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        All Josie Ryan wanted was some cake. She didn’t mean to flambé a man's life.

      

      

      

      But since her teeny little fight with his boss cost the head baker his job, she’ll just have to help the charming grump open his own bakery. (What, like it's hard?)

      

      Erik Andersson craves quiet and stability above all else. And the gorgeous PR whiz who’s promising to turn his talent for baking into Chicago's premiere wedding cake shop? Well she's nothing but chaos.

      

      Yet the more time they spend together building a website and scouting kitchen locations, the more he realizes that he needs her business savvy almost as much as he needs to bury his hands in her fiery red hair.

      

      Soon enough Josie and Erik are exploring their sweet-and-salty dynamic in the kitchen and out. But when their definitions of success collide, they have to decide if they're the perfect fusion—or a recipe for disaster.
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      Josie Ryan jerked awake. Yellow lights swam in her vision, and her hands slid across clammy vinyl as she groped for her phone.

      Almost 2:00 a.m. No wonder she’d nodded off on the train carrying her home. Every business in the Chicago area wanted to launch new products and host grand openings as soon as April ushered in slightly warmer temperatures, and Josie had been sprinting from event to event for her marketing firm all month long, including this Friday-night bash to celebrate a downtown club opening. Good thing she’d woken up before she missed her River North stop. But what had pulled her out of sleep?

      She checked her phone again as the L creaked around a curve, confirming what she already suspected: she hadn’t been woken up by a return text from her mother. Apparently praise from one of Chicago’s top lifestyle blogs for tonight’s event wasn’t enough to spur Pamela Ryan’s elegant fingers into motion, despite Josie’s cheerful “So excited by this write-up!” opening salvo.

      She jammed her phone back into her purse, frustrated that she’d expected anything different. That’s when she heard the noise.

      “Come on, baby. I’m just being friendly.”

      She shifted in her seat to look for the source. Her mother’s lack of reply might have left her restless, but the man’s whiny tone was pushing her right toward the edge of twitchy. Then another voice reached her ears.

      “I said I’m not interested.”

      The quaver in the woman’s words prickled the skin on the back of Josie’s neck and spiked her adrenaline.

      “You should be grateful.” Belligerent anger colored the man’s voice now. “Somebody like me thinks you’re worth talking to? You should be fuckin’ grateful.”

      Josie was on her feet and in the aisle before she could think twice. A woman cowered against the window two rows back while a thin, hardmouthed man pressed against her with his arm across the back of the seat.

      “Excuse me.” Josie adopted her bossiest tone. “Is he bothering you?”

      The woman’s terrified eyes met Josie’s, and she nodded vigorously. The man didn’t drop his arm, but he did crane his neck to growl, “Fuck off.”

      Josie flicked her gaze left, then right, confirming that she was alone on the train with the creep and his target. A mix of unease and outrage thrummed under her breastbone. The smart move here would be to mind her own business. Then again, she wasn’t known for choosing the smart move, especially when it came to bullies; too many people had minded their own business back when she’d been the target.

      Time to do something stupid.

      “Actually, I don’t think I can fuck off, as tempting as that offer is. See, that’s my friend. We went to school together.” Josie bent her lips into a ferocious smile and addressed the trembling woman. “I haven’t seen you in ages! Not since graduation, right?”

      The woman was obviously half a decade younger than Josie’s twenty-six, but she nodded anyway. “R-right. Not since g-graduation.” Her wide eyes never left Josie’s face.

      “That’s way too long.” Josie advanced a step with a ramrod spine but wobbly knees. “I’d love to catch up with you right now. How about you ditch that asshole and come sit next to me?”

      “Who you calling an asshole?” The man exploded from his seat just as the train’s brakes started to screech. Josie hid her flinch and held her ground, knowing from experience that people like this guy fed on weakness. As the train lurched to a stop, the doors at the front and the back of the car hissed open. In a flash, the other woman slid across the bench and darted out the closest exit, a mouse escaping the cobra’s jaws.

      The guy didn’t turn to watch her go; he had new prey now. “Somebody needs to teach your fancy ass some manners, you know that?” He eyed Josie with distaste, his hands curling into fists, and a whisper of panic slithered through her veins. He was wiry and not much taller than her own five foot four, but he looked pissed.

      Then she lifted her chin. Her redhead had been activated, so he ought to look scared. Poor motherfucker.

      “My manners are fine, thanks.” She rocked back on her heels, looking him up and down with a sneer. “I’m not the one pawing a woman on the train like some kind of escaped zoo animal. Couldn’t find any of your own species to mate with, huh?”

      The guy surged forward until his putrid breath burned all the way to Josie’s sinuses. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      “What the fuck is yours?” she shouted back. “How do you not understand that no means no, asshole?”

      Her heartbeat throbbed in her ears. Next time she’d be smarter about how she let her temper out. Next time she’d try harder to de-escalate instead of rushing straight to fuck you, buddy, let’s go mode. But that was next time. She was here now, and she’d just have to take care of herself like she always did.

      The man growled, and she loosened her stance so she was prepared to dodge if he grabbed for her, frantically trying to recall where they’d told her to gouge during that self-defense class she’d taken at the Y last year. Eyes, right? And groin?

      Suddenly the man’s face paled, and he took three big steps back. “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” All his bravado drained away, and the whine returned to his voice. “Jesus, I was just chatting up a cute girl. No harm intended.”

      He lifted his hands in surrender and backed toward the same exit Josie’s “friend” had taken at the earlier stop, and oh, watching a humiliated harasser scramble down the steps and jog away as soon as the car slowed felt great.

      “Yeah, that’s right! You step right off and keep stepping!” she yelled at his retreating form through the closed train doors. “And mind your fucking manners next time!”

      She jabbed a finger in his direction with each word, smugly satisfied with her ability to handle herself and defend a victim of bullying no matter the personal risk. He’d recognized her inner predator, and he’d bowed before it. She was the biggest, baddest badass on this now-empty train. With a toss of her hair, she spun on her heel to return to her seat… and slammed into a solid wall of man.

      She sprang backward with a strangled cry, arms windmilling as she tried to catch her balance. The true biggest badass on the train clasped her upper arm with one massive hand, and she suddenly realized what had sent her harasser running. The man steadying her might just be the biggest human she’d ever seen up close, all muscled and scowly and towering over her by at least a foot. Her pulse fluttered like a hummingbird at the base of her throat as she considered all the ways his strength and size were superior to hers— nothing at all like the diminutive man who’d just bolted. And this time she truly was on her own. Her earlier alarm came roaring back even more acutely than before, and just as she was about to catapult into panic mode, the big stranger released her and backed away, raising his hands in the universal gesture of “no harm intended.”

      She grabbed the back of the closest seat as the train jolted back into motion, relieved to be able to breathe again now that he’d put a few feet between them. “W-where the hell did you come from?” Her voice held none of its earlier fire, and the brute took another step in the opposite direction, his broad shoulders shifting as he jerked a thumb toward the door she’d had her back to.

      “Since when does this train make a stop in Asgard?” Now that she didn’t seem to be in imminent danger, her smartass streak was reasserting itself. But he merely looked back at her blankly, so she tried again. “Asgard? Where Thor lives? Just saying, what with you all…”

      “With me all…?”

      Her cheeks burned at the amused rumble of his voice, but it didn’t stop her from waving a hand down the length of his six-foot-plus frame, all buff and Hemsworth-y. “Just… you know.” He even had his dark blond hair pulled back into a bun, for God’s sake. But instead of nodding or smiling or playing along in any way, his gaze remained flat and steady.

      “Gah, never mind.” She whirled away with a huff and reclaimed her seat, her heart thrumming for an entirely different reason now, while her unwanted rescuer dropped onto the bench running lengthwise down the train. Without a second glance her way, he plugged in a set of earbuds, leaned against the window, and closed his eyes, apparently done with the conversation.

      She wasn’t though. Her pleasure at helping the frightened woman had curdled, and it was this guy’s fault. This guy and Harasser McGee and, what the hell, her mother too, while she was assigning blame. If Pamela had just sent a reply text, Josie might not have gone looking for a fight.

      Who was she kidding? She was still looking for a fight.

      “I was fine, by the way,” she called to the god of thunder. “I was handling it.”

      His only response was to crack open one eye, shrug, and link his fingers over his battered moto jacket.

      “Well?” she demanded. De-escalation was apparently not an option for her tonight, even with a man as big as he was.

      The guy pulled one of the earbuds from his ear with a sharp tug and looked at her with a raised eyebrow, clearly indicating Well, what? When she continued to glower, he heaved a sigh. “Sorry.”

      “For?”

      He gave her an opaque look. “For whatever’s got you so angry.”

      She shut her mouth so hard her teeth clicked together. “Well, that’s a terrible apology. You’re just putting the burden on the injured party. Care to try again?” She crossed her arms over her chest, but he merely blinked and returned to his precious earbuds, leaving her to fume unnoticed.

      Before long though, the aloof chill he radiated from six feet away wrapped its tendrils around her and poked a hole in her fight! instinct. As the buzzing in her head quieted, regret trickled in, like usual. Had she been too harsh with the huge, hot guy? He’d presumably thought she was in trouble and stepped in to help, and she’d yelled at him for it. It wasn’t his fault that she’d been startled by his size and angry that she’d needed rescuing.

      Dammit. She was the one who needed to apologize.

      She peeked at him under the pretense of checking her phone. His eyes were peacefully closed, as if their interaction never happened. Still, guilt swelled in her chest until she called, “I’m sorry” over the seat in front of her.

      His lips quirked even though his eyes stayed shut and his earbuds remained in place. “Why? Aren’t you the injured party?”

      Yeah, she deserved that. She stood and trudged toward him, her pinched toes crying for mercy after a long day in her tallest heels. “Okay, so I’m not injured, per se. But I⁠—”

      “—could’ve handled it. I heard.” His eyes snapped open. “I believe you.”

      He tugged his earbuds out again as his bright blue gaze traveled from the top of her head down to her shoes. She puffed out her chest, conveying as much toughness as possible in her Brooks Brothers business suit.

      “You’re goddamn right,” she insisted. “I have skills. I know self-defense.”

      He twitched those full lips again. “Sure. You could probably teach Lady Sif a thing or two.”

      His reference to the Asgardian warrior pulled a surprised laugh from her. “You did get the reference.”

      That earned her another nonverbal response along the lines of Well, obviously. She shook her head and had started to pivot away when the rough velvet of his voice stopped her.

      “I’m curious.”

      She turned back to find his head cocked in her direction.

      “Your self-defense style. Is it mostly shin-kicking and yelling ‘fuck you’ from a distance?”

      Heat coursed through her as his gaze moved across her face, both from her anger at his suggestion and her awareness of how well he wore that smirk on his lips. She was so caught off guard by her reaction that for once she couldn’t find the words for a comeback.

      He shrugged and crammed those damn earbuds back into his ears. “It’d scare me off anyway.” Then he closed his eyes and had the audacity to ignore her for the rest of the trip.
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      A persistent ring pulled Josie from sleep.

      “No. Go away,” she groaned as she reached for her phone.

      It was way too early on a Saturday morning, particularly after sleep had eluded her following the previous night’s train encounter.

      Both of the train encounters.

      She slid her finger to accept the call but could only muster a moan into the speaker.

      “Where is my ring bearer?”

      The unusual note of strain in Richard’s voice sent her scrambling to untangle herself from the sheets. “No! Oh my God, I completely forgot!”

      He clucked his tongue. “You’d think this wasn’t your wedding too.”

      “Ha.”

      Her best friend Richard was getting married in two months, and she’d volunteered to help with a few final details while his fiancé was out of town. This wasn’t a great start.

      “What time was I supposed to be there?” She staggered to the bathroom, fatigue pulling at her like molasses. The reflection in the mirror startled the last of the sleep from her brain, and she poked at the straggly mess of curls.

      “Five minutes ago, so leave right now.”

      Again with the sharp tone. Something was stressing him out, which was unusual enough to make her skip her usual normal beauty routine.

      “I’ll be there, but I might not be too cute,” she warned after another glance at the mirror revealed that her pale cheeks were now accessorized with under-eye rings. Sexy.

      “Sweet potato pie, you’re always cute,” he said. “Just hurry.”

      She smacked a kiss into the phone and hung up, then raced through washing her face and brushing her teeth. She threw on the first semiclean clothes she could find and tiptoed past her roommate Finn’s shut bedroom door, behind which she was presumably sound asleep with her boyfriend.

      Once Josie was clear of the apartment, she sprinted down the stairs and burst out of the building. Thankfully, the little bakery that had been generating buzz on the Chicago wedding scene was only a few blocks from her place, so she could hoof it in her flats without any trouble.

      By the time she arrived at the Cake Shoppe, her fingers were tingling from the brisk morning air, and she was grateful she’d layered a fleece over her long-sleeved T-shirt. A bell jingled when she pushed open the door to the little shop, but the scene she encountered was anything but cheerful.

      Richard was seated at a round café table next to a grim-faced sixtysomething woman, who said peevishly, “Is this her? Finally?” The woman’s mouth tightened so much her lips disappeared in a mass of wrinkles.

      Josie’s friend stood smoothly and wrapped her into a hug, whispering, “Thank God” as he kissed her cheek. Then he guided her to the open seat in front of an array of cake slices.

      Josie flashed the woman an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry. Late night last night.”

      The woman just scowled and adjusted the headband holding her cottony white hair off her forehead. “Well, now that everyone’s finally here, we can start. I’m Dora, the owner.”

      She didn’t extend her hand for Josie to shake, but Josie hadn’t worked in marketing for five years for nothing. “Hi, Dora! I’m so thrilled to finally check out your bakery,” she enthused. “I’ve heard so much about your gorgeous cakes over the past few months!”

      Dora’s watery blue eyes flicked over Josie’s North Face fleece jacket and leggings. Damn, she’d grabbed the pair with a hole over the knee. Why hadn’t she tossed them out last week when she’d noticed the snag? Her hand fidgeted to cover the exposed patch of skin, but she forced herself to stay still and act like she’d intentionally chosen distressed athleisure wear.

      Dora sniffed. “Yes, I’m delighted that the good word is starting to get out. It’s thrilling to have the… best parts of Chicago society take notice.”

      Shit. She should’ve taken more care with her appearance before she left the apartment. In her haste to get out the door, she’d ignored the first lesson her mother had taught her as a child: dress the way you want people to treat you. But over her Spandex-clad dead body would she let Richard and Byron get anything less than stellar service because of her.

      “The best part of Chicago’s sitting right here,” she said, squeezing Richard’s elbow in its impeccably fitted suit. Thank God he was classy enough for both of them. “What flavor shall we start with?”

      Richard pointed at the cake nearest him. “With chocolate, of course.”

      “Of course.” She grinned at him and grabbed a fork.

      Some people might have trouble gorging on cake before nine in the morning, but Josie wasn’t among them. She and Richard moaned their way through the chocolate fudge ganache with a hazelnut filling, the vanilla-raspberry, and the pistachio crunch, all under Dora’s disapproving gaze.

      “Did I read that you’ve been in business for close to three decades?” Josie asked around a mouthful of Boston cream.

      Any hopes she had that talking about herself might soften Dora up were dashed when the woman simply nodded as she watched Richard lifting his next bite to his lips. Josie forked up another mouthful and tried again. “So what made you explode on the wedding scene so recently, do you think?”

      Dora sniffed and straightened the cuff of her floral-patterned sweater. “Payoff from years of hard work.” Then she lapsed back into silence, which was broken only by the scrape of Richard’s fork tines against the plain white china.

      What appalling customer-service skills. The only other human being Josie had this much trouble conversing with was her own mother—and come to think of it, the two women did seem to share a certain disdain for people in general and Josie in particular. But unlike Josie’s mother, Dora at least brought some genuinely delicious cake with her.

      “So what do you think?” Josie abandoned her attempt at conversation with Dour Dora and turned to Richard. “Byron’s going to flip for the hazelnut, no?”

      Dora looked up from the pad where she was jotting notes, a thin smile on her face. “And who’s Byron?”

      Richard’s whole body melted into besotted joy. “My fiancé. He’s out of town for the next few weeks, but we knew we needed to…”

      He trailed off when Dora stood sharply, the chair scraping against the floor.

      “Byron? He?”

      “Yes. He.” Richard’s voice was calm, but Josie felt his leg tense where it brushed against hers under the table. Her heart sank. Please don’t go where I think this is going to go.

      Dora’s eyes darted between Richard and Josie as she connected the dots. “Well. Well, that just…” Her accusing gaze landed on Josie. “You didn’t specify the couple’s names when you called to make the reservation.”

      “You didn’t ask,” she said slowly. “You just took my name and made some assumptions.” She pressed her shoulder against Richard’s in a show of solidarity. “I’m his maid of honor. Or best woman. Did we ever decide?”

      “It’s your call,” Richard said in a deceptively light tone, his deep brown eyes never wavering from Dora’s face. “Are we going to have a problem here, ma’am?”

      Dora began jerkily whisking the cake plates off the table, dumping them into the nearby bin reserved for dirty dishes.

      “Well,” she huffed. “It was bad enough when I thought…”

      Her voice trailed off as her eyes darted between Richard and Josie again, and Josie’s temper spiked for the second time in less than twelve hours. “It was bad enough when what?”

      Dora had no answer, but Josie could make an educated guess. She sucked in a deep breath. Keep it together. Don’t escalate, remember?

      Richard was doing a better job of maintaining his calm. He casually leaned his elbows on the table, pointing first to himself and then to Josie. “It was bad enough when you thought I was marrying this pretty white girl, right?”

      Dora pinched her mouth shut, but her narrowed eyes answered for her. “I think you should leave,” she blurted, circles of red burning in her powder-caked cheeks. “We won’t be able to accommodate your wedding.”

      Richard flowed to his feet and spoke in a lethally polite voice. “This is a shortsighted way for you to run a business. I’d urge you to reconsider.”

      Dora sneered. “I don’t need money from you.”

      The disdain in the woman’s voice held such a strong echo from Josie’s own childhood that her fragile grip on her temper snapped. She’d had it with bigots and bullies today, and it wasn’t even noon yet. “Do you know what year it is, lady?” She surged to her feet, almost knocking her chair to the tile floor.

      “Trouble, Dora?”

      At the sound of the deep voice, all three heads whipped to the bakery counter where a man had stepped from the back room.

      A mountain of a man. A familiar mountain of a man.

      “You!” Josie gasped, not caring that she sounded like a character in a melodrama.

      The big brute who’d rescued her on the L last night stood behind the counter, swathed in an apron, dusted with flour, and wearing those damn earbuds again. Not even a flicker of recognition registered on his face, and for a split second, Josie was crushed that she was so forgettable. But this particular moment wasn’t about her.

      “Talk some sense into your boss please,” she snapped. “Refusing to bake cakes for two men in love is vile.”

      Train guy’s stony expression didn’t budge as Richard rose and tugged his suit coat into place. “Don’t bother,” Richard said with a sniff. “I’ll serve our guests stale bread before I’ll serve them anything from here.” He linked his arm with hers and addressed Dora coldly. “You’re a dinosaur, and sooner or later a meteor’s headed your way. Enjoy extinction.”

      He steered Josie toward the exit, but before they sailed through the door, she glared over her shoulder at the man behind the counter. “Thanks a lot. Guess we had to handle this one on our own.”

      The tinkling of the bell over the door punctuated her words, and then she and Richard were on the street and hustling down the sidewalk. Once they’d turned the corner, Richard jerked to a halt, his body trembling.

      “The whole time we’ve been planning our wedding, I’ve been braced for something like that. Was expecting it even. But when it actually happens…”

      She pulled him into a hug. “Let’s go back and tear that place to the fucking ground.”

      He gave a small sob and wrapped his arms around her to squeeze back. “I wish. I wish we could.”

      He sounded so resigned that Josie’s heart ached. As awful as that scene had been for her, she couldn’t even begin to understand the pain it had caused her friend. So she kept her arms around him as his tears fell.

      Once his breathing had returned to normal, she asked, “What do you want to do now?”

      Richard exhaled hard. “Do you have time to get coffee and start researching other bakeries?”

      “Absolutely. There’s a coffee place a few blocks over.”

      They’d walked several steps before Richard sighed. “What a damn shame. That hazelnut filling was to die for.”
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      The slamming of the door echoed through the bakery as Erik Andersson pieced together the influx of information he’d absorbed in the past two minutes.

      First he’d received the shock of his life when he’d recognized the funny, smart-mouthed redhead from the L at the tasting table. Then his oh-so-helpful brain had pointed out that she looked just as good in stretchy black pants and a fleece as she did in her tight suit the night before. Then there’d been the brief, unexpected pang when he thought she was there to pick out a wedding cake with her suit-wearing fiancé. And finally, she’d started shouting, which reminded him that as hot as she was, she was exactly the kind of woman he’d tried to avoid his whole life.

      It was enough to make him long for the safety of his kitchen. But this time he couldn’t walk away. He’d avoided this discussion for too long.

      “What just happened?”

      Dora’s color was high on her round cheeks as she collected the tub of dishes and marched behind the counter. “Nothing. Nothing at all. Just a pair of look-but-don’t-buy types. I asked them to leave.”

      She brushed past him and moved to the back where she scraped the cake remains into the trash with angry motions while Erik turned over what he’d heard.

      “Dora,” he said slowly, “how often do you turn people away?”

      She didn’t meet his eyes. “Not often. Just couples who aren’t…”

      His stomach roiled as he waited for her answer.

      Finally Dora lifted her nose and announced, “If I don’t approve of someone, I don’t have to take their money. It’s my right.”

      Goddammit. This was worse than he’d thought.

      Dora had hired him as her head baker five months ago, and within a few weeks, his discomfort with her constant negativity had bloomed into full-blown loathing of her closed-mindedness about certain “people and lifestyles” as she put it. But he’d finally landed his ideal job after half a year of grunt work in some of the worst kitchens of Chicago, so he’d kept his head down and his earbuds in and did his best to ignore his boss unless she spoke directly to him. He’d told himself he could endure just about anything if she truly was as close to retirement as she swore she was when she’d hired him.

      This though? This was too fucking far. How many people had she turned away since he’d started working for her? Muttered comments were one thing, but to actually refuse to bake for someone? Dammit, he shouldn’t have spent so much time drowning her out with music. He should’ve paid better attention. Bile burned the back of his throat.

      “My business, my decisions.” She interrupted his thoughts, and when he didn’t respond, her voice sharpened. “Are we going to have a problem, Erik?”

      He lowered his brows and shook his head. Nope. No problem he couldn’t solve.

      “Good.” She pulled her ever-present notebook out of her pocket and flipped to the newest page, muttering the whole time. “My baker doesn’t say more than twenty words a day, and this morning he decides to use them all to question my business judgment.”

      Her eye roll made it clear what she thought of his opinions, and he clenched his jaw. She really didn’t know the first thing about him.

      Dora plucked a printed sheet from the counter. “Here’s today’s schedule. How are you coming with the Parker-Wilson cake? Get me a sketch for the design they requested by noon.”

      Without a smile or a thank-you, she turned and swished out of the kitchen, leaving Erik alone in the kitchen that he’d made his own. He might actively dislike his boss, but he loved this place: the spotless ovens, the industrial fridge full of creative possibilities, the shelves lined with baking staples and rarities.

      An odd, energizing melancholy swept through him. He knew what he had to do. It’d be hard as fuck, but it was the right thing. He’d been ignoring his conscience for too long, and it was finally time.

      A glance at today’s task sheet confirmed that one thing at least was going his way. He crammed the paper into the back pocket of his jeans, then slipped his apron over his head and hung it on the hook on the wall for the last time. Shoving the few personal items scattered throughout the kitchen into his backpack, he took one more look around the place that had given him his break in the big city. Then with a long sigh, he slung the bag over his shoulder and pushed through the door.

      Dora was shifting tables to prep for the next batch of tasters due in later that morning. Good luck to her with that. “Are the rest of today’s samples ready?” she asked.

      He gestured behind him to the kitchen, where he’d left a neat row of glossily iced cakes. “Done. Along with this weekend’s orders.”

      She nodded absently, not glancing up from the chairs she was nudging into precise right angles. “Good. Carla and Chuck will handle the setup.”

      He walked to the exit, more certain about his decision with each step. The dread was still there of course, but he needed to do his part to handle it, as the shouty redhead might say. “Cakes for the next two weeks are in the freezer for you to decorate.”

      That got her attention. Her head snapped up, and her mean little eyes zeroed in on his face. “What do you mean? Where are you going? I didn’t authorize vacation.”

      “I quit.” No take backs now. Those two little words were both horrifying and freeing, like that moment of suspended euphoria when you jump off a cliff but before gravity grabs your ankle and drags you to your doom.

      “What?” Dora screeched. “Not funny, Erik. Get back to the kitchen. We have people due in thirty minutes.”

      If he wasn’t all twisted into anxious knots, he might have enjoyed the utter confusion on her face when he didn’t leap to obey. Too bad for her if she was only now noticing that her baker had a mind of his own.

      “You can’t just quit like this.” She started sputtering. “It’s… it’s irresponsible. It’s unprofessional!”

      He paused with his hand on the doorknob and studied her with all the compassion she’d shown anyone different from her—which was to say none. “I’m ashamed that I stayed as long as I did.” Then he voiced a suspicion that had occurred to him more than once since he’d started working at the Cake Shoppe. “Were you ever really planning to retire and let me take over?”

      Her eyes narrowed, confirming his darkest thoughts. She’d been stringing him along, and he’d been so hungry for the promise of a safe future that he’d let it happen.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m leaving before that meteor hits.”

      Dora’s face registered a moment of blank shock before twisting in anger. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re quitting the best job you’ll ever have over… those people?”

      His jaw worked silently as he gathered the control he’d need to speak civilly. “People like my best friend, you mean? And the pastry chef who trained me?” Her face hardened with each word, but he pushed past his disgust to continue. “Or how about my favorite high school teacher? Our city’s mayor? The guy who just left here? And what about every single couple you’ve turned away that I don’t even know about? Hell yes, I’m quitting.”

      The guilt and discomfort he’d been shoving down for months came boiling out, and his rush of words still hung in the air as he pushed open the door and walked out, the tinkle of the bell clashing with the painful throb of his heart as he took his first steps into an unknown future.

      He’d made it close to three blocks before his pulse slowed and his legs stopped devouring the pavement. He’d paused in front of an empty CTA bus bench, so he sat down. Well, collapsed, more accurately. Now that he was clear of Dora, every cell in his risk-averse body was screaming in disbelief. He was alone in Chicago with no job and no prospects on the horizon.

      What the fuck had he just done?

      He slumped forward to rest his head in his hands, and for a moment he was ten years old again and being tossed around during a rootless, chaotic childhood. The acid churning in his stomach reminded him of the promise he’d made to himself all those years ago: he would never again be unsure of where he’d be sleeping that night and what he’d be doing the following day. For all her vast flaws, Dora had always provided him with that.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled slowly. Okay, it wasn’t as bad as it could be. When he’d first come to this unfamiliar city, he’d dragged himself to every restaurant and bakery in the area, forcing himself to make small talk with strangers until he’d landed the job with Dora. Finding work hadn’t killed him then, and it wouldn’t kill him now. Probably. At least he knew a few more people in the industry this time, and he had the Cake Shoppe’s recent track record to point to, assuming Dora didn’t poison his reputation all over town.

      “Fuck,” he said softly. The Cake Shoppe’s success had been the result of his unique flavors and decorative flourishes, and he was well aware of the value he brought to the kitchen. But even the thought of having to prove all that to a new boss settled heavy on his bones. He leaned back against the bench, closed his eyes, and tilted his face toward the morning sun.

      Two paths branched in front of him. One was slow and steady and safe. The other required risk and uncertainty. And he had to choose.

      If only it were a few years from now and he was in a better position to open his own shop. If he’d spent more time researching possible locations. If he were an entirely different person who had any kind of handle on marketing and publicity and all the nonbaking things it took to get a new business off the ground.

      Pointless fantasies, boy. His grandfather’s warning rang in his head so clearly the scowling man might as well be sitting on the bench next to him. And in the end, it wasn’t a choice; he’d been opting for safe ever since his mother had dropped him at Pops’s door, a scrawny kid with a dirty face and an empty belly, desperate for discipline and boundaries.

      Time to push aside his dream and make the rounds of the area bakeries again. The faster he locked down his next job, the better he’d sleep at night and the sooner he’d know what he’d be doing the next day. At least he had one lead.

      He reached into his back pocket to retrieve the crumpled paper with one crucial notation on it: Saturday, 8 a.m., followed by a phone number but no name. Shit.

      He heaved a breath, dialed, and braced himself. He hated phone calls in general, but this one was infinitely worse because the train redhead was the kind of confident, fashionable woman who left him even more tongue-tied than usual. He listened to the phone ring and willed himself not to think about the light, citrusy smell of her hair, which had lingered like a phantom the whole train ride home last night.

      “This is Josie.” The voice on the other end of the phone was crisp and professional and nothing like the confrontational tone he was expecting.

      “Is, uh, is this the redhead?” His mouth suddenly felt too full of saliva, and oh, he hated this. Talking on the phone amplified every bit of awkwardness he brought with him in all his interactions with strangers.

      At first he only heard background clatter, and then a hiss came over the line. “Listen, asshole, I don’t know who you are or how you got this number, but I’m not⁠—”

      An unexpected laugh rolled through him, taking him by surprise and loosening the tightness in his chest. He’d boarded the train last night to find a fierce little tyrant staring down a harasser with violence shining in his eyes. Of course the same woman who didn’t back down in the face of obvious danger and then yelled at her rescuer would try to start shit over the phone.

      “My God, is your default setting Fight?” With effort, he wrestled his amused surprise into submission and flattened his voice. “This is Erik Andersson from the bakery. And the L.”

      That shut her up.

      “I… okay. What do you want? And how’d you get my number?”

      He blew out a breath. “Bakery paperwork. Are you still with your friend?”

      “Yes,” she said cautiously.

      “Can we talk? I have a proposition.”

      Now she was the one huffing a short laugh. “Wow. Sure. Um, we’re at Blake’s Coffee, a few blocks away. You know it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Want to join us there?”

      No. But he needed to make this work. “See you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well. You’ll never guess who that was.” Josie raised her mug to her lips and studied Richard over the rim. The grim brackets around his mouth showed that he was still shaken by their experience with Dora the Destroyer, but he forced a smile.

      “Hot cross bun from the bakery. He wants to fall at our feet and apologize.”

      She set the mug down in astonishment. “How do you always know?”

      He grinned and slicked a hand over his tight black curls. “Context clues and a top-notch brain.”

      Josie scraped her chair closer to the table to let a man squeeze past in the cramped seating area. “I don’t actually know that he’s coming to apologize,” she warned as the guy’s overcoat sleeve dipped perilously close to her coffee. “Maybe he’s going to demand payment for the free cake we scammed. Byron better earn a bonus this month to cover our dessert bills.”

      Richard’s mouth tugged down, and Josie nudged his ankle with her Tieks-clad toe.

      “Missing him?”

      He nodded. “Wishing he could be more involved. I know he doesn’t control his travel schedule, but…”

      “Yeah.”

      Richard, Byron, Josie, and Josie’s roommate, Finn, were all in the PR/marketing biz in various capacities, but Byron was the only one whose work regularly took him out of town to meet the vendors whose accounts he managed.

      “Where is it this week?” she asked.

      “La Crosse.” Richard’s voice was so gloomy Wisconsin might as well be Siberia, so she returned to the subject that had pulled a reluctant smile from him earlier.

      “About Mr. Man Bun. Did you see those arms? I bet he could bench-press me. Maybe you and me at the same time even.” She fanned herself with a lazy hand.

      Richard’s teeth flashed, then vanished just as quickly. “Girl, he could hang one of us from each bicep and do curls. If that guy doesn’t have a thirst-trap Insta account with a billion workout ab shots, then I quit life.”

      Her fingers involuntarily twitched toward her phone to search “hot Chicago baker,” but she forced them to behave. “Too bad he’s not my type.”

      He paused with his coffee cup halfway to his lips. “Excuse me? I thought Nordic god-men were everyone’s type.”

      She reached for another sugar packet. “Big and brooding’s nice to look at, but I’m more into confidence and a three-piece suit.” She dumped the crystals into her already-sweet coffee and stirred, looking up when Richard snorted.

      “Oh yeah? And how did your last five dates with the suit-wearing ‘so-confident-it-borders-on-narcissism’ guys go?” Richard just laughed when she stirred her coffee harder. “I’m not saying date the hot baker, and anyway, you probably already scared him off. But I am saying maybe what you think is your type is really more your mom’s type, and you’re only dating them to win her approval.”

      “Hey!” Her mug hit the table with a thunk, and Richard raised his hands in surrender.

      “Ooooh, sorry. I retract. It’s your fault and your fault alone that you’re the most single girl in Chicago.”

      “Damn righ— Hey!” she said again, but he just laughed evilly and went to fetch another refill for himself.

      She twisted in her chair to call after him, “Everybody loves a man in a suit!” but her words were lost in the scream of the cappuccino machine. She exhaled a similar gust of hot, agitated air and turned back around in time to see the door swing open to admit the big blond baker. Erik, he’d said. And her eyes hadn’t deceived her during their previous two meetings. He was, to dust off a word she hadn’t had much use for previously, positively strapping. All he needed was an ax and a blue ox.

      Nope. Definitely not her type.

      Bright blue eyes swept the crowded shop and landed on her. As before, not even the tiniest flicker in his somber expression showed that he recognized her as he weaved through the packed tables with surprising grace for such a big man. When he reached the table, he stood close enough that the scent of vanilla on his skin edged out the acrid burn of coffee beans.

      “Hi.” She tipped her head up, up, up. “Do me a solid and sit down before I permanently damage my neck.”

      He complied and laced his fingers together on the
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