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      LAINEY

      

      “Lainey?” my sister Hannah calls from her office.

      I swallow a growl, keeping my gaze focused on the carefully molded fondant. I’m putting the final touches on my latest specialty cake order and my sisters know better than to interrupt me at this stage. It must be important, or Hannah wouldn’t risk my wrath. Still. “Just a sec.”

      “I have some bad news.”

      My hands freeze, hovered above the classic car shaped masterpiece for Anderson Auto’s celebration. My first fear is that my best friend Celia is cancelling her rare visit. I haven’t seen her since we opened Sprinkles on Top almost five years ago. “What is it?”

      “Mark. He’s got the flu.”

      Mark is our delivery driver. He’s dependable, flexible, and he’s never called in sick. Since we hired him a couple of years ago, I haven’t had to deliver a single cake. “You’re kidding.”

      Hannah holds the phone away from her ear, a disgusted expression on her face. “Nope, pretty sure he’s telling the truth. Wanna talk to him?”

      I shake my head, already calculating the lost minutes this delivery will cost me if I can’t con one of my sisters into taking over the task. The only silver lining is that I’ve cleared my schedule for the remainder of the weekend to show Celia around. “Tell him to feel better.”

      Ignoring the constant chorus of voices, beeping ovens, and clattering pans that surround me, I zone in on the cake. I need to finish it. Now.

      Picking up my half-full piping bag, I flick through the assortment of tiny fondant parts still waiting to be added. Only the front grillwork and the personalized license plate are left. Decorating cakes is a labor of love. I escape into designing them the way some people escape into books.

      “Wow, that looks stunning!” Eliza says in passing, no doubt on her way to the storeroom for more sprinkles.

      “Think it’ll be classy enough?” No matter how many cakes I make, or how much praise they receive, I get nervous each time a cake leaves the bakery. Today, that anxiousness is justified.

      The Andersons are the richest family in town. A big corporate empire that feels out of place amongst the friendly small-town feel. Love them or hate them though, they have a lot of influence. Turning down their order would mean a bad rap for Sprinkles on Top—that’s the power they hold over every small business in town. I’d never make a decision that would harm the bakery my sisters and I have worked so hard to build.

      So, I put aside my pride and worked my ass off to create a cake fitting of their reputation—sleek, shiny, and meticulous. Stepping back from it now, I search for imperfections. I won’t allow a single one.

      Eliza touches my arm. “If they complain about that cake, each and every one of them needs their head examined.”

      “Don’t suppose you want to be the lucky one to drop it off tonight?”

      “Sorry, I can’t. Amelia has a school concert.”

      As the day goes on, I find it’s the same with the rest of my sisters. Everyone has somewhere else to be or another commitment. I’m the only one who has a delivery today.

      I wrap up my day at the bakery and reluctantly load up the cake to make the prompt six p.m. delivery request.

      “I don’t have time for this,” I mutter, pulling into a reserved parking spot for guests near the front door. Of course, it may just be the dread of entering this giant building. My sisters and I never had a ton of money growing up. Our family got by just fine, but we were taught to be happy with the simpler things.

      Pushing the cart into the tallest building in town—we joke that the Anderson Auto corporate office is our mini skyscraper—I take a deep breath. In and out. Ten minutes tops. This building is a blatant flaunt of the Anderson empire. Everything about it is over the top, from the marble floors to the massive chandelier dangling from a crazy high ceiling.

      “Just get it over with.”

      Delivering this cake for their office party celebration is the last thing tacked onto my very full list today. At least once this is done, I can go home and prepare for Celia’s arrival. My sisters have been warned they won’t hear from me before Monday morning. There will be lots of wine, dessert, and laughter this weekend. And maybe just a little more dessert.

      I wheel the cart through the sliding glass doors, weaving my way through the vast area littered with leather chairs, and head toward the elevator. The lobby is deserted, as I was told it would be. Everyone is on the top floor waiting to celebrate some major milestone for the auto giant.

      As I wait for the elevator to descend to the first floor, I catch a glimpse of someone entering the building. Hurry up, elevator! I’m not in the mood to chat with some stranger all the way up to the party.

      The elevator dings, and I roll my cart inside. I let out a sigh of relief as the doors begin to close. It’s not that I’m antisocial. I’ve just run out of patience for this week and I’m eager to start my weekend.

      The very thought makes me smile like a fool. I can’t remember the last time I had a weekend off. The word has lost its sparkly quality.

      “Wait!” A hand reaches between the nearly closed doors, making me shriek. “Mind if I hitch a ride?” The deep timbre of his voice reaches my ears before I get a glimpse. The suit and tie I expect to see are missing. In jeans, a checkered button-up, and scruffy beard, this tall, broad-shouldered man looks lost.

      “Wh—what floor?” I clear my throat, hoping to rid it of the nervous stammer I shouldn’t have.

      “Tenth.”

      “You’re going to the party?” The words fall out before I can rein them back. They sound rude and judgmental. I never mean to come off that way, but my sisters keep me in the back for a reason. I rarely say more than three words to any customer not ordering one of my cakes.

      “I am, unfortunately.” The man leans closer, extending a hand. “I’m Mitch.”

      I stare at his hand for a few seconds and judge him yet again. Much too rough for a place like this. “Lainey,” I say, lifting my hand towards his. When our fingers graze, my pulse triples. His touch is warm and…dangerous. Yes, very dangerous. The sooner this elevator ride is over, the better.
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      MITCH

      
      I’ve been dreading this event all week, but Mother would’ve killed me if I missed it. As heir to the Anderson Auto Empire, she reminds me only every other day that my current lifestyle is only a stay of execution. My parents allowing me to work in a garage instead of at the corporate office is a favor. Nothing more.

      At least I have a beautiful woman to keep me company for a couple of minutes before I’m inundated by reminders that the clock is ticking. That soon enough, I’ll have to give up grease-stained clothes for a suit and tie. “What are you hiding under there, Lainey?” I ask with a nod at the stainless steel cover protecting a treasure on the cart.

      “Cake.” She clears her throat again, glancing at me and then away. “For the party.”

      “Sprinkles on Top?” I ask, trying to place why I’ve never seen her in the bakery before. I grab a dozen donuts or cookies for the guys at the shop at least once a week. I’d have remembered that soft blonde hair or her eyes, the color of melted chocolate.

      “Yeah.”

      I glance above the door, watching the light move from number to number. Four onto five. “You’re the legendary cake master,” I say, remembering a buddy’s wife bragging up a storm about her son’s birthday cake recently.

      “I don’t know about legendary⁠—”

      The elevator rocks and jerks.

      Lainey lunges for the cart, steadying it with both hands.

      I reach for Lainey. My arms wrap protectively around her, my head tucking against hers. It’s that or she’ll crash hard into the cart. The scent of jasmine invades my senses as the elevator finally stops. The main light goes out and a flood light takes its place.

      “Wh—what happened?” She’s shaking in my arms, her knuckles white from her death grip on the cart.

      “Elevator’s stuck,” I say with a half laugh. “This might be my fault,” I add, slowly releasing my hold on her. The absence of her warmth makes me feel empty. I shove my hands into the front pockets of my jeans to keep from reaching out for her again and lean against the wall as my eyes adjust to the red hue.

      “Your fault?” Lainey leans back against the wall opposite me, grabbing the railing. I’m unable to look away from the deep rise and fall of her tits brought on by her heavy breathing. “Do explain.”

      “I really don’t want to go to this party,” I admit. “I think the universe conspired in my favor.” I don’t add the bonus of being stuck in the elevator with a curvy goddess who’s set my pulse to warp speed. I’ve been on a dating hiatus for several months, but maybe it’s time to lift those restrictions.

      “You couldn’t have taken the stairs?”

      “Have you heard of stairs getting stuck?”

      Finally, her tense expression eases, her smile breaking through amid the red glow. “Are we just supposed to wait this out, or what?”

      I’ve never been stuck in an elevator before, but I’ve seen movies. I know we’re not supposed to jump up and down to make it move. Stuck between the seventh and eighth floor, that drop wouldn’t be pleasant. I search the panel for a call button and instead find a closed panel with an emergency phone.

      I feel Lainey’s eyes on me throughout my brief conversation with the security company. “We have to sit tight for a while,” I tell her, hanging up the phone. “Someone cut through a power line in the ground. East side of town is out of power.”

      “What?” She pushes off the wall. The panic in her widening eyes is unexpected.

      “Do you have somewhere⁠—”

      “We can’t be stuck,” Lainey says, shaking her head. She starts to pace in her cramped corner. “We can’t be stuck.” She looks at me. “Call again. You must know one of the Andersons. Surely one of them can get this fixed in two minutes flat.”

      She doesn’t recognize me. Good.

      I give a light laugh, hoping to ease her worries. It doesn’t work. “They’ll get the power fixed soon,” I reassure, though I know it might be a stretch to hope for that on a Friday night. I have no doubt Mother has
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