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      Award-winning author Kat Bastion teams with her husband, Stone Bastion, in this first book in the No Weddings Series about Cade Michaelson, a successful man with his sights set on a new venture in business, and Hannah Martin, the woman who makes it personal.

      

      I think I have my act together as a successful bar owner, my master’s degree within reach, and a list of no-strings-attached women warming my bed. Turns out, I don’t.

      

      Hannah believes she has safeguarded her wounded heart by shunning men and focusing on her new baking business. The thing is, she hasn’t.

      

      When my three sisters and I start a new event-planning business with Hannah as our baker, I have no idea how my life is about to change. As Hannah and I work closely together, the attraction between us becomes irresistible. And complicated. I’ve promised my sisters I wouldn’t mix business with pleasure. But I’ve never been one to follow the rules.
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        The Last Weekend in June

      

      

      

      “...and special thanks for making our bar, Loading Zone, look as awesome as it does goes to my sister Kiki. Our resident artist insisted on keeping all the brick and repurposing the steel. She gave it a name.” I searched the several hundred guests, trying to spot her. “Grunge. Or...”

      Kiki cupped her hands around her mouth. “It’s Industrial Grunge, Cade!”

      I raised my beer bottle to the spirited one in our family while she kissed her fingertips and blew me kisses from across the crowded room. Several people broke out in laughter, and I glanced down at the guests. “Don’t worry, I’m told the surfaces are sealed. Any actual rust is for effect, not because the warehouse is still decaying. I hope.”

      “Quit hogging the mic, man.” With a grin on his face, my best friend and business partner, Ben, grabbed the microphone from me and nudged me off the DJ platform.

      I grinned back at him, letting him have his earned moment in the spotlight too.

      Our time had come. After almost a year of planning, our dream was now a reality. The idea of opening a bar in Philly’s Old City Arts District had finally been realized.

      Ben bowed his head at my sister. “Thanks, Kiki. Your design skills are incomparable. Speaking of design skills, the cake you see up at the bar was custom-made for our grand opening tonight by up-and-coming baker Hannah Martin. Thanks, Hannah. I’m sure it tastes as good as it looks.”

      At Ben’s introduction, Kiki gestured her arms to the brunette on her right, who I had yet to officially meet. Then Kiki turned, speaking with a friend of ours from the country club.

      I made my way toward my sister and Hannah through the crowd. The last of Ben’s words echoed and twisted in my head while I stared at Hannah. I’m sure she tastes as good as she looks.

      As I approached them, my focus remained on Hannah Martin, whose features had been pulled straight out of my fantasies: wavy dark hair, expressive eyes, pouty lips, and mouthwatering curves.

      On the edge of my awareness, Ben raised his beer high as he finished his speech. “Enjoy the celebration. Drink, dance, eat cake, and tell all your friends about Loading Zone.”

      A thumping bass rhythm began to vibrate through the room as I once again dragged my gaze from Hannah’s high heels, up her shapely legs, to the bottom hem of a black dress that clung to every curve, dip, and gorgeous swell.

      My gaze lifted to her face and locked with hers right as I stepped within talking distance. Happily caught in the act, I smirked.

      Hannah’s expression hardened, eyes narrowing.

      Okayyy. Clearly she didn’t like a man appreciating the assets she’d put on proud display.

      I glanced at my sis as she took a sip of a frozen strawberry daiquiri. She was just now turning my way, oblivious to the frosty reception I’d gotten.

      “Cade!” Kiki side-lunged into me, giving me a half hug. “Have you guys met yet? Hannah, this is my brother, the one I’ve been telling you about. Cade, this is Hannah, the baker from my art class.”

      I reached a hand out toward Hannah, but instead of shaking it, she crossed her arms over her chest and gave me a curt nod.

      The one I’ve been telling you about? I wondered what Kiki had said about me.

      Setting my jaw, I pulled my hand back.

      When one of our waitresses rushed by, I stopped her with a gentle hand on her forearm. “Hey, Jillian, do you have a drink menu?”

      “Sure, boss. I mean, Cade.” Jillian smiled and gave me a slim menu from her pocket before continuing on toward the bar.

      “Would you like a drink?” I held out the laminated list of specialty drinks to Hannah.

      Her gaze drifted down. She glared at the menu like it had teeth and might bite. After a sigh, she unlocked one of her folded arms and took it from me.

      Kiki glanced around the room. “You two good? I’m going to find Mom and Dad.”

      I nodded behind me. “Try the bar. Everyone was back there a few minutes ago.” Everyone being our parents, our other two sisters, and a few close friends.

      I stood alone with Hannah, who now wore glasses balanced low on her nose. The librarian look did nothing to mar her beauty. If anything, it enhanced it.

      “See anything you like?” Loaded question. I know.

      She shrugged, glancing up from the menu to give me a hard stare. Taking her time, she scanned her gaze down my body, then shot it back up to my face and tilted her head. She handed the menu back to me before crossing her arms once again.

      “Not really.”

      Oh, so that’s how it is.

      Hannah Martin was a contradiction in the flesh. Tempting cleavage swelled over a low neckline, guarded behind crossed arms. Her toned body was held rigid, her full lips pressed in a firm line.

      Beautiful, but clearly unattainable.

      She was a hotter-than-fuck…Ice Queen.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      

      “Thanks for kicking my New Year’s off with a bang.”

      Firm breasts were pressed into my chest. She leaned further into me as we stood off to the side of the dwindling crowd, her hands clasped around my neck. Fingers slid through my hair, tugging, gripping.

      She didn’t want to let go. I could hardly blame her. That was one hell of a ride.

      “Anytime, Amber. I’m a full-service host.”

      With care not to topple the girl who already teetered on four-inch heels, I untangled us and propped her against the bar. She stretched her talented fingers out for an untouched Champagne glass, but I quickly lifted it out of her way. She’d had plenty of fun for the night.

      “Ben, grab her a cab ride home?” He had agreed to help with my family’s party tonight which was held in a converted backyard barn.

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’ll take her.”

      “Thanks, man.” We bumped knuckles before he grasped her elbow and led her out.

      Did it seem cold not to take the girl home? Maybe. But she knew the score with me. Not that I knew what the hell was up with me, but I needed no-strings-attached therapy to be able to deal.

      Shoving my fingers into my hair, I rubbed my scalp and turned around—then grimaced. Three blue-eyed brunettes stood across the room, glaring at me, as my sisters often did.

      How long have they been watching?

      Long enough, I decided on a heavy sigh as the magnified strength of their glares tried to strip the skin off my hide. I grinned wide, pissing them off even further.

      Glitter and confetti covered the maple floor. Blue and silver balloons floated around, dragging their ribbons. Someone at the main control panel silenced the music and turned off the giant flat-screen TV which had been streaming post-ball-drop Times Square footage. The lights went off seconds before amber security lights came on. My oldest sister, Kristen, had done a great job renovating the abandoned space on her country estate, and tonight’s party had made excellent use of it.

      As I made my way toward my judge, jury, and executioner, they turned in unison, shaking their heads and muttering while they opened the door that led up to the house. I quickened my stride, weaving through two clean-up crew workers who’d begun sweeping up. I heard a distinct “fuck” from one of my sisters as I caught the edge of the door before it slammed shut.

      I chuckled.

      Riling them into swearing amused me to no end.

      The bitter cold of the first few hours of January bit into the skin under my black dress shirt. Its rolled-up sleeves and untucked hem over dark jeans had earned a couple of rolled-eyed sighs from the sisterhood. Hey, the shirt had a collar. Which was as close to dressed up as I was willing to get on New Year’s Eve.

      By the time I opened the French doors and stepped into Kristen’s living room, the three had commandeered the best seats: the overstuffed suede chair and the dark, broken-in leather couch.

      All taken.

      I ignored their judgy looks, angling toward the fridge.

      “Cade!”

      I smiled, taking my time in silent defiance to “decide” on what to confiscate. Of course, the Fat Tires in a neat row on the second shelf had been stocked specifically for me. Spreading three fingers, I lifted two of the bottles and popped the door shut.

      “Kincade Joseph Michaelson! Get your ass in here now!”

      Feeling more than a little devious, I pretend-snuck up behind Kendall—the one with the lungful of attitude—and gave her an open-mouthed ear kiss, finishing with a slobbering lick. “Really?” I rounded the chair, arching a brow at her. “We’re using full legal names now?”

      “Uckkk.” The half word lodged in her throat, like a stuck cat hair ball.

      Kristen narrowed her eyes at me, growling. “You get full, middle, and last name with plenty of attitude when you fuck a guest while we’re doing a trial-run party.”

      I gave her a tired look. “Please. The party was over. I’d put out half a dozen fires, more than all of you put together. At twenty minutes till midnight, with Champagne pouring and guests dancing, if the party wasn’t already a success, my eleventh-hour absence didn’t make a bit of difference.”

      With raised brows I met her calculating eyes and waited for the rebuttal. None came.

      I knew they had more important things to pick apart, like tonight’s inaugural Michaelson-planned event, which I thought we’d successfully hosted. I moved with purpose toward the seat I wanted, regardless of the impertinent ass currently warming it.

      Kiki’s big blue eyes widened, locking on to mine as I stalked my spot on the most worn corner of the couch. Those eyes narrowed in challenge, and her arms and legs spread out. She gripped the arm and back cushion, as if her slight mass would make a difference in my tossing her aside without a strained breath.

      “No.” Kiki braced her legs, defending her stolen territory.

      I tilted my head and placed my beers out of harm’s way on a safe corner of the side table. Their clinks on the glass surface were the last sounds heard before her earsplitting squeals. In a fluid movement, honed from years of practice, I yanked her up by the waist, swung her around, and threw my weight back, landing on the couch.

      Kicking and screaming, she landed on my lap.

      “Hey, watch the elbows!” I shoved my arms over my groin to guard against cheap body shots.

      Kiki extricated herself from my lap in a dramatic huff and glared at me while she planted herself in the uncomfortable wing chair, as far away from me as possible. She crossed her arms, silently hating me with her body.

      I winked at her. She loved me.

      In fact, all my sisters loved me, their baby brother, no matter how pissy they got over my behavior. Kristen’s the oldest. Katherine, or Kiki as we all call her, the next. Kendall is the youngest girl, two years older than me. They were the only people on the planet who got to call me Kincade. And only ever when they were pissed as hell. Or impatient. Or PMSing, which was pretty much all the time.

      I had asserted my independence from the cutesy “K” names at the age of three and a half. A defiant toddler learning to spell his name, I only wrote the last four letters in black crayon. To a chorus of awww’s and sighs, the girls took to the nickname, and Mom pinned up my artistic masterpiece under a Hello Kitty magnet on the refrigerator with pride.

      In a household dominated by pink, I came along and colored their lives in bold black lines. Their world has never been the same.

      Dad hardly noticed. Busy in investment banking at one of the world’s largest firms, he was gone seventy hours Monday through Friday. And that was a good week. But he had a large family to support in the style Mom had grown accustomed to. I got decent father–son time on sporadic occasions: a tossed baseball in a glove for a couple of stolen hours; a Mets game once for my birthday. So rare were our “guy times,” I remember every one with clarity.

      Was it any wonder that these rowdy girls had become my world? My life’s mission was to have as much fun as possible while simultaneously disrupting theirs. Over a couple of decades, I turned the technique into an art form.

      I sprawled out, hogging as much space as possible. I practically owned this couch. I actually would, if squatter’s rights applied to furniture.

      Kendall scraped the bottom of a tub of Ben & Jerry’s that she’d defeated; Kiki plucked silver sugar balls off a chocolate frosted cupcake, popping them into her mouth one at a time; and Kristen reclined her head on the back cushion at the other end of the couch, fingertips massaging the pressure points above her brows.

      Bored with the heavy melancholy hanging in the room, I took a long draft from my beer and stretched my right foot out, pushing the toe of my boot onto Kristen’s jean-clad thigh. She grunted, but I was disappointed with the dismal reaction.

      “What a disaster,” Kendall proclaimed, giving voice to the apparent thickening consensus. She tossed the demolished ice-cream carton onto the cocktail table. The container toppled, the spoon clattering onto the glass surface.

      “I don’t know.” Kiki shifted forward, bracing her forearms on black pants. “At times, everything went smoothly. We could break down the problems and streamline things.”

      I watched Kristen as I finished my first beer and twisted the top off the second. As I relaxed further into the couch, everyone grew quiet. The two girls who’d spoken now focused their attention on our silent older sister, who remained with her head tilted back on the cushions, her body slouched down.

      Kristen’s eldest status wasn’t the only reason the group deferred to her—this country estate was her property. And throwing a party in the refurbished barn out back had been her idea, even if none of the three remembered their excited conversation over breakfast a month ago.

      In a calm voice, Kristen finally broke her catatonic state. “Cade, what do you think?”

      And there it was.

      For all the years of experience and wisdom these girls had, when they wanted an impartial opinion, they asked me.

      Because I didn’t give a rat’s ass.

      And they all knew it.

      Before filtering through my memories of the night, I paid proper respect to my most recent one. I revisited the sex that began against the wall, moved to the stainless steel counter—yeah, that needed disinfecting—and finished with Amber’s screaming orgasm that she muffled into my shoulder as I pulled her straight up against me. I snorted; I could’ve pulled a back muscle, but it was worth it.

      As my thoughts drifted from my party high note, I reflected on the rest of the night. “Barbara Willingham said she was glad she stiffed the Taylors’ annual gala to attend our party. And that was before her third vodka tonic.

      “I also overheard someone commenting they’d kill to have a party like ours. I think it was Phoebe Trent. Yep.” I nodded, remembering. “She went on to say, ‘That country club overcharges for its pretentious toothpick affairs. I’d pay double for something new and wild.’”

      Kendall chimed in behind the opened refrigerator door as bottles clinked. “Kristen, didn’t Missy Thompson ask if she could have our help with a Valentine’s Day party?”

      Kristen nodded, as if suddenly recalling. “You know, she did.”

      Upending my second beer, I took the new bottle Kendall offered and pointed it at the three of them in silent accusation until I finished swallowing. “See. You all were so busy worrying about the details of the party, you had no time to enjoy it. Tragedy, really. Everyone else did. We pulled together an incredible event.”

      Silence filled the room. I wisely kept my mouth shut, predicting the flow, knowing the conclusion before they ever uttered a word. I knew them well. Knowledge was the only way a Y chromosome would survive unscathed in a nest of all these X’s.

      I took several more long pulls of my beer; I needed to be less sober for this.

      Soft words came from Kiki. “I say we form a business.”

      I wasn’t surprised Kiki was the one to speak up. She’d graduated from art school, but although a few of her pieces were displayed in some high-end galleries, none had sold yet. Starving artists grew bolder when hot on the trail of easy money.

      I waited.

      “I second that.” Kendall held her beer in the air.

      Kiki followed suit.

      Kristen straightened from her former lump on the other end of the couch. She grabbed an uncapped bottle from the refreshers Kendall had brought and lifted it up. “I third it.”

      Tradition. The element ran thick as blood in a family whose tree hailed from such things. Old money mixed with new throughout our family’s history of business endeavors and worthy philanthropic causes. And our generation was no exception.

      Bottles brandished from their outstretched arms, like we’d done as kids with wooden swords to defend tree houses. All for one and one for all.

      I raised my bottle, ready to capitulate.

      “I fourth it…with conditions.”

      Their arms sagged without our common celebratory shout. Kristen eased into her corner of the couch, but remained upright, watching me, waiting.

      Luckily, I was in my last year at Wharton. Business wasn’t just the focus of my master’s, it was my passion. I lived, ate, and breathed all things related to making money.

      I glanced at them, one at a time. “We are not taking all comers. We do have pride, after all. This isn’t about money on the front end. We establish a reputation for only holding events that meet our standards.”

      “How do we develop standards?” Kiki swished her half-empty bottle, staring into the beer vortex behind the glass as it spun.

      “Well, I don’t know about you girls, but I have a few rules. Like no kids’ parties.”

      Kendall shot upright, thrusting her beer-bottle sword into the air. “I second that!”

      Kiki stared at me with narrowed eyes from across the room, sitting uncomfortably in the wingback chair I’d relegated her to. “No parties given by anyone you’ve had sex with.”

      I shot my bottle up also. “Fuck, I second that.” I didn’t need to be bossed around by some scorned client on a tear because I hadn’t called her back.

      Our reserved Kristen added to the list of rules, raising her bottle. “No balloon animals.”

      “We already said no kids’ parties,” Kendall replied.

      “Oh, no. I’m laying down the law. No balloon animals. Even at an adult party. They freak me out.” Kristen shivered while a vibrating “ehhh” came from her.

      We busted up, laughing.

      “No clowns.” Kendall’s morbid tone made us choke back our laughter, only to set it free again.

      When our amusement faded, we sipped from our beers, each lost in thought.

      Kristen set her bottle down on the corner of the table. “We need a name.”

      “Easy. ‘The Party Posse.’” My snarky remark earned me groans and a pillow launched at my head, which I expertly deflected with an arcing forearm, not spilling a drop of beer; then a crumpled cupcake wrapper landed on my chest with a soft thud. “Hmmm.” I picked up the chocolate cake crumbs with a licked index finger and stuck them on my tongue.

      Other names were tossed around, but nothing stood out.

      I sighed. “We need something different. Unforgettable.”

      Kiki, ever the creative one, sat taller. “What about inspiration from wedding invitations?” Her eyes lit with excitement. “They always begin with ‘You’ve been cordially invited…’, and Cade, you said we need to be selective. What about ‘By Invitation Only?’”

      We fell silent, mulling over the suggestion, which was more than we’d done for any other contender. We were cautious because we all knew the stakes; once a decision had been made by us, it stuck.

      One by one, their gazes turned toward me. I nodded slowly, repeating the three words in my mind. “I like it, but it seems off. Doesn’t roll off the tongue. What about shortening it? ‘Invitation Only.’”

      “I love it!” Kiki squealed out.

      “Invitation Only!” we shouted simultaneously, creating our new business name.

      “Oh, that reminds me. I have one more rule.” I sat up from my comatose position on the couch.

      Kristen exerted her status as eldest. “You don’t get another rule. We each had one.”

      I shook my head. “This rule is nonnegotiable. You want me in this? I won’t budge on one important stipulation.”

      They looked at one another, considering the idea of giving me an additional condition.

      I set my jaw, holding fast. No way in hell would I bend on this point.

      “Fine, what is it?” Kristen cast me a put-out expression that matched her tone.

      “Do you agree to it?” I crossed my arms, drawing a battle line.

      “You want us to agree without knowing what it is?” Kendall chimed in.

      “It’s a deal breaker. Does it matter what it is?”

      One by one they all looked to Kristen, giving slight nods.

      Kristen slid a cautious glance toward me. “Fine. We all agree to your mysterious rule. Please tell us, dear brother, what have we agreed to?”

      “No weddings.”

      Raised brows and nods followed. They knew on the surface that weddings with me around spelled disaster. What they didn’t know was how deep the damage went.

      They moved on from my condition as if it was a nonissue and went into earsplitting screeching from their excitement about the new business. In fact, the drunker they got, the more they warmed to my last rule, citing legendary wedding stories, including my coup at Kristen’s wedding.

      “But you did her right before the wedding!” Kristen wailed into her beer, still lamenting the fact.

      I shrugged. “You’re the one who put those sexy friends of yours in fuck-me heels.”

      “And, of course, you had to give her just-been-fucked hair to match,” she grumbled.

      I grinned, recalling how that uptight bridesmaid’s hair had become loosened curls. “Of course.”

      Kiki whispered to me from across the room, her expression conspiratorial. “Didn’t you also bang Simone?”

      I nodded. “Hey, at least I waited until later that night. Her hair was intact when the reception began.”

      Kendall laughed. “She was picking grass out of it on the way to the valet.”

      “See, ladies? I rest my case. You don’t want me anywhere near a wedding.”

      All-seeing Kristen stared hard at me from her corner of the couch. I knew her MO. Behind her calculating stare, she tried to figure out why the “no weddings” thing.

      My reasons didn’t matter. They were none of their business. And as all three had learned over the years, when I wanted to keep something from them, I succeeded.

      I gazed at her coolly.

      With reluctance, she looked away, forfeiting the unwinnable battle.

      “Ben would be our bar guy,” Kendall murmured, scrawling notes on the back of an extra silver paper napkin from tonight’s New Year’s bash.

      “Yep.” I swallowed down the rest of my beer and closed my eyes, my buzz helping me relax further into the couch.

      “Hannah could do the cakes!” Kiki’s high-pitched tone was too animated for 2:00 a.m. But then her tone dropped, heavy. “Oh, and no doing the help.”

      I tilted my head, cracking open my eyes long enough to see the deadpan look from Kiki. “Uptight Ice Queen Hannah Martin? No problem.” But the woman did have memorable curves, and oddly, her attitude had drawn me in until she’d shut me down cold.

      So if that ice ever thawed, I’d have to watch myself. Because no matter how difficult it was for me to follow rules, keeping my word to my sisters was important to me.

      She shook her head. “She’s not an Ice Queen.”

      I snorted. “Says you. When a guy approaches a girl and frost coats his skin from the chilly reception, she is.”

      Kendall crossed her arms. “Don’t blame a girl for being immune to your charms. Not every female wants her skirt blown up to her shoulders when you come near.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, she bakes a great cake; I’ll give her that.” Fucking awesome cake, actually. And all I’d done with Hannah was appreciate a beautiful woman I’d just met, yet she’d given me the glacial treatment all the same.

      Kristen glanced at me. “You need to take that meeting.”

      I coughed, nearly choking. “What? Hell no.”

      “Yes, Mr. Wharton Business School.”

      I pointed my bottle toward Kiki. “She’s Kiki’s friend. She should take the meeting.”

      Kiki shook her head. “She’s not that good of a friend. I just know her from art class. Art. Business. You do the math.”

      Kristen pursed her lips, staring at me. “You and I will go together.”

      Knowing my going to the meeting made the most sense, I didn’t argue and gave her a curt nod. But the whole idea sounded painful. About as much fun as when my sisters tricked me into sticking my tongue on a frozen light pole when I was four.

      Resigned, I mentally prepared to meet the Ice Queen again.
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      Nine days later, I stepped out of the shower, barely awake, when my cell phone’s incessant buzzing on the nightstand caught my attention.

      Irritated at the world that I had to get up early on the only morning I usually had to sleep in after a punishing week of school and work, I grabbed the damned thing off my nightstand, clicked it on, and shoved it against my ear. “What?” I growled.

      “Cade, you need to go to the meeting at Sweet Dreams on your own.” Kristen sounded stressed. There was a beeping noise in the background, then a car door slammed and an engine started.

      “Tell me you’re joking.” Gears started to click in my uncaffeinated mind—even she wouldn’t pull a stunt with something so important to her. “Wait. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Jason’s car broke down on the pike. Dead battery. I’m already on my way to rescue him so he can make his investor’s meeting.”

      “Shouldn’t we reschedule?” I stared at my bed, thinking I could crawl back in.

      “No.” she countered, her tone firm. “Today may be our only shot at this. Hannah was leery on the phone about the idea of partnering with us while launching her new bakery. Make sure you’re there by 7:00 a.m.”

      I groaned. “Sis, I know nothing about baked goods. And I’m confident Hannah doesn’t like me.”

      “Learn. And make her.” She hung up.

      The day was off to a shitty start. Coffee. I need coffee. I went straight to the kitchen and poured a cup.

      I couldn’t be mad at Kristen for rescuing her husband. I liked Jason and didn’t want him stranded either. Or late to his business meeting. A trifecta of sibling code, business code, and bro code obliterated the weak hold I had on my grumpy mood.

      Waiting for the caffeine to kick in, I put on a pair of jeans, tugged a black T-shirt over my head, shrugged on a jacket, and pulled on my worn boots before grabbing my keys and helmet off the entry table.

      I shivered and grumbled under my breath at Jason’s damned car battery. It was cold as fuck out so early, even with unseasonably warm temps in January. I eased back onto the cold, worn leather of my custom motorcycle.

      A few turns onto the sleepy downtown streets of Glenhaven, and I saw my destination. A sign stating “Sweet Dreams” above a yellow-and-white-striped awning told me I’d found the right place. I parked then walked up to the entrance as I took a deep breath, not looking forward to the meeting.

      The sun hadn’t risen yet, giving a grayish cast to the abandoned street, but faint light glowed from within the bakery from somewhere in the back.

      With care, I knocked on the wood frame that surrounded the glass panes in the top section of the door. After waiting a minute and getting no response, I tried the knob. It turned, and I pushed in.

      “Hello?” I surveyed the clean space while stepping inside. Three stools lined a low counter. Beside them was a large, empty display case.

      From somewhere further inside, a metal clap and a ringing sounded out. I followed the noise to the back, into a kitchen sizable enough to accommodate an army of pastry chefs. The lone occupant, however, stood with her back to me, surrounded by hundreds of colorful cupcakes and a few multi-level cakes. The sound came from a metal bowl that spun to a stop a few feet from her, mere inches from a cake half-covered in icing.

      Her shoulders slumped in relief.

      A ruffled apron had twisted on her body; the bottom sat crooked on her hips. Dried remnants of various frosting colors dotted the tanned skin on her arms, making her look like she’d broken out in rainbow chicken pox. She wore shorts short enough that I could see toned thighs beneath her apron skirt.

      A quick glance at my watch: 7:03 a.m.

      Oblivious to my presence, she bent over, focused on icing a different cake, armed with some weapon of pastry, a plastic bag with a gleaming metal tip on the end. I kept silent, unwilling to interrupt her flow. Curves in motion reminded me of what I’d admired during the grand opening of Loading Zone, yet the image of the woman in front of me was day and night to the one I remembered.

      The master craftsman standing before me proceeded to coat her creation in what looked like shining green scales, each one laid perfectly upon the last. Her speed with the icing tube was such that I barely saw her movements before the entire surface had been coated.

      She straightened and eyed her work from several angles before nodding once. She discarded the bag, then pulled off a plastic lid from a glass bowl and picked up a small spatula. After she dipped it down and scraped up, the tip was coated in pink frosting.

      I watched, amused that her determined focus made her completely unaware she was late. Another time check: 7:07 a.m.

      From my position leaning against the edge of a stainless steel counter covered in rows of cupcakes, I cleared my throat.

      She jumped. Pink frosting flew out in an arc as she whirled around, splattering onto everything in its path, including me.

      “Whoa! Easy, Maestro.” It was an apt nickname, the way she orchestrated creations with the flick of her pastry wand. I dragged my finger along my forearm, scraping frosting off, and then stuck it in my mouth, licking the sweetness while I stared at her.

      She dropped her frosting weapon and fully faced me, wiping green-stained hands on her apron. “Oh! Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I…I forgot the time.”

      Striking greenish-hazel eyes stared back at me, flecks of gold sparking in the bright light. Her cute face had smudged flour on one cheek, her chin, and a long smear across her forehead. Long dark brown hair had been clipped up, but some pieces had fallen loose, brushing her cheeks.

      A purple V-neck tee clung to the top of her breasts before the apron hid the very interesting curves from sight.

      But out of sight meant on my mind…

      Her brow furrowed. “Wait. Are you here about our meeting? Where’s Kristen?” Her expression hardened further into something resembling annoyance.

      “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you or intrude into your private space. I knocked and tried to get your attention, but you didn’t hear me. Kristen had an emergency. I’m here to present the proposal.”

      With a cautious expression, she held out her hand. “I’m Hannah.”

      My memory flashed to the hand I’d offered and she’d rejected six months ago. Regardless, I shook hers, surprised by her strong grip as it held mine for a brief second. “We’ve met once. I’m Cade.”

      Her eyes narrowed for a split second as she released my hand. “Oh, yeah. I remember. The player, Drink List Guy.” She turned away and proceeded to use the insides of her outstretched forearms to scoot her cupcakes away from the edges of the counters.

      “Player?” Well that answered a question about the ice-queen treatment six months ago.

      “Kiki shared your exploits. You sounded like a player to me.”

      I closed my hand to find it sticky. I flipped it over. Green icing coated my skin. I rubbed my palm clean on my thigh. If the color didn’t wash out of my jeans, I’d deal.

      By the time she turned around, her “cute and disheveled” vibe disappeared behind a calm, collected demeanor. I smirked. There was a touch of the Ice Queen Hannah I remembered.

      I still had to take a deep breath, though. The girl in close proximity to me was beautiful and sensual, even with her false demeanor. I decided it was all a front, because her true identity was the one I’d caught unaware while she lost herself in her craft.

      With quick fingers, she untied the apron, pulled it over her head, then tossed it onto a wheeled chair in the corner by a desk. “Let’s go up front so we can sit down.”

      I nodded and walked to the front area of her store. She passed me, heading toward two chairs stacked upside down on a table. I went beside her and grabbed one as she pulled down the other, righted it, and took a seat.

      She regarded me casually, as if she had all the time in the world. An eager potential business partner would show more interest, but I got the impression nothing Hannah did would reveal what lay hidden beneath her now-shellacked expression.

      I glanced at her bare forearm that was splattered in frosting, thinking if she had a mirror, she might be less confident about her chances of winning a business negotiation. When I met her gaze, however, her calmness left me uncertain. She looked like she could wrestle an alligator and win.

      I almost smiled, but forced a hard expression. Her distracting appearance aside, I focused on the task at hand. Two could play hardball, and I’d been trained by the best.

      “As I’m sure Kristen explained, we’ve formed an event-planning and hosting company. We need a supplier for cakes, and you come highly recommended by Kiki.”

      Her head tilted, her expression shifting from cold to curious as her gaze searched mine. “Only by Kiki? Didn’t you taste the cake I made for your club’s opening? What did you think?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, it was good.” Fucking amazing, actually. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. This was a negotiation.

      “Good?” Amusement flashed in her eyes. She glanced out the window, getting a faraway look as a smirk played at the corners of her lips.

      Then she shifted back in her seat and regarded me.

      And I took a good hard look at her as well. She was nothing like the Hannah Martin I’d expected before I walked into her kitchen. I grew more fascinated by the second with the hard-edged woman across the small tabletop from me. And although she was interested in the business portion of this meeting, instinct told me she was curious about what lay under my outer shell as well.

      Well, good luck with that one.

      “Since Kristen was supposed to be here, I don’t have one of the subcontractor agreements with me, but I’ll email it to you later today. Essentially, we need someone as the sole supplier of our events. We’re demanding no less than three weeks’ notice from our clients, so that’s the possible amount of lead time you’ll receive as well. At the time of booking, we can ask them if they have a cake preference, but ultimately, most will have no say, as we’re trying to keep control of the creative details once they pick a theme.”

      A spark of interest showed in her eyes. “I’d have total creative control?”

      I gave her a nod. “Unless they make a specific demand when they book.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table. Her nails were perfectly manicured but short and free of any polish. “How many parties are you doing a month?”

      “We figure it will be a couple of parties a month to begin with. Our preferred themes center on holidays, but we’ll still do the occasional charity event or special occasion.”

      “What are you paying?”

      Those greenish eyes held mine, and I think she stopped breathing. Although I could’ve drawn out the suspense, I wasn’t a masochist. Still, I found it oddly reassuring to see the fracture in Little Miss Calm, Cool, and Collected. Maybe Kiki had been right—Hannah was possibly not an Ice Queen after all. But one had to look past the glacial exterior she tried valiantly to maintain.

      I leaned forward, holding her gaze. At closer range, I became consciously aware of her scent. Not one hint of over-drenched, alcohol-based perfume. Instead, a slight sweetness drifted up, different than all the cake makings in her kitchen—something floral.

      “We’ll pay whatever it costs.” I held my tone soft but firm. She hadn’t known until now that we weren’t negotiating price here. Only her availability. Her commitment.

      “Whatever I charge?” she clarified. Smart girl.

      “Within reason, of course. Decide what your time is worth per hour. Make works of art, and you can charge accordingly. Heavy-hitting names in social circles, both here and from Manhattan, will attend these events.”

      She blinked. Her gaze fell to the surface of the table, her eyes scanning back and forth in thought. “What’s the catch?”

      I leaned back with a nod. “You can’t ever say no. We need to rely on you without exception. You’ll be required not only to create the cake, often solely from your imagination, but it also must be the perfect one-of-a-kind cake. You’ll be expected to deliver to the function, no matter where it’s held, which may be here in the Philly metro area, at a location in Manhattan, or possibly anywhere in between. We’ll expect you to remain at the function, serving to the guests when the time comes, and then packaging and disposing of the cake when the party’s over.”

      Sitting now on the edge of her seat, she listened to the list of requirements my sisters and I had created over the last week in a volley of back-and-forth emails. I’d taken no notes then. Hannah took no notes now.

      “Is that all?” Her eyes gleamed, even though her tone was smartassed; it was a lot to ask of a baker. But at the same time, when she had the ability to name her price, details became inconsequential.

      “No. One last demand. You can’t create or cater cakes for any other event-planning company. We’ll have your exclusivity during our business relationship and for two years after termination. A noncompete clause is built into the contract.”

      That rule was mine from the email volley. We weren’t creating a business that everyone would crave to be a part of, only to have some copycat edge in as competition. Our suppliers needed to be exclusive. In exchange, they would be a part of something unique and amazing.

      “What if one of your guests wants a cake for a birthday party?”

      “If the client only wants a cake, and they call you direct, then it’s acceptable. But no other party-planning company can hire your services.”

      She sat back then and looked out the window on to the empty street. We asked a lot. I was about to reveal something else that would likely make her balk. My instincts told me I could convince her to sign with us, but truly, when one didn’t know the deeper motivations of the person you bargained with, anything could happen.

      “There’s one other thing.” I waited until she pulled her attention back into the room.

      She glanced at me but remained silent.

      “We won’t be doing any weddings. With you as our exclusive baker, you can’t either.”

      Her eyes narrowed, as if I’d suddenly become the mean kid in the sandbox who’d yanked her favorite toy from her grasp. A loud foot tap began from beneath the table.

      I’d dealt my final card then remained silent, stoic. In the art of business war, he who speaks first, loses.

      “Why?” She leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest.

      I kept my gaze locked to hers, unaffected by her coolness, sensing her interest.

      I shrugged. “Not your concern at this point. It’s the way we’ve decided to run things.”

      She scowled. “It is my concern. What you’re suggesting isn’t equitable and may be contractually illegal. If you want me to buy into such a harsh restriction, you need to give me a really good reason.”

      “It will be equitable and legal if we come to fair terms we both agree to. There are sound reasons from our company’s standpoint, but the only one you need to be concerned with is that it exposes Invitation Only to too much risk.”

      Her eyes narrowed again for a split second. “Being exclusive to your company is one thing. The weddings I’ll have to think about. And if I agree, the price will be steep for that kind of sacrifice.”

      “I’d expect so.”

      “I’ll want to review my contract for a few days before making a decision.”

      My respect for her heightened as she played her hand with caution, but she’d said “my” contract. The possessive meant she already pictured herself in the role. Perfect.

      “The contract I’ll email gives you until 5:00 p.m. Monday.” I leaned back. “I have one more stipulation.”

      An incredulous laugh burst from her. “Really? How many ‘one mores’ will there be?”

      I smirked. “Just this one ‘one more.’”

      She arched a brow, waiting. Her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “I need to taste test your current product.” I didn’t, really. But something about this paradox of a girl made me want to stay a little longer than necessary.

      Humor gleamed in her eyes. She shook her head and finally gave into the smile threatening to break free. And just like that, her tough exterior melted to reveal a much warmer side beneath all the “prim and proper” of the former Ice Queen. Apparently, I’d been granted exclusive access behind the curtain in Oz.

      She stood and nodded. “You can taste to your heart’s content.”

      I followed her back to the kitchen, becoming increasingly aware that Hannah—Off-Limits Hannah—had some very appealing curves. The loose cotton shorts and shirt she wore clung to her body in an understated way, hiding nothing of the beauty beneath.

      Gritting my teeth at my ogling her body in those uncontrolled seconds, I forced my attention onto stainless steel appliances and colorful rows of frosted cupcakes.

      “Forgive my mess. I get out of control when I bake.” She laughed, but this time, it was different, more relaxed. The action lit up her whole face.

      Banishing all thoughts of Hannah’s physical appearance, I glanced around at the product of what looked to be days and days of baking. “What’s all this for?”

      “Practice. I’m doing trial runs to see how much I can create in one morning and determine which products I want to sell.”

      My jaw slackened. “You did all this in one morning? By yourself?”

      “Yep. Got here at four.”

      I whistled, impressed.

      She pointed to the counter beside her. “These are chocolate cupcakes. Those are yellow cake with vanilla pudding in the middle. Behind you is red velvet with a dark chocolate cream cheese frosting I’m experimenting with. Will you try one of those?”

      I examined the dark frosted cupcakes. They were the least decorated among the bunch, which made me feel slightly less guilty for destroying one.

      As I lifted one from the counter, my mouth watered. I quickly peeled the wrapper away and bit off half the cupcake. I closed my eyes and moaned as tart and sweet flavors flooded my mouth. “Oh my God.” My words were mumbled through a full mouth.

      When I went to inhale the other half, she snatched it from my hand and put it aside. I nearly bit her hand off for the offense but snarled instead.

      She grabbed my hand. “Don’t gorge on just one. Try these others.” Then she stopped suddenly, her running shoes squeaking on the floor. “Oh, wait. You need to cleanse your palate.” She detoured to a large refrigerator stocked with cream, butter, and other baking ingredients, and pulled out a large bottle of Pellegrino.

      I took a few sips, swished my mouth clean, and swallowed as she grasped my free hand and led me further down the stainless steel counter. Row after frosted row, I enjoyed the impromptu cupcake tasting. In the span of fifteen minutes, I’d sampled one of every kind of cupcake she had made, from carrot cake to crème brulee. On a serious sugar high, I’d officially entered a cupcake coma.

      Her eyes sparkled with pride as I moaned for the final time and let a last bite of dark chocolate salted whisky caramel melt in my mouth.

      I held my hand over my stomach, groaning. “Done. Do you have a white napkin? I wave it in surrender.”

      The thought occurred to me that I’d been played. We’d spelled out a list of demands, but Hannah had a secret weapon. No one made cakes like she did. She could call the shots. Demand anything she wanted. And after assaulting me with that kind of ammunition, I’d likely give her everything in my sugar-induced stupor.

      When I glanced at her, though, no calculating businesswoman stared back at me. Only the smiling eyes of a young baker pleased with an enormously satisfied customer. Her ice-queen persona continued to perplex me, seeming at times to manifest in flashes during our business dealings, and yet none of it seemed as harsh as I’d remembered half a year ago.

      Regardless, clearly she loved what she did. She would do well with her business, whatever her decision with our company was. We’d offered her a rare opportunity in highly influential social circles, but with her talent, she could do anything she set her mind to.

      I remembered the empty display cases up front. The barren tables stacked in the corner. The bare, painted walls that made it seem like she’d just moved in. “When do you open to the public?”

      “Not for another week.”

      “What are you planning to do with all of this?”

      She shrugged. “Toss it, I guess.”

      My eyes must’ve popped out of my head because hers widened. I scanned the room at the hundreds of cupcakes. “No. You can’t.” The mere thought made my taste buds want to scream in protest. But the always-thinking business side of me hatched a plan.

      “Whatever your plans for 10:00 a.m. tomorrow are, cancel them.” That would give me enough sleep after closing tonight to function. With a quad espresso.

      She scoffed, narrowing her eyes as she dropped her hands on her hips. “Excuse me? Why?”

      “Because this—” I gestured around me with a wave of my hands “—is not trash. It’s your investment in marketing.”

      Wide eyes blinked in surprise. She opened her mouth in confusion, but nothing came out before I continued.

      “Do you have any business cards?”

      She shook her head.

      “Make some. Nothing fancy. Just your store name, the address, phone number. Your cupcakes will do all the rest.”

      I backed out the door before she could say no. I had a shitload of work to do before my shift tonight if I planned to take tomorrow morning off to help her.

      And really, was it helping Hannah?

      The way I saw it, she didn’t see the potential of her business the way I did. And I could easily point her in the right direction. Her gratitude would be boundless. So actually, a donation of a few hours of my time on a Saturday morning helped with Invitation Only’s goal.

      Because after I gave her a glimpse of what smart business marketing could do, she’d want more. She’d want the full tour.

      And that…would only come after she signed on the dotted line.
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      “You’re a drug dealer.”

      “What?” Hannah gave an imperceptible scowl.

      Those hints of her ice-queen demeanor—a brief flash of her furrowed brow and narrowed eyes—became more and more intriguing after experiencing her free-spirited Maestro side. I forced my gaze away from her face and onto the platter of cupcakes she held.

      Dressed in what she called a “vintage” apron, which resembled a ruffled dress, she wore a basic black shirt beneath—but per my instructions, the top was low-cut, offering a peek at a tasteful amount of cleavage.

      “Great top. Where’s the skirt?” I’d asked her to wear a short skirt, but she wore tight jeans.

      She dropped me a deadpan look. “I’m a cupcake peddler, not some Betty Crocker role-playing streetwalker.”

      It was all I could do not to burst out laughing. But she had a point. The jeans were a good choice.

      I whispered as we walked, giving her last-minute instructions before we reached the large group of people standing in line at Curio, the most popular bistro in this quaint town. “Instead of throwing these delicious cupcakes away as experimental trash, you’re giving potential customers a taste of heaven for free, and then a business card so they can pay the next time they need a hit of your drug.”

      Understanding dawned in her expression. “Instantly addicted.”

      I nodded. “Like me.” I’d devoured three of the red velvet numbers before leaving her store this morning. Just because I helped her, which actually helped me, didn’t mean I had to do it for free. Or on an empty stomach.

      She gripped the edges of the platter, her knuckles turning white, as she gaped at the line of nearly two dozen people.

      “Don’t be nervous. You’re going to be a sensation.” I hoped.

      No matter how incredible those little cupcakes were, it would still be a tough sell. They were waiting to go into a dining establishment for a lunch that, unless you had a reservation, you had to wait in line for, hoping to get a table. Zagat’s rating had put them on the map. The kitchen’s world-class-chef-turned-fashionable-bistro-owner didn’t hurt.

      We were up against gastronomic brilliance, and we risked alienating a neighbor business, but we could do this. The best marketing spin turned any challenge into a business opportunity. And if we handled it with a delicate touch, the restaurateur would be all the better for it.

      I pressed a firm hand into the small of her back for reassurance but looped a finger through her apron tie, slowing us down. We strolled down the sidewalk until we hit the beginning of the line.

      “Follow my lead,” I whispered, tilting my head down for her ears only. I turned to the first customer in line. “Would you like an exclusive first tasting of a cupcake sent from heaven?”

      The woman wore a smart business suit. She shook her head but looked the platter over anyway.

      I gently put pressure on Hannah’s back, urging her forward. She leaned in, holding the tempting tray within scenting distance.

      The woman licked her lips. “Well, maybe just one.” She picked up the most extravagantly iced one on the platter. She peeled back a portion of the wrapper and took a small bite with bared teeth. A second and a half later, her moan caught the attention of three people behind her, and they all leaned to the side, trying to see what we were about.

      I winked down at Hannah and urged her on to the next victim. And while her first instant, loyal customer took a second, much larger bite, she held out a hand to take the business card I offered. Hannah had done a tasteful job with the business cards. Ivory stationery. Black script. Nothing more on it than I’d suggested. Simple. Impactful. Perfect.

      Next was a graying man who stood with a folded Wall Street Journal under his arm. Definitely not the cupcake type.

      Only a few seconds ticked by before Hannah jumped right in, assessing the cool customer and seizing on the best angle to gain his interest. She leaned forward ever so slightly, making maximum use of the two stunning assets God had given her.

      Smart girl.

      “Would you mind trying one of my cupcakes?” She made it sound like a plea for his help.

      “Of course.” He cleared his throat after his voice cracked. And seconds later, after he made his choice, he sounded his approval. Even stuffy old men were not immune to her charms, or her cupcakes.

      And so it went. Not one of Curio’s customers passed on the rare opportunity we offered to have an initial taste for free. And all of them made sounds of ecstasy, like they’d been marooned in a cupcake-free world their entire lives and had been given their very first morsel.

      With an empty platter tucked under her arm, and enough cupcakes passed out to feed the entire line plus three passersby, Hannah smiled wide, nearly vibrating with excitement.

      I grinned—couldn’t help it. Her happiness was contagious. “Well, what do you think?”

      In a startling flash of movement, she grabbed my hand and lunged down the sidewalk toward her shop, yanking me alongside her at a jogging pace.

      Unable to stop myself, I laughed, letting her drag me along. She’d discovered what good marketing could accomplish, and she’d become addicted with her very first hit.

      When we reached her door, she slammed into it, and with my hand attached to her death grip, I crashed into her. Breaking free of her hold, I tempered my impact by shooting my arms up onto the doorframe.

      She stilled, her key halfway into the lock.

      We were pressed against each other in a compromising position, and it struck us both.

      I dropped my head down, resting my head against the windowpane, unable to move—only able to breathe. And her delicate scent wafted up. Tropical. Enticing. I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to stay. And losing.

      She swallowed. I heard it.

      I felt her turn around and drop the platter to her side as it brushed my hip. I opened my eyes to find hers closed as she pressed her soft body up against me.

      She inhaled deeply, and her body shuddered.

      “Cade, I…” She opened her greenish eyes with those little flecks of gold in them. Uncertainty washed across her expression.

      I exhaled but didn’t move. This was so off-limits. But the fact that I couldn’t have her suddenly made me want her all the more. “Fuck.” I pulled away. Shook my head.

      Cold air flooded between us, breaking the spell we’d both fallen under when we hadn’t been paying attention. Hannah looked surprised, like she couldn’t believe I’d rejected her like that.

      “I can’t, Hannah.”

      She nodded furiously, like she agreed. But I could tell as her expression hardened and she turned to slide the key into the lock with a shaking hand that she struggled with her emotions.

      I put my hands on her shoulders, stopping her from pushing in through the now-open door. “Hannah, it’s not you. Trust me, it’s not. I’m…”

      Fighting my attraction had been difficult enough. Knowing she also felt the pull made our working together dangerous. I needed her help to keep our dealings purely professional.

      Her voice trembled. “You want me? You feel it too? I…”

      Ah, fuck. Hearing her repeat my thoughts made this excruciating. Figures. The first girl who challenged my mind, in addition to physically attracting me, would be the one I couldn’t pursue. Damned “no doing the help” rule.

      I exhaled, counting to five. “Yeah, but I…we…can’t. Not only would it be a really bad idea, based on past experience, I promised my sisters. It’s as good as a sworn blood oath.” I ground out the words, shocked I could form coherent sentences with my blood flooding much farther south from my brain cells.

      I clenched my fists, digging my nails into my palms while I eased back, putting a good couple of feet between us. In desperation, I vowed to maintain said safe minimum distance at all times.

      Slowly, she turned to face me again. Confident, proud, a woman now in charge of herself, body and mind, Hannah nodded. “I promise too. No matter our attraction, we keep it strictly business.”

      I blew out a fast breath through tight lips. “Good. With you and me both working on that, it’ll be a lot easier.”

      A slow smile crept onto her face, a devilish gleam sparking in her eyes. “Oh? You mean if I didn’t play along, things could get difficult for you?”

      My face fell. She wouldn’t. Would she?

      She placed a palm on my chest, smiling sweetly. “It’s okay, Cade. I promise not to tease you…too much.”

      Dammit. Just when I thought I had my shit together, something (or someone) proved me wrong. I silently cursed fate for throwing me into this situation. But I was unable to do anything but suck it up and deal, so I followed her inside and back into her kitchen.

      She pulled a second, larger silver platter up from a shelf beneath one of her long counters and began loading the first tray with a balanced assortment of cupcakes. “Well, don’t just stand there—help me stock up. You’re carrying one this time. That was amazing, by the way. You’re a genius. They all wanted a card.”

      I blindly obeyed her, lining cupcakes onto the platter, giving my body time to rush blood back into my brain so I could think rationally. Business. Focus on her business. “And those people are your walk-in customers. Pennies. You want the big bucks? Solicit backdoor business: hotels and restaurants. They could be your biggest regular customers and might mean the difference between your survival and failure.”

      Pausing with a cupcake in midtransfer, she gave me one of those world-class scowls again. “I thought you wanted my exclusivity.”

      “We do. As the team member of an event-planning company. But you can still supply cakes and cupcakes as menu items for restaurants and hotels who don’t have a pastry chef and want to outsource.”

      “Oh.” She blinked, processing my suggestion as she returned to loading her tray.
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