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For those who believe love is built, not found.
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He thrives on control. She lives in chaos. Between sugar and fire, they’re about to discover a recipe neither of them can resist.
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Chapter 1 – Bitter and Sweet
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The smell hit him before he even pushed the gym door open.

Warm sugar. Butter. Something caramelizing just on the edge of burning.

Bem stopped mid-step, hand still on the metal handle, jaw tightening as the scent curled through his lungs like it had permission to be there. It didn’t. Not here. Not in his space.

He shoved the door open harder than necessary and stepped out onto Main Street.

Morning light stretched low across Willow Creek, soft and golden, catching on storefront windows and the quiet hum of a town that always seemed a little too calm for his taste. The air should have been clean, sharp, predictable.

Instead, it was thick with sweetness.

He exhaled through his nose, slow and controlled, like he was resetting his body after a bad lift. The bakery door across the street stood open, letting the scent spill out in waves. Of course it did.

Of course she did.

Bem crossed the street without looking both ways. Not because he trusted the road, but because he didn’t feel like waiting.

Melody stood just outside the bakery, one hand braced against the doorframe, the other holding a tray she’d clearly forgotten about. A streak of flour dusted her cheek. Her hair was pulled up in something that had probably been neat na hour ago but now looked like it had surrendered to the morning.

She didn’t notice him right away.

Her attention was fixed somewhere inside the shop, brows drawn together like she was trying to solve something that refused to cooperate.

For a second, he almost stopped.

Then the smell hit him again, stronger, wrapped in heat drifting out from behind her, and whatever hesitation had sparked disappeared.

“You trying to turn the whole street into a sugar trap?” he said.

Her head snapped toward him.

There it was. That quick flash in her eyes. Annoyance first. Then something sharper, harder to name. It flickered just long enough to make his chest tighten before she masked it with a look that was all attitude.

“If you’re already this grumpy before nine a.m., maybe it’s not the sugar,” she shot back. “Maybe it’s just you.”

He stepped closer without thinking about it. The distance between them closed fast. Too fast.

Up close, the scent shifted. Less overwhelming. More... layered. Cinnamon. Vanilla. Something warm and steady underneath.

She didn’t move.

Neither did he.

“You’ve got your door open,” he said, voice lower now. “Smell’s everywhere.”

“That’s kind of the point of a bakery.”

Her chin lifted slightly. Not defensive. Challenging.

He noticed the way her fingers tightened around the edge of the tray. The faint dusting of flour along her wrist. The way a loose strand of hair clung to her temple from the heat inside.

Too close.

He should step back.

He didn’t.

“You ever think some people don’t want that in their space?” he asked.

“You ever think some people don’t build their lives around what you want?” she replied.

There was a beat. Quiet, but not empty.

Something in the air shifted. Not the breeze. Something else. Subtle. Like the moment before a storm decides whether it’s going to break.

A single white petal drifted past his shoulder.

Bem barely registered it. Just a flicker of movement, gone as quickly as it came.

Melody’s gaze followed it for half a second before snapping back to him.

“Close your door if it bothers you that much,” she added, softer now, but not weaker.

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

He opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

Because the answer wasn’t simple. It wasn’t about the smell. Not really. It was about control. Routine. The way things were supposed to stay in their place.

And she didn’t.

She stood there like disruption made human. Warm, messy, unpredictable.

His jaw tightened again.

“Burning something?” he asked instead.

Her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“The smell,” he said. “It’s off.”

A lie. Or half of one.

Something in her expression shifted. Not offense. Focus.

She turned slightly, glancing back inside the bakery. For a moment, the confident edge slipped, replaced by something more uncertain. It was quick, but he caught it.

And for some reason, that landed harder than anything else.

“It’s not burned,” she said, though there was less certainty in it now.

“Then why does it smell like it is?”

She hesitated.

Just long enough.

Bem felt it like a hook under his ribs.

Without waiting for permission, he stepped past her and into the bakery.

Heat wrapped around him instantly. Thicker than outside. Alive. The scent intensified, but now it was layered with something else. Not just sugar. Not just spice.

Something sharper. Almost metallic beneath it all.

“What are you doing?” Melody followed him in, the door swinging wider behind her.

“Figuring out what you messed up,” he said.

“I didn’t mess anything up.”

He moved toward the counter, eyes scanning automatically. Ingredients laid out. Bowls. A notebook off to the side, edges worn, cover slightly warped like it had seen years of use.

His attention snagged on it for a fraction of a second.

Then the oven timer beeped.

Melody rushed past him, pulling the oven open. A wave of heat rolled out, stronger this time, carrying that same strange undercurrent.

She slid the tray in her hands onto the rack, movements quick but careful.

Bem stepped closer before he could stop himself.

“Wait,” he said.

She glanced back at him, irritation flashing again. “What now?”

“That one,” he said, nodding toward the tray.

“What about it?”

“It’s not just the top.”

Her grip tightened slightly. “I know how baking works.”

“I’m not questioning that,” he said. “I’m saying something’s reacting wrong.”

She held his gaze for a second longer than necessary.

Then, slowly, she set the tray down.

“Show me,” she said.

There it was again. That shift. Not surrender. Not exactly trust.

Something in between.

Bem stepped in beside her. Close enough that the heat from the oven mixed with the warmth coming off her skin. Close enough that he could see the fine line of concentration between her brows.

He reached for the edge of the tray, fingers brushing hers for a fraction of a second.

It wasn’t even a real touch.

But it landed like one.

Neither of them pulled back immediately.

For a moment, the only sound was the low hum of the oven and the faint rustle of air moving through the open doorway behind them.

Another petal slipped inside, catching briefly in the current of heat before drifting down toward the counter.

Bem’s eyes flicked to it, just for a second.

Then back to the tray.

“Look,” he said, quieter now.

The surface of one of the pastries had darkened unevenly. Not quite burned. Not quite right.

Melody leaned in closer.

“Okay,” she murmured. “That’s... not supposed to happen.”

“No,” he said. “It’s not.”

She reached for a knife, cutting into it carefully. Steam rose, carrying that strange, layered scent even stronger now.

For a split second, something shifted across the exposed surface.

A faint line.

Then another.

Melody froze.

“Did you see that?” she asked.

Bem didn’t answer right away.

Because he had.

And whatever it was, it wasn’t part of any recipe he’d ever seen.

“It’s nothing,” he said finally, though his voice lacked conviction.

Her eyes didn’t leave the pastry.

“It didn’t look like nothing.”

Another line flickered across the surface, barely visible, like ink trying to surface through heat.

Bem felt something tighten low in his chest.

Not irritation this time.

Something else.

Something that didn’t fit into clean routines or controlled outcomes.

Melody straightened slowly, her gaze lifting to meet his.

The air between them felt different now. Charged. Focused.

“What did you just walk into?” she asked quietly.

Bem held her stare.

For once, he didn’t have na answer.

But he knew one thing.

Whatever this was...

It wasn’t just about baking.

His jaw set, something sharper settling into place behind his eyes.

“You’re a problem, Melody.”
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