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      Fake dating an Orc never tasted so sweet

      After one disastrous breakup too many, I'm officially done with romance. I moved to this alien colony to open a bakery, perfect my famous cronuts, and live a quiet life.

      So blurting out that my massive, growly next-door neighbor is my boyfriend in front of my meddling sister?

      Definitely not my finest moment. Yet Waruk agrees to play along.

      For a price.

      Suddenly, I'm dealing with awkward family dinners, fake kisses, and letting the intimidating orc next door taste-test my sweetest recipes.

      Nobody warned me that pretending to date a seven-foot wall of green muscle would be hazardous to my heart.

      Because beneath those dangerous tusks and that permanently grumpy expression, Waruk is fiercely protective, devastatingly attentive, and entirely too easy to love.

      Now I have to decide whether risking my heart again is a terrible idea…

      Or the best recipe I've ever created.

      Faking It With the Grumpy Orc Next Door is a steamy sci-fi romantic comedy featuring:

      

      [image: red heart] Fake dating

      [image: red heart] Grumpy sunshine vibes

      [image: red heart] Next-door neighbors

      [image: red heart] A grumpy orc hero with a secret sweet tooth

      [image: red heart] Baking, banter, and plenty of laughs

      [image: red heart] Sizzling steam and a guaranteed HEA
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      Space sirens wailing? Nope, it’s just my sister’s face filling my phone screen again. So I tap accept.

      “Morning,” I try to say as cheerfully as I can and prop my phone up with a stack of cookbooks.

      This has to be a quick call ‘cause I don’t want to screw up this complex recipe. I've been dying to bake with ingredients imported from the asteroid belt mining colonies.

      Of course, I can’t tell Julie, my sister, any of this because she will lecture me about working on the weekend instead of going on a date to Quasarion’s third moon or something. But I have some amazing cooking to do.

      “Hey, Natalie. I was just thinking the kids haven’t seen you in a while.” Her tawny skin looks flawless, even in the crappy lightning from the video call. While I’m sure mine looks ashen from my lack of outdoor activities and being doused in flour all the time. She pauses in wrapping another Nebula coil in her blonde hair that’s several shades darker than mine. “And you know how much they love your baking.”

      I smile at the subtle attempt to butter me up before launching into the real reason for her call. “Sorry, I can’t. I’m…um.” I trail off to block her view of the bakery.

      With less than an hour left before the bake-off, I'm hustling to finish the last batch of rundles - sweet, pillowy pastries filled with gooey cinnamon and sugar. Seeing the kids' faces light up when they bite into one of these morsels is worth every second of extra work and coming in at 3 AM on a weekend.

      I glance away from the screen, taking in the cozy chaos of my hybrid Earth/alien bakery. The walls are this funky teal color, splashed with murals of both Earth’s wheat fields and Quasarion’s luminescent flora. It’s a blend of home and here, like me. Copper pans hang from hooks. Antimatter reactor-powered ovens hum a mechanical lullaby. It’s not your run-of-the-mill Earth oven—this baby's got so many settings for gravities and atmospheres that I can't remember their names.

      “Are you listening to me?” Julie narrows her eyes like she’s got a sixth sense or something and knows I’m zoning out.

      “Uh-no.” A glance at my rundles rising in the oven shows they’re almost perfectly golden, and I can’t stop my grin. The rundles are spheres that smell like a heavenly mix of vanilla, cinnamon, and warm dough filled with a local custard cream that’s like the lovechild of a Boston cream pie with a buttercream-filled donut, but lighter and even dreamier.

      “Okay, confession time. I just worry about you. If you spent half as much time dating as you do baking, you’d at least have a boyfriend by now.” Julie taps her finger to her chin. “What you need is a man.”

      Her answer to everything, and it’s getting tiring and boring.

      Is your business going bust? Yeah, that’s cause you need a man.

      Did you fall down the stairs again? Yeah, that’s cause you need a man.

      Do you have a toothache? Yeah, that’s cause you need a man.

      Yet, she’s my only relation on this planet, so I’m tolerating her attitude for now. But if she keeps this up, not only will I need a man, but a new sister, too.

      “How’s hubby doing?” That will distract her and stop me from losing it. Then she’ll hopefully get off the video call before she figures out I’m not at home. I knead the dough for the cinnamon rolls when the timer dings for the rundles in the oven, and I whirl to take them out.

      “Hold up, you’re at the bakery? It’s Sunday!” Her dark blonde curls swish around her heart-shaped face as she shakes her head. “You⁠—”

      “Please, let’s not make this another ‘let’s find Natalie a date’ talk.”

      Seriously, the thought of another blind date makes me want to bury myself in a tub of frosting. Not today, Cupid. Not today.

      Julie leans closer to the screen, her brow furrowed and lips pressed into a tight line. “You know, I never believed in marriage until I met Xailm, and now we’re madly in love. Trust me, Nat, no one finds love working themselves into the ground. Nor happiness. Whatever you’re making is not going to keep you warm at night, look after you when you’re sick, or take long walks with you. I just don’t want you to end up like Aunt Ruby who died alone with no husband and no kids, ya know?"

      “Yeah,” I squeak out because I don’t want that for myself either. “But I’m not even thirty yet.”

      “I just want you to experience Quasarion-shattering happiness too, Nat,” she says with a dreamy sigh. Her eyes take on a faraway look as if replaying intimate memories. “And not working yourself ragged.”

      A lump forms in my throat as I force back the bitter retort that stings on my lips. She means well, but her words scrape against the still-raw wound in my heart.

      I love my sister, but her relentless matchmaking efforts grate on my nerves. Ever since she stumbled into whatever transcendent plane of existence she now inhabits with Xailm and his tantalizingly squirmy tentacles, she seems convinced I need the same delirious passion in my life. But the very thought of opening myself up to that level of vulnerability again makes my throat constrict with dread. Not after Daniel...

      My chest tightens as I’m overwhelmed with flashes of that horrible night when I caught Daniel with his coworker in a compromising position. Her sheepish expression, his sly smirk, their tangled naked bodies. I shove the memories aside with a violent shake of my head. Because I refuse to cry one more tear for the bastard, especially because it has been three years since it happened. It’s fear that keeps me single, and I’m fine with that.

      And as much as I envy my sister’s happiness, I can’t let her know. Otherwise, she’ll never leave me alone until she has me married like her, and her pushing me into dates will get even worse.

      Baking is what makes me happy. My gaze darts to the mixer, a high-tech gadget I still haven’t fully figured out. It’s got more buttons than a NASA control center and probably twice as many functions.

      If I go on another date, it could turn out like when she set me up with the alien that liked to eat hair. I never knew it was a thing! I shiver. Before I could flinch, it had ripped out a handful. I ended up with a bald spot above my ear, which has just now grown back enough to let me wear my hair up without scaring off customers. Yeah, I’m not eager to repeat that.

      “You know I love you, Sis,” I finally say, my gaze still lingering on the perfect imperfections of my bakery, “but every date you’ve given me has turned into a disaster. And not the kind with a happy ending. So how about we put the matchmaking on ice for now?"

      “Sure,” she says and arches an eyebrow. “Before you know it, you’ll blink and be wondering where your life went.”

      So, she’s not going to let it go then. Silly me for thinking otherwise. She’s as stubborn as an Orc, or so I’ve been told. I’ve never had any relations with any to compare her to, but this is what rumors say.

      “So, how are you and the hubby?” I change the subject again, if she carries on like this, then I’ll just have to hang up. She’s one of the reasons I moved to this planet, but she could be the very reason I leave here, too.

      “Me and Xailm are fine, and I’ve got some exciting news for you,” she sing-songs.

      I smile wide, my grin stretching out my cheeks. “Please tell me I’m going to be an aunt again?” Spoiling another niece or nephew would be awesome.

      “No, I met this awesome Tuminex who is single, and he has six arms, can you believe it? Bet he’d be great in bed⁠—”

      “Please stop. Don’t set me up with any more guys.” I sigh and move back to the dough since she already knows I’m baking anyway. There’s been a few Tuminex I’ve met since moving here over a year ago. Their habit of arms going in all directions has always caught me off guard. I mean, I wouldn’t mind extra hands here at the bakery, God knows I need a vacay. But I can’t see myself with someone wielding hands like a mixer gone crazy.

      “I can send you his photo and then it wouldn’t be a blind date,” she says, emphasizing the last two words.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m too busy to run around and date every alien you throw at me. Or human for that matter.” Not like there were tons of humans here on Quasarion. All other alien species outnumbered humans five to one.

      “You’re going to bake yourself into the grave,” she pouts. “You need to have some fun, live a little. You need some spice that’s not in your pantry. Something⁠—”

      “Exotic? Alien? Look, I’m super glad you found your happily-ever-after husband, but I’m not interested in dating anyone right now.” A tinge of bitterness colors my tone.

      I had my shot at love once and lost it at the same time as my bakery on Earth. So yeah, maybe I’m a little gun-shy. Maybe I don’t want to risk the stable life I’m building here for love. “I’m happy. The bakery is my passion, my life, and it’s more than enough to keep me busy and satisfied.”

      I need to believe in me again. And while baking, I can almost convince myself that I am whole again. Almost. But then an errant thought creeps in–the sickly-sweet scent of the flour reminding me of the cloying perfume Daniel's new lover wears—and it feels like a jagged shard of my heart has been freshly torn.

      As the memory hits, my fingers go all dramatic on me, starting to shake like they're auditioning for a thriller—classic overreactors. There I was, watching the 'I'm-so-over-this' vibe spread across his face faster than butter on hot toast.

      The stench of something burning makes me snap back to the oven. “Oh, crap, crap, crap!” I grab the oven mitts and yank the tray out of the oven so fast half the ruined rundles dive right onto the floor.

      After I pick up the blackened pastries, I straighten to finally tell my sister off. But she’s ended the call. Good! I was really losing my temper. I roll my shoulders back, trying to shake off the tension.

      With a sigh, I chuck the burnt rundles into the trash, hoping the next batch will come out perfect.

      A soft ping finally breaks through my frustration. I glance at the screen, seeing Julie’s text message flashing: I’ll come by later today for a visit, and we’ll talk more.

      Great. We don’t need to talk.

      Tears sting my eyes at the charred remains. The acrid scent fills my nostrils. Worse, my sister is coming over to hound me about dating again.

      Half an hour later, the bake-off prep is finally behind me, and the city is beginning to buzz. I step outside the bakery, taking a moment to admire Quasarion’s unique charms. Tall, crystal-like buildings shimmer in the fading light, their reflections on the winding canals below. The sky’s a wild mix of sunset colors—purples, pinks, and a bit of golden orange. Alien families float by on gravity-defying skates, and the occasional pet—some kind of furball creature with way too many eyes—trots along beside them.

      I should have left the bakery hours ago, but after the talk with my sister, I needed a cool Galactic Grog. It’s like the Earth’s Kool-Aid with a kick of caffeine to get me back in the mood to bake with the same passion that I use to start my day.

      After dropping off the non-burnt, second-attempt pastries, I hop into my hovercar, a sleek little thing that’s mostly silver but with teal accents to match the bakery. It’s about the size of a compact Earth car but way cooler, flying a foot above the ground on some anti-gravity tech I won’t pretend to understand. Best part? The car drives itself.

      I swing by the drive-thru and pick up takeout and a large Galactic Grog that I drink as the car navigates through the winding city, dodging other floating vehicles with ease, I glance out the window. Quasarion Heights isn’t like any city back on Earth. It’s as though New York City and Tokyo had an alien baby—skyscrapers touching the sky, neon lights in colors I can’t even name, and a blend of architectural styles that’s both ancient and futuristic. This vibrant world pulses technology and culture, with streets that coil like serpents beneath suspended transport pods and bustling bazaars.

      Massive bio-luminescent tree trunks line the winding streets, their canopies filtering the ruddy light of Quasarion's twin suns. Winged insectoids the size of housecats flit from flowering branches. The air carries the spice-sweet aroma of exotic fruits sold by street vendors, their stalls tucked between sleek hover-car ports.

      My mind wonders as I think about my folks not lasting together past my third birthday. And everywhere I turn, it seems like couples are getting divorced, apart from my sister. She seems to think that because she has her happily ever after, that I should, too.

      I heave out a breath, replaying how I snapped at Julie. Dating has always felt like navigating a minefield, one wrong step, and everything explodes. Part of me envies her easy happiness with Xailm, that carefree ability to open herself up without fear of shattering into pieces.

      Part of me wants to experience intimacy and fun outside of work's safe routines, but the rest of me recoils at the very idea, still raw from Daniel's betrayal. Am I just using the bakery to avoid taking risks? Or is it truly enough to fulfill me? The tumult of conflicting emotions leaves me confused.

      When I finally get home, my Orc neighbor, Waruk, is busy laying down stones in his front yard. Seeing him there, I’m kinda shocked he’s up this early on a Sunday. Waruk is massive, easily seven feet tall, with deep green skin that contrasts against his tusks protruding from his lower jaw. The sheer size of him is disarming—like seeing a mountain suddenly come to life.

      I’ve met some big guys before, but Waruk? He makes them look like pebbles, which has my mind racing with all kinds of fun, like Climb the Orc, and I quickly push them aside.

      I hop out of my car, and he gives me this nod—a subtle but warm greeting from a guy who usually communicates with grunts and the occasional roar. I wave back, my hand looking ridiculously small in comparison to his.

      Then I blush, immediately regretting the awkward gesture as I put my hand down. Am I really trying to connect with this hulking alien Orc? Our worlds are just too different. He probably thinks I’m a foolish human girl flirting and batting my eyelashes.

      I shake my head at my silliness. Although I’m sure Waruk’s an imposing figure on the construction sites, he has an unexpected soft spot with his garden that’s something else entirely. A burst of color, full of alien flowers that look like a cross between tulips and fireworks. Vines of neon orange crawl up alongside glowing lavender petals. The whole place could be in some home and garden magazine back on Earth, if Earth had glow-in-the-dark foliage, that is.

      Pausing, I let my gaze roam over his handiwork with intricate carvings in the stone. A slow smile tugs at my lips at how he seems to take such pride in his work, and I feel a connection. Makes me feel a little less like a fish—or a baker—out of water.

      “Morning,” I say, gathering up the food I bought on the way home to veg and binge-watch Quasarflix. Yep, it’s the Netflix version of Quasarion but with every alien type of show on the planet. QuasarOrc is a comedy about an Orc family that communicates through grunts and partakes in bizarre rituals. The cultural differences on this alien planet never cease to amaze me, but I can’t look away from the trainwreck. I shuffle from foot to foot, the bag of food crinkling in my hands, as I try to think of something clever to say, and what comes out is, “Hi. You look—that looks amazing.”

      “Hi, Natalie. How are you doing?” His ears turn a dark green along the edge, and I guess it’s because I’m interrupting him and staring.

      Waruk sets down a stone, the movement making his strong muscles bunch. Despite his towering form, there’s something gentle about his dark, expressive eyes and the way he cares so much for his flourishing garden.

      Part of me really wants to ask him about the show, if it’s real or fake for views. I mean, after all, he is an Orc. Except I’m not feeling brave as I look up at him.

      I need to get back on Quasarflix and figure out what’s going to happen at the end of Season 3.

      “Good. Um….gotta dash.”

      My grip tightens on the bag of takeout, lifting the food slightly like it’s my get-out-of-conversation-free card. It’s not that I don’t like Waruk; the guy’s pretty cool, actually, from what little I know about him as we’re both busy all the time.

      Besides, he’s deep into laying down this intricate stone pathway from his hovercar’s landing pad to his backyard. And honestly, that level of focus? I totally get his dedication. It’s the same kind of grind I put into my bakery.

      “Hey, that pathway’s looking killer, by the way.”

      “Thank you,” he rumbles in a deep voice. His tusked grin widens and his usually stern eyes soften with a hint of pride. “I can make one for you as well if you like?"

      My eyes involuntarily drop to his lips—or, more accurately, to the intimidating tusks that frame them. A shiver runs down my spine as I imagine those grazing my skin. For a split second, I catch myself wondering how he’d manage a kiss with those things in the way. The thought hits me like a plasma bolt, unexpected and electrifying. Heat floods my cheeks as I quickly look away.

      A weird warmth flutters in my chest, making me feel like I’ve had one too many shots of Velorian liqueur. A giggle slips out before I can catch it. Oh God, I need to bail before I embarrass myself even more. I scurry into my home, my face feeling like it’s been hit with a flamethrower.

      Tomorrow, when Waruk stops by for his usual order of cronuts, I’ll apologize. I really don’t know what came over me. But when my stomach growls, I blame hunger and sit down to eat and turn on QuasarOrc.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          NATALIE

        

        
          
            [image: Decorative chapter heading image of Orc horns on either side of a heart inside a badge with rolling pin and heart on top.]
          

        

      

    

    
      Two hours later, there’s a knock on my door, and for half a second, I wonder if it’s Waruk and run a hand down my hair. But when I open the door, my sister is standing there with a guilty look on her face.

      “Oh, no, no.” My stomach drops. “What did you do?"

      She beams at me like a salesperson offering a free sample. “I’m here to take you on your date with Ryaden.”

      “What?” I gasp. “Are you kidding me? I told you that I wasn’t interested.”

      Instead of listening to me, she grabs my arm, pulling me outside.

      “I’m not even dressed for a date.” I grind my teeth at my flour-stained leggings that have seen better days. Unless he’s into the ‘just rolled out of a bakery’ look, I’m nowhere near date-ready. “Look at me.”

      And I’m pretty sure I have frosting in my hair, which makes sense with the strange way Waruk’s looking at me from his yard. He probably didn’t know how to tell me I looked like I got struck by a sticky flour truck.

      “Don’t worry, he doesn’t see with his eyes anyway.”

      My sister’s attempt at reassurance does little to steady the fluttering in my chest, and a shiver of apprehension rolls through me. It has to be something other than mere blindness. I’ve navigated the challenges of dating with physical handicaps before, but the way she
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