was like a monsoon storm: come in hot, make a mess, and disappear, leaving you to clean up.

      Ethan approached the counter and touched the line of plastic chili peppers decorating the case.

      “What’s this? Poison?” he asked, eyeing the steaming cup I’d placed before him.

      I lifted a brow, fighting the grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Call it a truce, yeah? On the house.”

      Ethan stilled. His intense gaze landed on me, and that flutter in my stomach turned into a full-on salsa night.

      “Truce, huh?” he squinted at the cup. “That’s guilt talk after putting me on blast.”

      Ouch.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and studied my rings, two chunky bands, one inlaid with stones, probably Navajo. Both had been Abuela’s.

      I don’t know what was on my face, but he took the cup and sipped. No joke—he sighed. An actual, involuntary sigh. He tried to cover by clearing his throat, as if I hadn’t just witnessed caffeine-induced bliss.

      “Good coffee. It’s not local, right?”

      “Please. Like I’d serve anything but Santa Fe roast. Anyway, what brings you all the way here before dawn? Don’t tell me my Yelp retort did it.”

      “A man can’t run on Marlboros alone,” Ethan replied with a shrug.

      Wait. Was that a joke? Or was he actually not eating?

      The fact that he reeked of smoke lent credence to that theory.

      I wrinkled my nose. “So, Qué pasa… you surviving on Marlboros now?”

      “Didn’t mean to hotbox your bakery. What is it with you and smells? Raised by sommeliers?”

      I tensed.

      He didn’t know. Couldn’t.

      But the comment hit a little too close to the bone. There was a reason I noticed scents before people.

      I deflected and shot back, “What’s with the smoking? I thought chefs protected their taste buds as if they were national treasures.”

      “Don’t need ‘em. I’m a fry cook.”

      Oof.

      Landmine. Abort teasing. Change lanes. Swerve, girl. Swerve.

      Reaching into the display case, I held up a cupcake, my ticket to redemption. “Red chile chocolate,” I warned. “Careful, cowboy, this ain’t beginner spice.”

      Ethan frowned, holding up the tray of failed cupcakes. “Val, seriously? What even is this color? It’s swamp green. Bold choice. Alright, bring it. I’m willing to live dangerously.”

      I died a little. Swamp green. It was supposed to be blue.

      “It’s pistachio. Whatever, here.” I shoved the cupcake toward him.

      As he took a bite, I decided to be a little nosy. “So, how’s the job working out for you?”

      “Boss is the self-appointed mayor of Doucheville. He’s been on a power bender ever since he learned my last name. I swear, I don’t know how Marco puts up with him. Holding myself in check all day has gotten old. I’m done. I want out. I want to build something of my own.”

      I blinked, the shift in his tone grabbing me by the fringe of my shawl. Ethan didn’t just say things like this, not unless he meant them, not unless something big was about to change.

      My eyebrows shot up on reflex. “Yeah? What’re you thinkin’?” I was picturing him in a tiny food truck with his name stenciled on the side.

      “Don’t have it all figured out yet, but I know I want to set my own hours, build my own menu, and run things my way. No one breathing down my damn neck unless I invite it.”

      Then he winked.

      And tiny sparks flew in my brain, frying its circuits.

      Um, why did that wink feel like an invitation? Like he wouldn’t mind if I did a little neck-breathing?

      Get a grip, girl. Venting about career stuff had absolutely nothing to do with you.

      I let out a dry laugh and gave it to him straight. “Owning your own place sounds nice until three a.m., when you’re scrubbing burnt milk off an espresso machine. It’s a grind. I’m barely keeping mine from going belly up.”

      “I’m not too worried about getting the word out,” he said, chock-full of his trademark confidence.

      I cocked my head, smirking. “Humbly said, tiger.”

      That crooked smile vanished, replaced by something stripped-down. Honest, maybe. “Still true. My family is a pain to deal with but they come through. They own the newspaper. Anyway, I’ve got bigger issues. Working somewhere else means I won’t have things I’ve come to depend on.”

      Ethan glanced at a jar on the counter labeled “Abuela’s swear jar” and smiled.

      “What do you mean, things you’ll lose?”

      He raised his mug to his lips. “Santa Fe’s finest.”

      I froze. That dumb flutter kicked up in my chest, totally uninvited. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. No sass. No sarcasm. Just this ridiculous tug in my chest that wouldn’t quit.

      Why did that hit so hard?

      Ethan pushed away from the counter, all casual, like he hadn’t just lobbed an emotional grenade and strolled off whistling.

      “I better bounce,” he said, heading for the door.

      He paused, hand on the handle as if he had zero intention of being anywhere fast. He turned halfway, his eyes locked on mine.

      “Oh, and Val?”

      I lifted an eyebrow, bracing for it to be smug, irritating, and… fine, probably charming.

      “More butter, for Pete’s sake. You’re baking comfort, not pouring a sidewalk. The world’s ugly enough, so it might as well have something soft to bite into.”

      My lips twitched, but I fought the smile threatening to out me. I still had some pride left.

      “Oh, and those five seconds where you’re about to chase me out, but don’t. I live for that.”

      His grin deepened, slow and golden, kind of like butter sliding across warm biscochitos, fresh from the oven.

      Then he winked, turned, opened the door, and the cowbell chimed. He looked up and I could’ve sworn he said, “More cowbell,” as he left.

      I crossed my arms and glared at the empty seat he’d vacated, willing him back.

      That was when I noticed it a piece of paper where Ethan had been sitting.

      A folded piece of paper. Not a napkin doodle or a receipt.

      Huh.

      Naturally, I poked it first, because I’m brave like that. Then I picked it up and unfolded it.

      A handwritten muffin recipe in blocky penmanship. Scrawled at the bottom:

      
        
        Don’t screw these up. The world needs good things.

      

      

      Cue the internal meltdown.

      Without thinking, I pressed the note to my chest, heart doing cartwheels, a smile breaking across my face. Warmth spread in my chest, sneaky and soft and stupid. It didn’t get the memo about me having walls.

      Dios mío, who even does that? Why would he help me after I lit into him on Yelp?

      That’s... wild.

      And so sweet.

      For all my bad luck since I moved here, the universe was finally sending me a peace offering.
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      Ethan’s recipe card fluttered between my fingers while I squinted at the pantry, like maybe if I stared hard enough, rose water would magically show up between the bottles of blue and burgundy food coloring.

      Seriously, rose water? What even—was I crafting potions now? I had tap water that faintly smelled of rusty pennies.

      I reached for my phone, seconds away from asking the internet how to extract essence from roses, when the service door swung open and Gab poked her head inside.

      “Delivery guy’s out front. Says it’s for you. I’d sign for it, but the counter’s turning into a low-grade riot.”

      I blinked. “Are you sure? I didn’t order anything.”

      She shrugged, already gone.

      I wiped my hands on my apron and ducked out front, where a delivery guy was posted, box under one arm, clipboard in the other.

      “Valerie Winter?” he asked, eyeing me up and down as if he expected someone in a blazer, and not a girl with a frizzy bun, wearing an apron.

      “Uh, yeah, that’s me. But I wasn’t expecting anything ’til next month.”

      He didn’t even flinch. “If you’re Valerie Winter, then this is yours.”

      I signed his clipboard, and he handed off the box like it might start ticking. Dude peaced out faster than a man who’d just passed off a cursed artifact.

      Okay. So probably not granola. Unless someone from back home mailed me red chile powder, or blue cornmeal. Cool, cool.

      I couldn’t help myself. I hurried back to the kitchen and set the package on the counter, because yeah, I was super nosy. The corner of a spatula did the job of a knife as I ran it across the tape and cracked the box open.

      Jars.

      Not supermarket jars. These were mason jars, handcrafted by someone who churns their own butter and speaks fluent apothecary.

      A handwritten note sat on top. I picked it up, and the moment I saw his handwriting, familiar and slanted, my heart faceplanted into its own apron.

      
        
        Thought these might come in handy. – Ethan.

      

      

      Oh, no.

      My chest constricted. It didn’t get the memo that we were just friends.

      Why did this feel romantic? Like he’d just leapfrogged every lame birthday text and gas station bouquet I’d ever gotten—with a box of herbs and a recipe card.

      Ethan, what are you doing to me?

      “Holy crap.” My eyes bugged out. “He must’ve raided the Hogwarts spice vault.”

      I picked up a jar. The label read: Citron Infusé Noir—which sounded less like an ingredient and more like a perfume.

      I opened it, closed my eyes, and inhaled deep.

      Lemon, yes—but darker. Smokier. Citrus had gone noir and gotten a little more dangerous.

      God, Ethan. What were you trying to say with this?

      This wasn’t just thoughtful. It was a scalpel to the chest.

      Delicate. Exposing. Brutal in its kindness.

      He knew that I didn’t have those ingredients. But how? Was he just that dialed in... or had he actually been paying attention?

      I stepped outside because I needed to regroup, not because I was hoping to see a certain grumpy chef squinting at me, all broody and hot, from across the street and pretending I didn’t love the attention.

      Okay, also that.

      Outside, there was the quiet hum of Millbrook and a couple of pigeons throwing shade with their beady little eyes.

      But no Ethan.

      I inhaled, but it hit weird, tight in the chest. So I turned to the one thing more comforting than therapy: baking.

      With his recipe.

      Thirty minutes later, the kitchen smelled of sugar, heat, and a kiss of cinnamon clinging to the air. I pulled the cupcakes from the oven, and honestly? They looked smug. They knew they were perfect. Golden-brown and perfectly domed.

      I took a bite.

      Time slowed. My eyes widened. Somewhere in the distance, violins wept.

      Sweet. Rich. Sinful.

      Like Ethan.

      Grinning, I grabbed another and went out to the front.

      Gabby was shifting a new tray of lemon bars onto the rack when I slid the cupcake into her line of sight.

      “You need this in your mouth right now.”

      Gabby ate it, and her eyes rolled back in her head like she’d just had a religious experience in the form of a cupcake. “What the hell?! Did you put magic in this? Is this even FDA-approved?”

      “Right? It’s Ethan’s recipe.”

      “Shut. Up. Ethan gave you this recipe? Willingly? No soul exchange? No secret handshake?”

      “Swear on my abuela. Totally above board. Zero blackmail involved.”

      But… why though?

      Gabby asked, “You think he’ll want a cut if we sell it? A trademark-level cut?”

      “Dios, I didn’t think of that. Good call, Gab. I’ll text him before he comes after us with lawyer-y vengeance.”

      I shuffled into the kitchen and pulled out my phone. My flour-caked fingers flew over the screen as I messaged Ethan.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: Thanks for the recipe and the ingredient drop, in your black-ops kind of way. We gave the recipe a shot. They came out perfect. Seriously, thank you. But I gotta ask: why go through all that trouble?

      

      

      

      

      

      I held my breath, waiting for his response. When it came, I could almost hear his voice in my head.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: You were leanin' too heavy on the pepper, darlin’. Had to step in before someone filed a flavor complaint. Call it a tactical upgrade from someone who knows how to throw down in a kitchen.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted, equal parts amused and indignant.

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: Excuse me, sir! My cupcakes are practically cultural landmarks in this town! But I’ll admit… your recipe slaps.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: Glad to hear it. Just doing my civic duty, chica. 😉 Wait till folks start lining up. Then maybe I’ll get that thank-you pie I deserve.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart actually skipped.

      Pie? Was that a euphemism?

      I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to focus. I wasn’t allowed to read into his emojis. Even if they turned my insides into a melted milkshake.

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: So, just to be clear, you’re cool with me selling it? Officially?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: Hell yeah. You’ve got gold. Don’t hoard it.

      

      

      

      

      

      That blush? Yeah, it came back in full force. I grabbed a water bottle and chugged it back, quenching my desert-dry throat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: Still didn’t tell me why you helped. Not really.

      

      

      

      

      

      The typing dots blinked again.

      I gripped the edge of the counter. It blinked again. Then paused. Then it hit.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: ’Cause every time I saw you, you looked one step from burnin’ the whole place down outta pure frustration. I’ve been there. Figured you deserved a win.

      

      

      

      

      

      My breath caught.

      He saw me. Not the smiley bakery front I served the world, but the frazzled undercurrent I didn’t name out loud. It hit deep. Deeper than I liked.

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: Was I that obvious?

      

      

      

      

      

      I waited, heart racing like a summer monsoon rolling in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: Let’s just say I recognize the look.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: Cool. Appreciate the save. You want a cut, or are you just being neighborly?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: Nah. Call it a test run. Let’s see if the crowd takes to it first.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter: What now? I pass ’em out like tamales at church?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan Grant: Your circus. 😉

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Valerie Winter:  
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