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  The Threat

  
  




The ovens were already breathing when Valentina Morales shoved her shoulder into the prep table and leaned her weight into the dough.

Warmth rolled out in waves, fogging the lower windows and turning the air thick with yeast and sugar. Conchas waited on cooling racks like small suns—cracked shells dusted in vanilla and cinnamon, their sweetness cutting through the bitterness of over-extracted coffee sputtering from the ancient espresso machine.

Vale punched the dough.

Not gently. Not lovingly. With intent.

Her bangles clinked sharply with each strike, metal on bone on wood, a rhythm just a little too fast. Flour puffed up around her hands and settled onto her forearms, her cheeks, the bridge of her nose. Somewhere above her head, the neon sign flickered—PANADERÍA MORALES—buzzing like an insect that refused to die.

“Stay,” she muttered to the dough, folding it over itself. “Stay together, no te pongas difícil ahora.”

The dough did not listen. It stretched, resisted. Vale growled under her breath and leaned harder, hips braced, curls slipping free of her messy bun.

From the front of the bakery came a burst of giggles.

Lucía sat cross-legged on the counter near the register, crayons scattered like confetti around her sneakers. She had commandeered the space between the tip jar and the napkin dispenser, her notebook open wide, tongue poking out in concentration.

Vale glanced up just in time to see her daughter scribble flames—bright red, aggressive—licking up the sides of a badly drawn cupcake.

“Lucía,” Vale warned, though there was no heat in it. “Why is that cupcake on fire?”

Lucía didn’t look up. “Because she’s evil.”

Vale snorted despite herself. She slapped the dough into submission and reached for the flour bin. “Who’s evil?”

Lucía finally turned the notebook around with a flourish. The title, written in thick purple marker, screamed across the page:

THE EVIL CUPCAKE QUEEN

Beneath it, a tall woman with triangle shoulders and a crown stood atop a pile of crying muffins.

Vale froze.

“Oh no,” she said slowly. “We are not doing propaganda this early.”

Lucía’s dark eyes sparkled. “Mamá, can I put real fire in the cupcakes for the bad lady?”

Vale barked a laugh and shook flour from her hands. “No arson, corazón. We fight with flour today.”

Lucía sighed dramatically and went back to coloring. “That’s what you said last time.”

The radio crackled on the shelf above the prep sink, the volume low but persistent. Vale tried to ignore it. She always did. The radio was where bad news lived.

“…continuing its aggressive expansion across Brooklyn,” the announcer droned. “Berger’s Bites announced plans to acquire three more legacy bakeries this quarter—”

Vale slammed the dough onto the table hard enough that Lucía looked up again.

“—bringing ‘modern efficiency’ to what CEO Richard Berger calls ‘underperforming sentimental businesses.’”

Vale’s jaw tightened. She reached up and knocked twice on the wooden shelf without thinking. Then, for good measure, she tossed a pinch of salt over her shoulder.

Lucía watched. “Is the Cupcake Queen on the radio?”

“No,” Vale said. “Worse. Her kingdom is.”

The front door creaked open, the bell jingling weakly as Tío Mateo shuffled in with two steaming cups of coffee balanced in one scarred hand.

“Buenos días, campeonas,” he said, setting the cups down. “Coffee strong enough to wake the dead.”

Vale inhaled deeply as she took the cup. Burnt. Bitter. Perfect.

Tío Mateo eyed the dough, then Vale’s face. “You’re kneading like it owes you money.”

“It does,” Vale said flatly.

Lucía hopped down from the counter and ran to him, nearly knocking into a rack of cooling pastries. “Tío! Look! I made the bad lady breathe fire!”

Mateo squinted at the drawing. “Ah,” he said gravely. “Accurate.”

Vale shot him a look. “Don’t encourage her.”

He winked at Lucía anyway, then leaned closer to Vale, voice dropping. “They’re coming today.”

The words slid into the room like a blade.

Vale stilled. Even the radio seemed to hesitate.

“Who,” she said carefully, “is they?”

Mateo nodded toward the door, toward the street, toward the future she’d been pretending wasn’t barreling down on them. “Berger’s people. Suits. Papers. Smiles with teeth.”

Vale wrapped her fingers around the edge of the table until her knuckles went white. The gold cross at her throat pressed cool against her skin.

“They can’t,” she said. “The lease—”

“—is late,” Mateo finished gently. “Again.”

Lucía looked between them, suddenly quiet. She reached into Vale’s apron pocket and pulled out a cookie without asking. Vale let her.

The neon sign buzzed louder, then flickered, plunging the bakery into a dimmer shade of morning.

Mateo sighed. “I’ll fix it.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“And yesterday I almost fixed it.”

He dragged a rickety ladder out from the storage nook and climbed up with the confidence of a man who had never trusted gravity. Vale watched him go, unease curling low in her gut.

“Tío,” she said. “Be careful.”

“I boxed men twice my size,” he said cheerfully, reaching for the wiring. “A sign won’t—”

The sign sparked.

Mateo yelped and jerked back, smacking his elbow on the ladder as the neon flared violently before settling into its usual stubborn flicker.

Lucía clapped. “Again!”

Mateo climbed down, shaking his hand. “Still alive,” he announced. “See? Blessing.”

Vale exhaled slowly, pressed her palm to the table, and closed her eyes for half a second.

Stay, she thought. Stay standing. Stay open. Stay ours.

Outside, Brooklyn moved on—delivery trucks rumbling past, footsteps on pavement, a future inching closer with every second.

Inside, flour hung in the air like a promise.




The bell over the door gave a tired little jingle, like it had already worked a full shift.

Then it didn’t stop.

Cold air rushed in, chasing the warmth of the ovens as the first wave of regulars poured through—voices overlapping, jackets shedding, the smell of the street dissolving into sugar and coffee.

“Vale! You open or what, we just stand here smelling heaven?”

“I told you she’d have guava today—Vale, you have guava, right?”

“Lucía, mija, you got homework or just art career now?”

The bakery filled fast, like it always did when people needed something more than bread.

Vale slid behind the counter, wiping her hands on her apron, her movements automatic even as her mind buzzed. “One at a time before I start charging for chaos,” she called out.

A chorus of laughs answered her.

The espresso machine hissed like it had something to prove. Metal trays clanked as Vale moved, pulling fresh pan dulce from the rack, the heat seeping through the thin cloth in her hand. The scent of butter and sugar deepened, richer now, wrapping around everyone like a familiar hug.

Lucía had abandoned her spot on the counter and now darted between legs, collecting orders she had no intention of remembering.

“You want coffee?” she asked an elderly man, not waiting for an answer before shouting, “Mamá, he wants coffee!”

“I didn’t say that—” the man protested weakly.

“Too late,” Vale shot back, already pouring.

The tip jar sat front and center, impossible to miss. A mason jar with a crooked lid, a piece of paper taped to it in thick, uneven crayon:

SAVE OUR BAKERY

Someone had drawn a little heart next to it. Someone else had added a dollar bill folded into a tiny triangle like it mattered more that way.

Vale tried not to look at it.

“Move, move, emergency delivery!”

Marisela burst in like a storm with hoop earrings, balancing a sack of flour on her hip and a bag of something suspiciously greasy in her other hand. The bell clanged wildly behind her.

“You planning to bake or start a food fight?” she demanded, dropping the flour onto the counter with a thud.

Vale raised a brow. “Depends. You volunteering?”

“For you? Always.” Marisela leaned in, lowering her voice just enough to make it obvious she wanted everyone to hear. “Heard the suits are coming.”

The chatter dipped—not gone, just quieter. Sharper.

Vale kept her face neutral, reaching for the scale. “Let them come.”

Marisela snorted. “Ay, mírala. Acting tough.” She grabbed a concha without asking, took a bite, and pointed at Vale with it. “You need backup, I call my cousin. He owes me a favor. Might not be legal, but—”

“No crimes,” Vale said quickly.

Lucía popped up between them. “We already said no arson.”

Marisela blinked. “You two are no fun.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mateo called from the ladder again, though he hadn’t actually gone back up yet. “I still have my boxing gloves.”

“Please don’t fight corporate America,” Vale said dryly. “We don’t have insurance for that.”

Laughter rippled through the room, but it didn’t quite reach her chest.

Her phone buzzed in her apron pocket.

Once.

Twice.

She ignored it.

“Vale,” someone called, sliding a few crumpled bills across the counter. “Put me down for two dozen for Sunday. My niece’s birthday.”

“Done,” Vale said, scribbling it into a notebook already bursting at the seams.

The phone buzzed again. Longer this time.

Marisela noticed. Of course she did. “You gonna answer that or let it explode?”

Vale sighed and pulled it out, thumb already tense before she even looked.

UNKNOWN NUMBER

Her stomach dipped.

She opened the message.

RENT OVERDUE. FINAL NOTICE. PAYMENT REQUIRED BY END OF DAY.

Below it, another message followed almost immediately.

FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL RESULT IN LEGAL ACTION.

Vale stared at the screen long enough for the words to blur.

“Mamá?”

Lucía’s voice tugged her back. Vale blinked, shoved the phone back into her pocket like it had burned her.

“Todo bien,” she said automatically. “Everything’s fine.”

Marisela didn’t buy it. Her eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t push—not here, not now.

Instead, she clapped her hands. “Okay! Everyone listen! If these corporate clowns think they’re taking this bakery, they got another thing coming.”

A few cheers went up. Someone banged a hand on a table.

“That Berger woman thinks she can just take our bakery?” a regular near the window said, shaking his head. “Like it’s nothing?”

Vale’s hands stilled for half a second on the espresso handle.

Then she looked up, eyes sharp, voice steady.

“Not while I’m breathing,” she said, locking the portafilter into place with a firm twist, “and kneading dough.”

The machine hissed in agreement.

Lucía grinned, clearly filing that line away for later use.

Outside, a delivery truck rumbled past, making the windows tremble. The neon sign flickered again, stubborn as ever.

Inside, the line kept growing.

Money slid across the counter. Coins clinked into the jar. Someone tucked in a five when they thought Vale wasn’t looking.

She saw anyway.

And for a moment—just a moment—the weight in her chest lifted.

Not gone.

Just… held.

By hands that smelled like sugar and coffee and loyalty.

Vale reached for the next order, her movements faster now, sharper.

“Next!” she called.

But her gaze flicked, just once, to the door.

Waiting.

—




The boardroom smelled like nothing.

Not clean. Not fresh. Just… empty. Air-conditioned into submission until even the faintest trace of coffee felt stale before it reached the table.

Hannah Berger stood at the head of it anyway, hands lightly braced against polished glass, eyes fixed on the projection glowing behind her.

A map of Brooklyn.

Red pins dotted across it like a quiet invasion.

“—and with the Morales acquisition,” she said, voice even, precise, “we consolidate this corridor entirely. Production costs drop by twelve percent within the first quarter. Foot traffic increases due to brand recognition and standardized—”

“Standardized,” Richard Berger repeated, leaning back in his chair with a faint creak of leather. “Good word. People like consistency.”

Hannah didn’t look at him. She clicked to the next slide.

Numbers. Charts. Clean lines that made everything feel solvable.

“Morales Panadería has been operating at a loss for eight consecutive months,” she continued. “Their lease is unstable, supplier costs are inconsistent, and their output—while high quality—is inefficient at scale.”

A beat.

“There are families involved,” she added, quieter. “Real people.”

Across the table, Greg smirked without bothering to hide it. “There are always families involved.”

Jordan, seated two chairs down, rolled their eyes so subtly it might’ve passed for a blink. They slid something across the table toward Hannah—a small, wrapped mint.

Hannah didn’t break stride. She picked it up, unwrapped it with practiced fingers, and let it dissolve on her tongue.

Cool. Controlled. Measured.

Like everything else.

Richard leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “This isn’t a charity, Hannah.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then don’t sound like you’re asking permission.” His gaze sharpened. “This isn’t a negotiation. It’s a formality.”

The word landed heavier than it should have.

Hannah’s fingers tapped once against the table before she stilled them.

On her wrist, beneath the crisp cuff of her blazer, a slim monitor blinked softly.
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She inhaled slowly, expanding her lungs until it hurt just enough to remind her she could.

“We don’t need to bulldoze every legacy business to succeed,” she said. “There’s value in integration. In preserving identity while—”

“Sentiment doesn’t scale,” Greg cut in, flipping through the printed report with exaggerated boredom. “Efficiency does.”

Jordan snorted under their breath. “God forbid people enjoy things.”

Richard ignored them both. His attention never left Hannah. “You’ve always had a soft spot for lost causes.”

Hannah’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

On the screen behind her, the Morales bakery sat pinned in red. Small. Cornered. Replaceable.

She thought of nothing.

She allowed herself nothing.

That was how this worked.

“You want results?” she said, voice sharpening just a fraction. “I’ll get them.”

Richard’s lips curved—not quite a smile. “Good.”

Silence stretched for a moment, thick and expectant.

Then—

“Meeting adjourned,” Hannah said, already reaching to shut off the projector.

The room dimmed, the glow disappearing, leaving only reflections in the glass—faces, suits, power dressed as certainty.

Chairs scraped back. Papers shuffled. The hum of quiet conversations filled the space as people filtered out.

Greg lingered just long enough to lean toward her.

“Don’t choke on this one,” he murmured. “Would hate to see the empire slip.”

Hannah didn’t look at him. “Then stop breathing so close to me,” she said coolly.

He laughed like he’d won something and walked away.

Jordan waited until the door clicked shut behind the last of them before spinning their chair around to face her fully.

“You don’t have to do this,” they said.

Hannah exhaled, long and controlled, pressing her fingertips briefly to the edge of the table.

“I do,” she replied.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Hannah finally looked at them.

For a moment, something flickered there—fatigue, maybe. Or something sharper.

Then it was gone.

“It’s already in motion,” she said. “Backing out now would be—”

“Human?”

“—strategically unsound.”

Jordan leaned back, crossing their arms. “You hate this.”

Hannah picked up her tablet, tapping through emails that had already begun piling in. “I hate inefficiency.”

“Liar.”

Hannah paused.

Just for a second.

Her fingers hovered over the screen, then dropped to her side.

“I’ll handle it,” she said quietly.

Jordan watched her, something softer slipping into their expression. “At least let me come with you.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because this doesn’t need an audience.”

Jordan raised a brow. “You think it’s not going to become one?”

Hannah didn’t answer.

Her monitor blinked again.
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Better.

Controlled.

She reached for her blazer, smoothing it down with a quick, practiced motion, every line falling perfectly into place.

Armor.

“Send me the final documents,” she said. “And cancel my afternoon calls.”

Jordan stood slowly. “You’re really going alone.”

“Yes.”

“To a place that probably throws things when threatened.”

Hannah allowed herself the faintest hint of dry humor. “I’ll try not to provoke them.”

“Too late,” Jordan muttered.

Hannah turned toward the door, heels clicking softly against the floor—sharp, measured, unyielding.

Just before she stepped out, Jordan called after her.

“Hannah.”

She paused.

“You’re allowed to walk away,” they said.

For a heartbeat, the words hung there.

Then Hannah adjusted her sleeve, straightened her spine, and opened the door.

“I don’t,” she replied.

And walked out.

—




The city didn’t care about boardrooms.

It roared anyway.

Hannah swung her leg over the motorcycle in one clean, practiced motion, heels traded for boots, blazer replaced with a fitted leather jacket that still smelled faintly of cedar and something sharper—something freer.

The engine growled to life beneath her.

Not polite. Not controlled.

Alive.

For a second, she just sat there, gloved hands resting on the handlebars, helmet tucked under her arm. The glass façade of the Berger’s Bites headquarters loomed behind her, reflecting a version of herself she recognized too well—sharp lines, perfect posture, no room for error.

Her phone buzzed.

She didn’t need to look.

She looked anyway.

RICHARD

Don’t fail me.

Hannah stared at the words until the edges of them blurred into something meaningless.

Then she slipped the phone into her pocket, pulled on her helmet, and sealed herself into silence.

The world narrowed.

Breath. Engine. Movement.

She kicked the stand up and rolled forward, easing into traffic with the kind of precision that came from needing control somewhere—anywhere.

Brooklyn unfolded around her in motion.

Honking cars pressed too close. Buses exhaled clouds of heat and impatience. Pedestrians cut across streets like they had a personal vendetta against timing. The air carried everything at once—exhaust, hot metal, street food, and, occasionally, something softer.

Bread.

Hannah noticed it every time.

A bakery two blocks down—small, crowded, a line out the door. Another on the corner, its window fogged, a woman inside laughing as she dusted powdered sugar over something golden.

She passed them all.

Faster.

The engine answered her, a low, steady vibration beneath her that felt almost like a heartbeat—strong, reliable, uncomplicated.

Unlike her own.

Her wrist monitor pulsed faintly under her sleeve.
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She adjusted her grip, loosened her shoulders, forced her breath into a rhythm that matched the road instead of fighting it.

In. Out. Steady.

A delivery truck cut in front of her without warning.

Hannah swerved smoothly, barely missing the edge of its bumper, the world tilting for half a second before snapping back into alignment.

A horn blared behind her.

She didn’t react.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t allow it.

Control wasn’t something she felt.

It was something she performed.

The GPS voice murmured directions in her ear, but she already knew where she was going. She’d studied the file. The map. The numbers.

She hadn’t expected to recognize it.

But when she turned onto a quieter street—narrower, louder in a different way—she saw it immediately.

PANADERÍA MORALES

The neon sign flickered even in daylight, stubborn and imperfect, buzzing faintly like it refused to give up the ghost. The windows were fogged from the inside, shapes moving behind them—people, motion, life.

A chalkboard sign out front leaned slightly to the left, handwritten and unapologetic:

Fresh Conchas – Still Warm

Café con Leche – Strong Enough to Fix Your Life

Hannah slowed.

Just a fraction.

Through the glass, she caught glimpses—

A woman behind the counter, moving fast, hands flying, flour dusting her hair and clothes like she’d stepped out of the work itself.

A child darting past, laughing.

An older man gesturing wildly with what looked suspiciously like a wrench.

The door opened and closed in quick bursts, the bell inside ringing constantly, like the place couldn’t contain its own energy.

It was… chaos.

Unstructured. Inefficient.

Alive.

Hannah’s fingers tightened slightly on the handlebars.

Her phone buzzed again in her pocket.

She didn’t check it this time.

Didn’t need to.

She already knew what it would say.

Deadline.

Pressure.

Expectation.

She pulled up across the street and cut the engine.

Silence rushed in too quickly.

For a moment, she just sat there, helmet still on, staring at the bakery like it might shift into something else if she waited long enough.

Something easier.

It didn’t.

A woman exited the shop, balancing a box of pastries, laughing into her phone. The smell of sugar and yeast drifted across the street, faint but persistent.

Hannah swallowed.

Her throat felt dry.

Ridiculous.

It was just a building.

Just a meeting.

Just paperwork.

She swung off the bike, boots hitting the pavement with a sharp, decisive sound. The helmet came off, her hair slightly mussed for once, a few strands slipping free as she tucked them back behind her ears.

Her fingers lingered there for a second.

Then dropped.

She straightened her jacket, smoothing invisible creases, resetting every line until she felt like herself again—or at least the version she needed to be.

Across the street, the neon sign flickered again.

A faint buzz.

Like a warning.

Or a welcome.

Hannah crossed the road.

Each step measured. Controlled.

By the time she reached the door, her expression was unreadable, her posture flawless.

Inside, the bell rang.




—




The bell rang.

Not loudly. Not dramatically.

But the sound cut through the bakery like a knife.

Conversations faltered mid-sentence. A laugh died halfway out. Even the espresso machine seemed to hesitate before releasing a final, reluctant hiss.

Hannah stepped inside.

Warmth hit her first—thick, immediate, alive. It wrapped around her like something almost physical, carrying the scent of sugar, yeast, and something citrus-bright she couldn’t name. It clung to her clothes, her hair, her skin, undoing the sterile nothingness she’d left behind.

Her boots clicked once against the worn tile.

Too sharp.

Too loud.

Every head turned.

The room was smaller than she’d expected. Closer. The walls crowded with faded family photos—birthdays, graduations, flour-smudged smiles frozen in time. A crooked cat clock ticked above the register, its eyes swinging side to side in a rhythm that suddenly felt… aware.

Watching.

Judging.

Hannah resisted the urge to adjust her jacket.

Across the room, Vale stilled.

Flour coated her hands, her apron, the front of her shirt. A streak of it cut across her cheek like war paint. Her curls had fully escaped whatever had once been containing them, framing a face that shifted—just for a second—from busy focus to something sharper.

Recognition.

Challenge.

She wiped her hands slowly on her apron, not rushing, not apologizing for the mess.

“Can I help you?” Vale asked.

Polite.

Barely.

The customers shifted, forming something that wasn’t quite a barrier but felt like one anyway. Bodies angled subtly, protectively, like instinct had taken over where logic hadn’t caught up yet.

Hannah stepped forward.

“I’m looking for Valentina Morales.”

“You found her.”

Their eyes locked.

Up close, Vale was… not what Hannah had expected.

Not just chaotic.

There was precision there too—just hidden beneath movement instead of control. Heat instead of ice.

Hannah inclined her head slightly. “Hannah Berger.”

The name landed.

A murmur rippled through the room like a low wave.

“Oh, that’s her—”

“La Cupcake Queen—”

“Shh—”

Lucía popped up from behind the counter, only her eyes and curls visible at first. She studied Hannah like she was examining a particularly suspicious insect.

Then she ducked back down.

Hannah pretended not to notice.

“I believe you’ve received our offer,” she said, her tone smooth, measured. “I’m here to discuss—”

“We’re not interested.”

Vale didn’t raise her voice.

She didn’t need to.

The words sat heavy in the space between them.

Hannah held her gaze. “The bank says otherwise.”

A flicker.

Small. Fast.

But Vale felt it.

Her chin lifted slightly. “Funny. Last I checked, this bakery wasn’t owned by a bank.”

“Your lease is in default,” Hannah replied. “Your suppliers are extending credit you can’t sustain. This isn’t personal—”

Vale laughed.

Short. Sharp. Not amused.

“Not personal?” she repeated. “You walk into my bakery, during business hours, in front of my people, and tell me it’s not personal?”

A few customers murmured agreement. Someone near the door crossed their arms.

Hannah kept her posture steady, though the room felt… closer now.

“It’s business,” she said.

“Same thing,” Vale shot back.

Behind her, Tío Mateo shifted his weight—too close to a tray balanced precariously on the edge of the counter.

It slipped.

Time slowed just enough to notice.

The metal tray tipped, sending a cascade of still-warm conchas sliding off in a soft, sugary avalanche.

Mateo lunged.

Missed.

The tray clanged against the floor with a sharp crash that made half the room flinch.

“¡Ay!” he barked. “Sabotage.”

“Sit down,” Vale said without looking at him.

“I’m fine,” he insisted, already crouching to gather pastries that absolutely should not be salvaged.

The tension cracked.

Just a little.

Lucía reappeared, peeking around the edge of the counter again. Her gaze flicked between Hannah and Vale, clearly trying to decide if this counted as the beginning of a boss battle.

A customer—older, soft-eyed—stepped forward, holding out a concha toward Hannah like a peace offering.

“Try one,” she said. “Best in Brooklyn.”

Hannah hesitated.

The room watched.

Every eye.

Every breath.

She took it.

Carefully.

“Thank you,” she said.

She didn’t eat it.

Vale noticed.

Of course she did.

“Afraid it’s not… standardized enough?” Vale asked, voice light but edged.

Hannah met her gaze. “I prefer to know exactly what I’m getting.”

Vale leaned forward slightly, resting her flour-dusted hands on the counter. “That’s your problem right there.”

The bell rang again as another customer walked in, oblivious to the tension, pausing just inside the door with a confused glance at the sudden silence.

“Uh… are you open?”

“Yes,” Vale said immediately, without breaking eye contact. “We’re always open.”

Hannah’s fingers tightened almost imperceptibly around the untouched concha.

“This doesn’t have to be adversarial,” she said. “We can preserve elements of your brand—your recipes, your aesthetic—while integrating—”

“My aesthetic?” Vale echoed, incredulous. “You think this is a mood board?”

A ripple of laughter moved through the room, sharper this time.

Hannah felt it—pressure, shifting.

Her wrist monitor pulsed faintly.

92 BPM

She ignored it.

“What I’m offering,” she said, each word precise, “is stability.”

Vale’s smile didn’t reach her eyes.

“What you’re offering,” she said, “is a takeover with better lighting.”

Silence fell again.

Heavier now.

Hannah exhaled slowly. “You can’t sustain this.”

Vale’s hands curled slightly against the counter. Flour smeared under her fingers.

“Watch me.”

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Didn’t speak.

Just stood there—heat and control, chaos and precision—balanced on a line that felt dangerously thin.

Then Hannah straightened.

“Review the documents,” she said, placing a folder on the counter between them. “I’ll give you until the end of the day.”

Vale didn’t touch it.

“Take it back,” she said.

Hannah didn’t.

Instead, she turned.

The room parted just enough to let her pass, though the air felt thicker now, heavier with something unspoken.

As she reached the door, her gaze flicked once more across the space.

The photos.

The people.

The flour in the air.

The life of it.

Then—

The tip jar.

SAVE OUR BAKERY

The letters uneven. Earnest. Real.

A few bills folded carefully inside. Coins catching the light.

Hannah paused.

Just for a second.

Her phone buzzed.

She pulled it out.

NEWS ALERT:

Local Bakery Faces Corporate Takeover – Community Rallies

Another message slid in beneath it.

RICHARD:

Don’t come back without their signature.

Hannah’s grip tightened slightly around the phone.

Behind her, she could feel Vale watching.

Waiting.

Hannah slipped the phone back into her pocket, opened the door, and stepped out into the noise of the street.

The bell rang again.

This time, no one spoke.

Inside, Vale moved to the window, wiping her hands on her apron without realizing she was doing it.

Across the street, Hannah swung onto her motorcycle, movements sharp, efficient.

The engine roared to life.

For a moment, neither of them looked away.

Then—

The bike revved.

And Hannah was gone.

Vale exhaled slowly, her reflection faint in the glass.

“Round one,” she muttered.

Above her, the cat clock ticked.

Its eyes swung.

And for just a second—

winked.
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The bakery was not meant to smell like this.

Not at four in the morning. Not when the ovens had only just begun to wake, their heat still soft and stretching. It should’ve been yeast and sugar, coffee and butter—something comforting, something familiar.

Instead—

“Why does it smell like a farm in here?” Vale muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose as another wave of chicken feed and damp straw hit her.

“Because,” Marisela said cheerfully, holding up her phone, “we brought the farm to the bakery.”

The camera light blinked red.

Then blinked again.

Then died.

“Are you kidding me?” she hissed, smacking the side of the phone. “Not now. Not now.”

Behind her, something clucked.

Loudly.

Then louder.

Then all at once, like a chorus warming up for chaos.

Crates lined the back of the bakery, stacked unevenly, shadows shifting inside them—feathers brushing against slats, beaks tapping, restless movement building with every passing second.

Vale stood in the middle of it all, hands on her hips, flour still dusting her from the batch she’d abandoned halfway through.

“This is a terrible idea,” she said.

“Too late,” Tío Mateo replied, dragging another crate through the back door with a grunt. “We’re committed.”

The crate lurched.

Something inside flapped violently.

Mateo yelped as a beak shot through the slats and pecked directly at his shoelace.

“¡Oye!” he barked, hopping back. “Respect your elders!”

Lucía giggled from where she crouched beside one of the crates, completely unbothered.

“They like you,” she said.

“They’re trying to eat me.”

“That’s affection.”

Vale pressed her lips together, fighting the smile threatening to break through. “Lucía, mi amor, maybe don’t encourage the livestock.”

Lucía ignored her, peering into the crate with intense focus. “This one looks mean,” she announced. “I’m naming her Mrs. Cupcake.”

The hen in question let out a sharp, indignant cluck, as if offended by both the name and the situation.

“Perfect,” Marisela said, still wrestling with her dead phone. “Give her a starring role.”

“I need this filmed,” she added, glancing between them. “Do you understand how viral this is going to be? This is not just sabotage—this is branding.”

Vale turned slowly. “We are not branding a chicken attack.”

“Speak for yourself,” Marisela shot back. “I already have hashtags.”

“Of course you do.”

Another crate thumped down onto the floor.

The bakery lights flickered once, then steadied—just enough to illuminate the madness properly.

Feathers drifted lazily through the air.

A hen escaped.

No one saw how.

One second the crate was closed. The next—

Flap.

A blur of white and brown shot across the floor, wings half-open, claws skidding slightly on tile.

“AY—” Mateo lunged.

Missed.

The hen darted straight for him like it had a personal vendetta, pecking aggressively at his shoelace again.

“I knew it!” he shouted, hopping backward. “This one has history with me!”

Lucía doubled over laughing. “Mrs. Cupcake chose you!”

“Take her back!” he demanded, attempting to negotiate with the bird. “We can talk about this!”

Vale stepped in, quick and practiced, scooping the hen up with both hands before it could escalate into full rebellion.

“Okay,” she said, holding it firmly against her side. “Everyone breathe.”

The hen did not breathe.

It stared at her.

Judging.

“Even the chickens think this is a bad idea,” Vale muttered.

“No,” Marisela said, finally giving up on her phone and tossing it onto the counter. “They think it’s iconic.”

Vale looked around her bakery.

At the crates.

At the feathers.

At her daughter crouched on the floor whispering secrets to poultry.

At her uncle trying to re-tie a shoelace under active attack.

At the oven quietly doing its job like nothing had changed.

She exhaled.

Slow.

Controlled.

“For Abuela,” she said softly.

The words settled differently.

Heavier. Truer.

Lucía looked up immediately. “For Abuela,” she echoed, like it was a promise.

Mateo straightened, chest puffing slightly despite the chaos. “For the legacy.”

Marisela pointed dramatically at the crates. “For the content.”

Vale snorted, shaking her head.

“Okay,” she said, setting the hen back into the crate and securing it properly this time. “We do this fast. We do this clean. No one gets hurt—”

“Except their reputation,” Marisela added.

“—and then we leave,” Vale finished, pointedly ignoring her.

Lucía tugged on her sleeve. “Mamá.”

Vale crouched down to her level. “Yeah?”

Lucía lowered her voice like she was sharing state secrets. “Are we really doing this?”

Vale held her gaze.

In the quiet space beneath the clucking, beneath the nerves, beneath the ridiculousness of it all.

“For Abuela,” she said again.

Then, softer—

“And for us.”

Lucía nodded once, solemn.

Then grinned. “Mrs. Cupcake is going to win.”

“Let’s hope not,” Vale muttered, standing back up.

Mateo clapped his hands. “Alright! Load them up!”

The back door creaked open again, cool pre-dawn air rushing in to meet the heat of the bakery. The sky outside was still dark, just barely softening at the edges.

One by one, they started moving the crates.

Heavy. Awkward. Alive.

Feathers stuck to everything—clothes, hair, skin. Straw crunched underfoot. The hens grew louder, sensing movement, sensing something coming.

The van waited outside.

Old. Slightly dented. Absolutely not designed for poultry warfare.

“Next time,” Marisela said, hauling a crate with Mateo, “we invest in better transport.”

“There is no next time,” Vale said.

Marisela grinned. “We’ll see.”

Lucía skipped alongside them, holding the door open like she was part of something grand.

Like she was.

By the time the last crate was loaded, the sun had begun to creep into the sky, pale and hesitant.

Vale stood there for a moment, hands on her hips again, staring at what they’d just done.

At what they were about to do.

She reached into her apron pocket, pulled out a cookie, and took a bite without thinking.

Sugar. Butter. Familiar.

Grounding.

“Alright,” she said, brushing crumbs from her fingers. “Let’s go start a war.”

Behind her, the neon sign flickered once.

Buzzed.

And held.


—


The kitchen gleamed.

Not a smudge. Not a crumb out of place.

Steel counters reflected the overhead lights in clean, uninterrupted lines. Mixing bowls sat nested by size. Piping bags were arranged like instruments before a performance. Even the cooling racks looked… intentional.

Hannah stood in the center of it all, sleeves rolled precisely to mid-forearm, watching a tray of cupcakes rise behind the oven glass.

Golden. Even. Predictable.

The hum of the oven filled the space—low, steady, reliable. It was the only sound for a moment.

Then—

Tap.

Tap. Tap.

Tap.

Hannah didn’t turn. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to assume something is wrong.”

Jordan froze mid-tap, fingers hovering over the stainless steel counter. “Define wrong.”

Hannah opened the oven, a wave of warm, sweet air rolling out to meet her. Vanilla. Butter. Something faintly citrus.

She leaned in just slightly, assessing.

“Something that requires your attention instead of mine,” she said.

Jordan exhaled, leaning back against the counter. “Right. Then yes. Something’s wrong.”

Hannah slid the tray out, setting it down with practiced ease. Each cupcake identical to the next—smooth domes, perfectly centered, not a single crack in sight.

“Let me guess,” she said, already reaching for the next batch. “Greg.”

“Greg,” Jordan confirmed. “And investors. Early.”

Hannah’s movements didn’t falter, but her fingers tightened slightly around the edge of the tray.

“How early?”

“Now early.”

As if summoned, the door swung open.

Greg entered first, all polished confidence and expensive cologne, followed by two men in tailored suits who looked like they evaluated everything in percentages.

“Hannah,” Greg said brightly, like this was a social call. “Hope we’re not interrupting.”

“You are,” she replied, not looking up.

One of the investors chuckled politely, as if unsure whether that had been a joke.

Greg ignored it, stepping further into the kitchen, eyes sweeping over the setup. “Thought we’d get a preview before the big reveal.”

Hannah finally turned, removing her gloves with a slow, deliberate motion.

“You’ll see everything at the opening,” she said. “As planned.”

“Of course,” Greg said. “Just eager. This location is… strategic.”

Jordan muttered something under their breath that sounded suspiciously like predatory.

Hannah shot them a brief look. Enough.

Jordan straightened immediately, expression smoothing out into something resembling professionalism.

Greg clasped his hands together. “Speaking of strategy—any updates on Morales?”

The name settled into the room like a drop in still water.

Hannah reached for a piping bag, testing the consistency of the frosting with a gentle squeeze. Smooth. Controlled.

“I’m meeting her this morning,” she said.

Greg raised a brow. “In person?”

“Yes.”

“Bold.”

“Necessary.”

Jordan pushed off the counter. “You know she’s planning something, right?”

Hannah glanced at them. “Based on what?”

“Vibes.”

“Not actionable.”

Jordan gestured vaguely. “She threw flour at a health inspector once.”

“That was—” Jordan paused, reconsidered. “—actually, that might’ve been justified.”

Greg laughed. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

Hannah met his gaze.

For a split second, something flickered—an image she couldn’t quite place. Movement. Noise. Disorder.

Then it was gone.

“She declines,” Hannah said simply. “And we proceed as scheduled.”

Greg’s smile sharpened. “Exactly.”

One of the investors stepped forward, peering at the cupcakes like they were already calculating margins. “These are… consistent.”

“Consistency is the brand,” Hannah replied.

She piped a swirl of frosting onto the first cupcake—clean, precise, identical to the vision in her head.

Then the next.

And the next.

Each one the same.

Perfect.

Jordan watched her for a moment, something unreadable in their expression.

“You’ve checked the guest list?” they asked.

“Yes.”

“Security?”

“In place.”

“Press?”

“Confirmed.”

Jordan hesitated. “And… contingency plans?”

Hannah paused.

Just briefly.

Her fingers tightened on the piping bag, pressure building slightly too much before she eased it back.

“There won’t be any need,” she said.

Jordan didn’t look convinced.

Across the room, Greg had already moved on, chatting quietly with the investors about projections and expansion, words like scalable and dominance slipping easily into the air.

Hannah tuned it out.

Focused instead on the small things.

The weight of the piping bag in her hand.

The smooth turn of her wrist.

The exact placement of each swirl.

Control.

Her wrist monitor blinked softly beneath her sleeve.

89 BPM

She adjusted her breathing automatically.

In. Out.

Steady.

“You didn’t sleep,” Jordan said quietly, stepping closer.

Hannah didn’t look at them. “I rested.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It’s sufficient.”

Jordan studied her for a moment longer, then reached into their pocket and held out something small.

A mint.

Hannah accepted it without comment, unwrapping it with precise fingers.

Cool. Sharp.

Grounding.

“Just,” Jordan said, lowering their voice, “be careful.”

Hannah swallowed the mint, the taste cutting through the sweetness in the air.

“I always am.”

Across the kitchen, Greg clapped his hands once, satisfied. “Alright, we’ll leave you to it. Don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

“You couldn’t if you tried,” Jordan muttered.

Greg smirked but didn’t rise to it. “See you at ten, Hannah.”

Hannah inclined her head slightly.

“Ten,” she echoed.

The door closed behind them, the kitchen settling back into its controlled quiet.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then—

“You really think she wouldn’t dare?” Jordan asked.

Hannah picked up another cupcake, steadying it with one hand as she piped with the other.

Her movements were flawless.

Her voice, when she answered, was just as controlled.

“No,” she said.

Jordan frowned. “That’s not what you said earlier.”

Hannah set the finished cupcake down, aligning it perfectly with the others.

“I said she wouldn’t,” she corrected.

A beat.

Then, softer—

“She might.”

The oven hummed.

The frosting gleamed.

Everything stood exactly where it should.

Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten.

Inside, nothing moved out of place.


The ribbon was the wrong shade of red.

Hannah noticed it the second she stepped into position.

Too bright. Too glossy. It clashed with the muted cream of the storefront and the carefully curated display behind the glass—rows of cupcakes arranged with surgical precision, each swirl identical, each color palette approved.

She said nothing.

Of course she didn’t.

“Smile,” Greg murmured out of the corner of his mouth.

Flash.

Flash.

Flash.

Cameras popped from every angle, the low murmur of press blending with the polite hum of invited guests—investors, influencers, people who wore interest like a performance.

Hannah held the oversized ceremonial scissors in one hand, the metal cool against her palm.

“On three,” someone called.

“One—”

Jordan shifted beside her, scanning the street like they expected something to jump out of it.

“—two—”

The air felt… off.

Hannah couldn’t explain it. Everything was in place. The timing, the crowd, the display.

Perfect.

And yet—

“—three!”

She cut.

The ribbon parted cleanly.

Applause rose instantly, practiced and loud, echoing against glass and concrete.

“Welcome,” Greg announced, stepping forward with a grin that showed too many teeth, “to the future of baking—”

A van screeched to a halt at the curb.

The sound cut through everything.

Heads turned.

Jordan’s hand stilled mid-clap.

Greg faltered, just slightly.

Hannah didn’t move.

Didn’t turn.

Not yet.

The back doors of the van swung open.

And then—

Clucking.

Loud. Immediate. Unmistakable.

The first crate hit the pavement with a heavy thud.

Then another.

Then—

Chaos.

The crates burst open like they’d been waiting for it.

Hens exploded into the street.

Feathers. Wings. Movement everywhere all at once—white and brown bodies scattering in every direction, claws scraping against concrete, wings flapping with chaotic determination.

Someone screamed.

Someone else laughed.

A camera zoomed in.

“Oh my God—are those chickens?!”

“They’re everywhere—”

“Watch your shoes—!”

One hen launched itself directly into a display table.

The cupcake tower trembled.

Tilted.

Collapsed.

Frosting smeared across glass and pavement in a pastel disaster.

Greg jumped back just in time to avoid a direct hit, only to yelp as another hen darted between his legs, pecking aggressively at his polished shoes.

“What the fuck?!” he shouted, hopping backward.

The crowd dissolved into movement—some trying to help, others trying to film, most doing both poorly.

And through it all—

Vale stepped out of the van.

Calm.

Infuriatingly calm.

Flour still dusted her clothes. Her curls were tied back this time, though already escaping. A smirk played at the edge of her mouth like she was trying not to enjoy this too much.

Lucía jumped down after her, laughing so hard she nearly tripped over her own feet.

“Mrs. Cupcake!” she shouted, pointing at a particularly aggressive hen now perched on a display stand like it owned the place.

Marisela followed, holding up her phone—now very much alive—filming everything with gleeful precision.

“Say hi to the internet!” she called.

Hannah finally turned.

Too late.

A hen flapped wildly past her shoulder—

—and landed directly on her head.

There was a moment.

A very small, very quiet moment—

Where everything stopped.

The world narrowed.

Feathers brushed against her hair. Tiny claws shifted for balance. The weight was… not insignificant.

The hen clucked.

Right above her ear.

Hannah did not move.

Across from her, Vale froze.

Then—

A laugh escaped her.

Quick. Sharp. Completely uncontrollable.

“Oh my—” she tried, failing immediately as another burst of laughter broke through.

Hannah lifted her hand slowly, deliberately, removing the hen with as much dignity as the situation allowed.

It flapped once in protest before she set it down.

It immediately ran off to join the chaos.

Hannah turned back to Vale.

Her expression was… remarkably composed.

“You did this on purpose?” she asked.

Vale spread her hands innocently, though her eyes sparkled with something dangerously close to triumph.

“Just a traditional blessing,” she said sweetly. “Welcome to Brooklyn.”

Behind her, Lucía doubled over laughing again as a hen chased Greg in increasingly aggressive circles.

“Stop filming and help!” Greg snapped at Marisela.

“Content first!” she shot back, not lowering her phone.

A man lunged for a hen and slipped, landing flat on his back with a loud thud that sent another wave of laughter through the crowd.

The press surged forward.

“This is incredible—keep rolling—”

“Is this a protest?”

“Is this performance art?”

Jordan stepped in beside Hannah, brushing feathers off her shoulder with a look that hovered between horror and admiration.

“I told you,” they said under their breath.

Hannah didn’t respond.

Her gaze stayed fixed on Vale.

On the woman standing in the middle of absolute chaos like she’d orchestrated it down to the last feather.

Her heart monitor pulsed rapidly beneath her sleeve.

102 BPM

She ignored it.

“What exactly,” Hannah said, voice calm in a way that felt almost dangerous, “is the purpose of this… blessing?”

Vale stepped closer, lowering her voice just enough that it felt like a conversation instead of a performance.

“Protection,” she said. “From bad energy.”

A hen flapped between them, scattering feathers like punctuation.

Vale didn’t break eye contact.

“From corporate greed,” she added.

Hannah’s jaw tightened.

Behind them, another crash echoed as the last of the cupcake display gave up entirely under the assault of wings and claws.

Greg groaned. “This is a disaster.”

“No,” Marisela called out, still filming, “this is viral.”

As if summoned, phones began buzzing across the crowd.

Notifications. Alerts. Messages.

Someone held up their screen. “It’s already trending—”

“#BakeryWars—”

“Look at this angle—oh my God—”

Lucía ran up to Vale, breathless with excitement. “Mamá, we’re famous!”

Vale crouched slightly, brushing a stray feather from Lucía’s hair. “That was not the goal.”

“But it’s a good bonus,” Marisela added.

Vale didn’t deny it.

Hannah watched the scene unfold—control slipping, dissolving, turning into something loud and unpredictable and utterly out of her hands.

And for a split second—

Something flickered.

Not anger.

Not yet.

Something else.

Then it was gone.

She straightened.

“Enjoy your moment,” she said to Vale, voice cool again, precise. “It won’t last.”

Vale smiled.

Slow. Certain.

“We’ll see.”

Another camera flash went off between them, capturing the moment—flour and feathers, control and chaos, two women standing in the center of something neither of them could walk away from now.


The smell hit first.

Not the sweet, curated vanilla that had been carefully piped into existence an hour ago—but something sharper, messier. Feathers. Feed. A faint, unmistakable note of chicken that clung stubbornly to the air no matter how many doors were propped open.

And underneath it—

Sugar.

Victory.

Vale leaned against the side of the van, breathing hard, watching the chaos settle into something new.

Not calm.

Never calm.

But direction.

Phones were out everywhere now. Screens lit up, fingers scrolling, tapping, replaying.

“Play it again—no, the part where it lands on her head—”

“Oh my God, zoom in—zoom in—”

“Tag me in that—”

Marisela stood in the center of it all, holding her phone like a trophy. “I told you,” she said, grinning so wide it looked painful. “Iconic.”

She shoved the screen toward Vale.

The video was shaky, loud, perfect.

Hens pouring out of crates.

People screaming, laughing.

Greg jumping like his life depended on it.

And then—

Hannah.

Still. Composed.

A chicken perched on her head like a crown she did not ask for.

Vale watched herself in the frame—heard her own laugh burst out, bright and uncontrollable.

She looked… alive.

“Stop,” she said, but she didn’t sound like she meant it.

Marisela cackled. “Too late. It’s everywhere.”

As if on cue, Vale’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

Then again.

Then again.

She pulled it out.

Notifications flooded the screen—messages, tags, missed calls, orders.

NEW ORDER REQUEST – 3 DOZEN CONCHAS

INQUIRY – EVENT CATERING

UNKNOWN NUMBER – CALLING…

Another message popped up over everything else.

LOCAL NEWS:

Bakery Wars Erupt in Brooklyn – Community Chooses Sides

Lucía bounced up beside her, practically vibrating with excitement. “Mamá, look! They’re saying your name!”

“I didn’t ask for that,” Vale muttered, though her thumb hovered over the video, replaying it once more.

Just once.

“Mrs. Cupcake is famous too,” Lucía added proudly, pointing at a frame where the particularly aggressive hen had claimed a display stand like a throne.

“Of course she is.”

Behind them, the grand opening had devolved into something between cleanup operation and spectacle.

Employees chased hens with increasingly desperate coordination. Someone had brought out a box, attempting to herd them back inside with limited success. Feathers stuck to everything—hair, jackets, the remnants of what had once been a pristine display.

Greg stood off to the side, phone pressed to his ear, his
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