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      Multiple award-winning and bestselling authors Kat & Stone Bastion share steamy Christmas romances from three different genres in one special collection. All have been loved as standalones by new readers of their books. The Bastions hope you enjoy the stories together in Tinsel, Sand & Snow.
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      As the holiday season approaches in this fourth book in the No Weddings Series, Cade Michaelson strives to be better at balancing work and love, and Hannah Martin’s growing ability to trust is put to the test.

      

      Lust and friendship brought us together, but with the increasing demands of my two businesses, Hannah’s thriving bakery, and our successful event-planning company, stability becomes my focus. Then a once-in-a-lifetime career opportunity takes me to the West Coast, and everything goes into a tailspin.

      

      Laughter, love, and excitement fill our lives, but Cade refuses to settle into the wonderful bliss we’ve found—he wants spectacular fireworks and an unshakable foundation. Driven like no one I’ve ever met, Cade insists a dream job across the country will be better for our future together, but I worry about whether we can survive the present apart.

      

      When intimate time diminishes…and lives get more hectic…

      

      Will a little bit of faith be all that it takes? Or will the sacrifice to get there be too great?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the wanderers…

        May you always find home.
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            WEARY TRAVELER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cade…

      

      

      Passengers rushed by in the Philly airport, but they faded into my peripheral. The sounds in the terminal? Background noise. The T-shirt stuck to my chest on the hot mid-September afternoon. Didn’t care.

      My only focus—Hannah.

      And once I strode through the security barriers, there she stood.

      Gorgeous.

      Dark brown hair was pulled up into a ponytail. Bright hazel-green eyes searched for me. A pale blue sundress stopped midthigh, revealing an endless stretch of toned legs. Territory I intended to explore. Get lost in. Repeatedly.

      Her gaze locked onto mine, and her lips curved into a huge smile. Just for me.

      Two quick strides later, I dropped my bag and tugged her into my arms. “Fuck, Maestro. I’ve missed you.” Five days on a business trip. Too damn long. But my new consulting business had just begun to take off and Blake Fisher had become a dream client.

      Her arms slid around my back, and she clung tightly. Soft lips pressed into my neck, and as she dragged them up, she inhaled slowly.

      “Did you just smell me?”

      “Mmm-hmm. You smell amazing, spicy, male.”

      “Glad you like my sweat.” Didn’t blame her, though. I wanted to breathe her in. I buried my nose just above her ear, taking an addictive hit on a deep breath. “Don’t ever change your shampoo.” Coconut-mango, she’d once said. I wanted to roll around in it—in her.

      A crowd of noisy kids split around us. None of the chaos fazed her as she pulled away, expression fierce. “Never. And I missed you too.” Her gaze dropped to my mouth. A beat later, she lunged upward. Her lips crashed onto mine, soft, sweet.

      I kissed her. Easy, at first. Then harder. When I gripped her tighter, she leaned further against me. Her hands shot into my hair, pulling at the roots as my tongue tangled with hers. With a low moan, she tugged my lower lip between her teeth, then sucked on it.

      Want shot straight to blinding need, zero to sixty. But I held back, dimly aware the authorities frowned upon standing sex in the middle of an airport terminal.

      A couple of minutes later, breathless from nearly mauling each other, I lowered my forehead to hers. “Seriously, I need a shower. I have stale airplane all over me.”

      Her tone lowered, sexy. “You need me all over you.”

      Better images snapped into my mind than us fully clothed and groping. Her naked. Straddling me. “Yeah, I do. Love that dirty mind of yours.” I eased back and blew out a hard breath. “Let’s get outta here before we get arrested.”

      Her lips curved into a sly smile as she slipped her hand into mine. “For naughty thoughts? Guilty.”

      I picked up my bag and let her lead us toward the parking garage. “No. I’m seconds away from filthy-as-fuck actions. You. Me. The nearest wall. A sturdy counter.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, and I sucked in a breath. Her expression was a mixture of all my favorite things about her: amused, innocent…naughty.

      I dropped her a heated look. “Parking garage is becoming a real possibility.”

      She stopped at the doors that led outside and pressed her lips together, fighting a smile. “Behave. We’ll have plenty of one-on-one time later. I promise to make the wait worth your while.”

      I gave her a hard kiss, then growled against her lips. “It always is.”

      When we got to her car, she dropped the keys into my hand. I grinned. The ’67 Mustang Fastback had been an inheritance from her grandfather, and she treasured the gift. So did I. The car had been well taken care of. Loved.

      None of her family remained. Her mom died when she was in high school. Her grandparents passed away within the last couple of years. Her dad had been MIA from before she was born.

      I was her family now—we were, my family and good friends. And new friends she’d made.

      After we made out like hormone-charged high schoolers in the car for a few more minutes, we drove out of the parking garage, through airport gridlock, then onto the expressway. And I finally began to relax.

      Thank God for the modified sound system in her car. The speakers blared the rock playlists on my phone. Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’” switched over into the grittier Nickelback’s “Gotta Get Me Some.”

      Fuck yeah, I do.

      Hannah reached for the knob and turned the volume down. “How was Miami?”

      I merged into the outgoing lanes of traffic, then glanced at her. “Muggy. Hot. Good trip, though. Blake has great potential with the portfolio he owns down there.”

      “Bars and nightclubs, right?”

      I nodded. “And a couple of five-star restaurants right on South Beach.”

      I got off the expressway and moved into the center lane, planning to go straight to her house. She pointed further ahead toward the road that led to my neighborhood. “We’re going to your house.”

      “We are?” Not what I had in mind. My plan? Naked. Shower. Her bed. Maybe a kitchen island. The floor. No dog. No roommate. No interruptions…for hours.

      She nodded. “I have a surprise for you.”

      Well, okay. She was forgiven. I could deal with a short detour.

      In front of my house, an unfamiliar dark car was parked at the curb, idling. Someone stood at my door about to knock, but he turned when we pulled into the driveway. He held insulated silver carriers in his arms.

      “Pizza?” I glanced at Hannah, then cut the engine and opened my door.

      She got out as I grabbed my bag from the backseat. “Yep. I’m not cooking tonight.”

      Hannah owned and ran a bakery, Sweet Dreams. She was also a Culinary Institute of America trained chef. And, due to a tradition we’d started when I’d patiently pursued her, she typically cooked dinner for me and my two closest friends several nights a week.

      When we reached the door, Hannah unzipped her purse while the guy rattled off the total.

      Confused, certain that pizza prices hadn’t quadrupled in the time I’d been gone, I shook my head. But Hannah didn’t bat an eyelash as she handed him seventy-five bucks, including tip. Then she grabbed my bag from me with both of her hands, and the guy shoved four pizza boxes into mine.

      “We having a party?” I scanned along the curb and down the side of the street from where we’d come, not seeing any other cars.

      She opened my unlocked front door. “Not exactly…”

      The entryway inside was dark. Hannah tossed her keys into the entry table bowl. I dropped my bag onto the floor just beyond it. Low voices murmured in the background, then two barks sounded out. Seconds later, Ava, Hannah’s and my German Shepherd pup, rounded the corner from the kitchen and greeted us. She trotted alongside Hannah as we walked toward the kitchen, but once Hannah finished rubbing her ear, Ava doubled back to me.

      “Hey, girl. Happy to see you too.” I balanced the pizza boxes in one hand and leaned down to rub her scruff. I didn’t have to bend far; she was almost seven months old, nearly full grown. Her tail beat rapidly against my thigh.

      I stood, then whistled low, assessing the kitchen. “Nice. Cabinets are finished and the counters are back on. Looks like they’re all done up here.” A couple of months ago, a pipe had burst behind the dishwasher, flooding the kitchen, living room, and basement. Our remodeling crew had been working nonstop to complete the repairs and restoration.

      “That’s not all.” She opened the door to the basement.

      Ava bounded ahead of us, and we followed her down the stairs.

      The lights were already on. In my absence, the furnishings had been brought in. Some were brand new, replacing things damaged beyond repair, others refinished and reupholstered. I set the pizzas on the bar’s granite countertop and crossed over to the refurbished pool table. “Love the color.” I ran my hand over the black felt my roommate, Mase, and I decided to lay down over the slate instead of the typical green. The carved wood frame had been sanded and stained a dark mahogany.

      “Cade!” My sister Kiki sprung up from the group seated in front of a new flat-screen TV that had Sunday night football blaring. She collided into my side with a hug.

      “Hey, sis.” I kissed the top of her head, then arched a brow at Hannah. “You don’t call this a party?” I glanced around the room. “And where are all your cars?”

      Ben, my best friend and business partner in Loading Zone, the bar we co-owned, turned from where he sat in a leather club chair. “Not when there’s football. Then it’s just game night. And we parked a few doors down. Hannah’s idea.”

      Busted, Hannah shrugged with a smirk before Kiki tugged her toward the TV area. My other two sisters, Kendall, the baby girl but two years ahead of me, and Kristen, the oldest, sat on our old sectional, which had been refurbished back into a healthy black leather.

      Mase got up from a side chair and headed toward the food. “A party has balloons. Music. Cake.”

      I shoved him, causing him to stumble sideways a step. “Thanks for the update, smartass.” He knew we were party experts with the successful event-planning company my sisters and I ran: Invitation Only.

      He gave me a mocking smile. “Anytime. You need business advice, I’m your guy.”

      I flipped him off. Hey, I missed the crazy fucker. Had to show him some reunion love.

      Not really hungry, but needing to make sure Hannah had what she needed, I found the box with her favorite pepperoni and cheese and slid four slices onto a plate. I grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge, then made my way over to where she sat in an oversized leather chair.

      She got up, took a beer and the plate, then pushed me into the chair before sitting onto my lap. I wrapped my arms around her, mumbling into the curve of her neck. “Not sure how long I’m gonna last before that one-on-one time you promised.”

      She gave me a soft kiss. “Game’s at the beginning of the fourth quarter. Won’t be too long. But I wanted to be sure you saw the basement. Mase had Joe move everything back in earlier today.” Our contractor, Joe, had performed a miracle restoring all the damage in two months. It helped that he had the blueprints from our first remodel of the kitchen a couple of years ago, right after I’d bought the place.

      “Thanks, Maestro. Feels good to have our basement back.” I squeezed her hip, taking a look around the room that had been the most damaged in the flood. Water had rained down from the ceiling. Nearly everything down to the wall studs had to be replaced.

      She nodded toward the corner of the room, then bent down, whispering into my ear. “We may need to do a private inspection of the closet later.” I’d initially had the closet installed as a heartfelt gesture and slight joke. She and I had our first heated encounter in a church supply closet.

      I gave her a hip a gentle squeeze. “I’m beginning to like later better and better.”

      “You home for a while?” Kristen asked.

      Glancing up at her, I gave her a short nod. “Yeah. I’m home until the first.” I let out a relaxed sigh, happy to have family and friends around me, in spite of the long travel day and my need to get Hannah alone. It felt great to be home.

      I’d been gone on various business trips on and off the last couple of months. Miami had come on the heels of New York, Chicago, and Portland. To complete my consulting commitment on all of Blake’s bar and restaurant holdings, I had several dozen cities yet to go. But he hadn’t given me a time deadline, so I worked them around my other clients into a schedule that would span into December.

      Kristen grabbed the remote and turned the volume up a notch. “Good. Saturday we can meet to go over events I’ve lined up through the end of the year.”

      “I’ll put it on the calendar.” That was the other reason to pace myself. Invitation Only still needed my attention in an advisory capacity and in running some of the events. Kristen had agreed to handle most of them while I got my consulting business off the ground.

      Hannah offered me her slice of pizza. I bit off a third of it while she held it for me.

      “Good,” Hannah murmured in my ear while I chewed. “I’ve got lots of scheduling of my own to do with you.”

      Hannah was the most important reason I worked hard to keep things balanced. In the last two months while our relationship strengthened, we’d spent as much time together as we could. But after trying to handle too much a few months ago, and almost losing Hannah in the process, I made sure my schedule revolved around her every chance I had control over it.

      The game continued on. The Seahawks were playing at home. My sisters, Ben, and Mase made random commentary.

      “Look at how those pants grip that ass,” Kiki breathed, fanning herself.

      Kendall shoveled popcorn into her mouth, then mumbled around it. “Number twenty-four? Running back. Right?”

      “Nope. Eighty-four,” Kiki corrected.

      “Tight end.” Kristen’s one and only loaded comment.

      “I’ll say.” Kiki sighed.

      I groaned. “If sex talk about players doesn’t stop, I will ban all females from game night.”

      Kiki stuck her tongue out at me. Kristen fought a smile.

      I rolled my eyes. They knew I could never ban them from anything. I loved them too much. Pranks though? Fair game.

      The Seahawks won in overtime, we’d polished off the rest of the pizza, and everyone finally made their way out. We said our good-byes, then I closed the door while Mase took Ava out back.

      Impatient, I pulled Hannah into my room, shut the door, and turned around. She gave me a playful smile as she backed into the center of the room to stand beside my bed.

      I stepped forward and tugged one of her dress straps off her shoulder. A thin, black bra strap remained in place. “Off.”

      She bit her lip. “My dress?”

      Tease. I gave her a hard look. “Everything.”

      “No shower? What about stale airplane?”

      I growled. “We’re about to get very dirty. You on me now. Shower after.”

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket to put it on my desk. It vibrated in my hand, the screen lighting up with the ID of an incoming caller.

      Blake. With the excitement of seeing Hannah and my family and friends, and the distraction of the game, I’d forgotten about the report I’d promised him tonight.

      Hannah tossed her bra at me. The scrap of lace landed on my shoulder. I glanced up.

      With a wicked smile, she swiveled her hips. All she had on were her high heel sandals. Her breasts swayed, her nipples hardening.

      I swallowed hard. “I have to answer this. I’ll be quick.”

      She nodded, sat on the bed, then crawled backward into the center and sprawled out. “Fine. But with me, you better take your sweet time, Mr. Michaelson. The rest could take all night.”

      I let out a slow breath, staring hard at her, dying to touch.

      Frustrated, but dedicated to my commitments, I clicked the phone on. “Blake.”

      “Cade. How did the trip go? I didn’t see an email.”

      “Went well. I’ve got some suggestions I think you’ll be pleased with. Will tomorrow work?”

      “That would be fine. Do you have room in your schedule next week for an extra trip?”

      “Phoenix? I hadn’t planned on that until the first.”

      “No, San Francisco. At Fisher Holdings, company headquarters. Should be a quick turnaround. One night. Two if you want to relax and recharge before your return flight.”

      Hannah’s brows imperceptibly furrowed. I kept her in the forefront of my mind as I thought about next week’s calendar items: strategizing with Ben before Loading Zone’s quarterly meeting, a new client appointment regarding the possibility of a start-up, Kristen’s meeting request on Saturday. “How’s Thursday? I’ll catch an early-morning flight. Stay one night. Fly back Friday.”

      “That would be great,” Blake replied. He’d been easygoing with his requests of my time: always respectful of my other responsibilities, never coming across as demanding or entitled. “I’ll have my secretary make the flight and transportation arrangements in the morning. We’ll email you the details.”

      Hannah arched on the bed, her hand cupping a breast. Her fingers pinched a nipple and her lips parted on a gasp. Her gaze was locked onto mine.

      “Sounds good. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” I hung up and tossed the phone onto my desk.

      Her other hand trailed lower, fingers sliding through trimmed dark hair. She let out a low moan, her eyelids fluttering shut.

      “Bad girl.” I unfastened my belt.

      Eyes opening only halfway, she bit her lip, then exhaled. “Just the way you like me.”

      “True.” She was bad in all the best ways, good everywhere it counted.

      Her gaze drifted to my phone. “Plans to leave already? You just got back.”

      I stripped my shirt and jeans off. “No. No talk of plans now. Only thing on my mind—me on you.”

      Her attention shifted to the erection jutting toward her. As I approached closer and crawled over her, she licked her lips. “Not me all over you?”

      I nipped her earlobe and slid my cock through her wetness, pressing down on her. “That too.”

      A soft moan escaped her lips as I flexed my hips. She slid her hands down my back, then gripped my ass.

      “Done.” I grabbed her hips and rolled us.

      She inhaled sharply, then collapsed her upper body onto my chest as she straddled me.

      Without releasing my grip, I arched up against her. “Hot as it is to watch you touch yourself, I want to be a part of your orgasm.”

      Her breath caught as her body shuddered. Pressing her palms against my chest, she pushed herself up. Bracing her weight, she curving her pelvis as she slid over my cock. “You want me to take my pleasure…on you.”

      The tip of my cock caught at her entrance. I held my breath as she paused there, taking me into her heat only a fraction.

      My voice grew hoarse. “Fuck yeah, I do.”

      A split second later, she slammed down.

      A groan ripped from my throat as pleasure shot through me.

      I pinched my eyes shut, or I blacked out. Either way, Hannah was wrapped around me. So I was safe. Taken care of.

      Home.
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        Hannah…

      

      

      Cade had a tortured expression on his face.

      I smiled and lifted my hips, nearly pulling off of him. “You like me on top.”

      His eyes drifted open. “I love you any way you want to be. As long as you’re with me.”

      He looked beautiful, willingly pinned under my slight weight. Almost-black hair had ruffled in our play. Eyelids were half closed over darkened blue eyes. His strong jaw, shadowed with stubble, clenched.

      “I’m with you. Don’t ever doubt it.” Sometimes I wanted to pinch myself to believe it, but never once in the last couple of months had I wanted to be anywhere but in his protective arms.

      On a shaky breath, I pressed my hips down once more, but slower, while I skimmed my palms up his muscular chest, lowering my upper body over him. My lips brushed against his the moment I hit bottom again—or more accurately, when he did.

      Exhaling, I groaned at how completely he filled me. The experience was at once shocking and comfortable. Vulnerable and safe.

      His hands slid slowly up my outer thighs, then he gripped my hips, holding me down.

      When I tightened my inner muscles, his cock, hot and hard deep inside me, twitched.

      “Tease,” he growled.

      I smiled against his lips, kissing him softly. Only once he gave himself completely into our kiss did his hold on my hips relax. I began to move, slowly pulling my body up, right to the tip, then easing back down, taking him deep inside me again.

      We made slow love, one of the many ways we came together sexually. Heated meaningful looks were exchanged as our bodies reunited. Our emotional bond almost charged me more than anything physical between us.

      He gave me the reins, letting me ride him at my pace. When I stayed down on him, rocking to a rhythm that wound me tighter, he shifted his hands to my ass, clutching me hard. My breathing grew ragged. Panting turned into low moans with every exhale.

      Right when I hovered on the edge of release, Cade began thrusting hard, scattering the focus I had on an orgasm just out of reach. His gaze locked onto mine the second he stopped. His grip on my hips held me fast, rendering me immobile. I gasped for air as a tight ache coiled through me. When I thought I couldn’t bear the tension any longer, his cock twitched inside once more. He thrust deeper. And I screamed, shattering.

      On a final hard thrust, Cade came on a loud growl, his pulses mixing with the last of mine.

      After a shuddering breath, I collapsed onto him.

      Awareness filtered back into my brain in fragmented pieces. “Holy shit,” I whispered. “Did I just scream at the top of my lungs?” The details were fuzzy.

      He wrapped his arms around me. “Yep. No biggie. Mase knows we have sex.”

      Flushing hot in mortification, I slapped his chest. “But he didn’t need to hear it.”

      He cleared his throat. “Would you like me to gag you next time?”

      Giggling, I settled back against the heat of his body while he tightened his arm around my shoulder. “No. Maybe I need to be more aware. Bury my face into a pillow or something.”

      Tipping my chin up with a finger, he captured my lips, kissing me long and slow. “I love you unaware right before you come, when you come. Sexy as fuck.”

      “Mmm…” Our aftermath ebbed into a wonderful place. I felt peaceful and protected. Loved. His breathing slowed, deepening. After being separated for almost a week, I didn’t want the moment to end. Didn’t want to get up and pee. Or shower. Even though I needed to do both.

      Long minutes later, I eased away from him. He didn’t move a muscle. His jaw had slackened. With a smile I couldn’t help, I pulled his black T-shirt on. Satisfied with the hem hitting me just below midthigh, I tiptoed out into the hall.

      Light streamed out from the kitchen, and after I went to the bathroom, I took a detour before heading back to Cade’s room. Mase sat at the kitchen table, eating something in a bowl. Ava was sprawled out on the floor beside him. When I stepped into view, she lifted her head and thumped her tail in a furious beat on the floor. But with her excellent training, she didn’t move from her spot.

      I smiled and crossed the room, then bent down to rub her head. “Hey, girl.” After a moment, I stepped back and took a deep breath, looking Mase in the eye. “I…didn’t keep you up, did I?”

      From under shaggy, dark blond bangs, he pegged me with a hard stare. “What would keep me up?”

      I pressed my lips into a firm line, trying not to laugh. “If you don’t know, we don’t need to discuss it.”

      The corners of his lips twitched. “Nope. We’re good.”

      Mase was such a great guy. He treated me like a beloved sister. “Thanks again for helping to get the basement squared away now instead of next weekend.”

      “No problem. Was a great idea, actually.” He spooned what looked like cereal into his mouth.

      “Just wanted Cade to have some great news at home after being away for five days. Was his longest trip so far.” I stared at his bowl, certain I’d seen a bright-colored flash. “What are you eating?”

      “Granola and orange juice. Want some?”

      My stomach roiled. “Sounds delicious.”

      “Liar. You look like you want to puke.”

      I grinned, shaking my head. “Enjoy your gastronomical brilliance. I’m going back to bed.”

      “’Night, Hannah.”

      I padded down the hall, opened and shut Cade’s door, and stripped off his T-shirt before settling back into his side. He moved, turning toward me before caging me in his arms.

      On a contented sigh, I closed my eyes, grateful—that he’d enjoyed his surprise enough to wait until all our company had left, that he’d been blown away enough by our private homecoming to pass out cold.

      I pressed a kiss to his forehead and drifted to sleep in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Showers didn’t happen until the following morning, if you count 3:00 a.m. as morning, as opposed to middle of the night, like normal people. But I had to be at Sweet Dreams in an hour.

      To my amusement, Cade refused to let go of me this time when I tried to sneak away from his firm hold. He mumbled all the way down the hall about the insanity of having to get up.

      He ducked his head under the hot shower spray and still hadn’t opened his eyes. He also hadn’t stopped touching me. Hands, lips, and teeth had traveled across every available spot, stroking, kissing, sucking, nipping.

      When I slathered soap across his chest, his eyes opened. Mischief glittered there. “My turn.”

      I squirted a dollop onto his hand, and he made a great show of sudsing up between his palms. Then he held my gaze as he separated them and covered my breasts with the foam. He cupped them, lifting gently, then massaged slowly, pinching my nipples each time he made a full circle.

      I groaned, then closed my eyes as I dropped my forehead onto his chest. “Cade, I have to go into work. We don’t have time.”

      One of his hands slipped down my skin until his fingers slid between my legs. I shuddered and leaned further into him, losing my balance—and my will to resist him.

      “We always have time. How long do you shower?”

      Had he asked me a question? I couldn’t think with the way he stroked me. Hot ache and blinding need had become all I could focus on.

      He stopped moving. “Maestro, think. How long are your showers?”

      “Fifteen. Twenty.” I bit out the words, all I could manage.

      “Plenty of time. I’ll have you clean and satisfied in twenty.”

      After that, I lost track of time. The fingers of his one hand pinched and teased my nipple. The other, stroked me on a vertical ascent to ecstasy. When my breath caught, my orgasm edging into reach, he suddenly turned me around, bent me over, and thrust into me.

      I gasped for air.

      His fingers returned to my clit, rubbing in fast determined circles, while he pulled back and thrust deep in a pounding rhythm. Ache fired into searing pain seconds before waves of pleasure rippled through me. My scream tore out before I could stop it, echoing on the tiles surrounding us.

      Cade tightened his grip on my hips, increased his pace, and came hard on a growl right after me. His upper body slowly molded to my back, his hot skin warming me far better than the shower spray. After several labored breaths, he folded his arms under me, pulled me up, and gently turned me.

      Before I could process thought, he embraced me and captured my lips in a hard, insistent kiss. But then his lips softened, exploring, teasing. While I still struggled to catch my breath, he kept me in his arms, reached around for the soap, and squirted some out.

      Without ever breaking complete skin-to-skin contact, he soaped my entire body, every crevice, nook, and cranny. He even lifted each foot and slid a soapy finger between each toe.

      After an intense sexual experience I hadn’t expected, he ministered to me in the most intimate way. It touched my heart, the amount of tenderness he showed in caring for me.

      He stood, then gently urged me into the spray before rinsing every last soap bubble from my body. Relaxed to a level I couldn’t remember in recent history, I turned back toward him, tilting my face up. My gaze met his.

      So much emotion shone back at me. “I love you, Hannah.”

      He’d said the words before. They weren’t necessary now. But after missing him badly for days, the passion behind them burned through me.

      “I love you,” I whispered. And I did. With all my heart.

      Days gone at a time didn’t matter. Absence only intensified what I felt for him.

      But the longing for him until he returned? That was the hardest part.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m walking you out,” Cade muttered.

      “No, you’re not. Don’t be silly.” I ran my hands up his still-damp chest. Thin black pants clung to his hips—all he’d put on. I pressed a kiss over where his heart beat, then pulled back and tugged on one of my clean T-shirts over my bra. From the drawer he’d given to me for sleepovers, I grabbed a pair of tan cotton shorts and quickly pulled them on, then zipped and buttoned them. I snagged a pair of white socks and closed the drawer. “You’re half asleep and sunrise won’t happen for a few hours. Go back to bed.”

      When I turned, he swayed on his feet, and I pushed him backward. He gripped my hips, yanking me with him. “Tuck me in, then. Read me a bedtime story.”

      I landed on him, straddling his hips. I smiled but shook my head. “No stories. I have a suspicion they’ll take a sudden turn toward pornographic. Then I’ll never get to work.”

      With care, I shifted my weight to one knee and spun off of him. I perched on the edge of the bed and pulled my socks on.

      After stretching out lengthwise on the bed, he handed me one running shoe, waited until I’d laced it up, then gave me the other.

      “So, Blake called you away again?” His telephone conversation from last night pinged back into my brain.

      “Yeah.” He yawned. “San Francisco.”

      The sheet had tangled beneath his legs. I tugged it free, then pulled it up over his legs and chest. “Only one night?”

      He held my gaze with half-lidded eyes. “Only one. Gotta get back to my girl.”

      I smiled. “I like that.”

      “Hey, you tucked me in.”

      “How about that?” I brushed a rogue lock of hair off his forehead. “If you’re good today, I’ll even read you a story tonight.”

      His eyes widened, darkening. “Promise?”

      I gave him a soft kiss. “Only if you’re good.”

      As his eyes drifted shut, he murmured. “I’ll be good at everything possible…”

      The last words were barely breathed out. I pressed a kiss to his temple, then grabbed my purse, turned off his light, and slipped out the door, closing it behind me.

      By 8:00 a.m., a legion of cupcakes had been created. My two dedicated employees, Chloe and Daniel, were masterful in keeping up with our growing orders. And scurrying between countertops in the middle of a sea of colorful iced cupcakes we’d just finished, they made me proud.

      Chloe began loading the first transfer board with maple glazed chocolate pecan cupcakes. “You know, we’re going to need to hire someone else. Soon.”

      Daniel stepped away from the baking area and pulled his hairnet off, setting his inky black Mohawk free. “Two. Two more employees.” He skimmed a hand from front to back, to get his hair to stand more upright.

      “Great. Can you find two exactly like you? Then will you interview, hire, and train them?”

      “Now, there’s a thought. Anyone who survives the interview without staring at Chloe’s assets or my metal makes it to the final round.”

      I huffed out a laugh. “We could sell tickets.”

      Daniel referred to Chloe’s well-endowed rack and his piercings. Both of my employees were attractive college-aged kids who expressed their uniqueness on the outside. Chloe accented her fire-red hair with makeup and outfits which swung either Goth or rockabilly, depending on her mood. Daniel, with his ears, nose, and eyebrow piercings, and tattoos that peeked out from under his shirt, dressed in what could only be described as clean-cut rocker grunge.

      And they were both quick as whips and gentle as pussycats.

      Daniel took the first transfer board from Chloe while she loaded a second with black forests. I picked up a board that I’d already loaded with classic red velvets and followed Daniel up front. Chloe trailed right behind me.

      I considered their plea for help. “You’re right. We’re almost splitting at the seams. Any new orders, and we’ll be working nights and weekends.”

      Chloe shook her head as she came around the other side of the display case and squatted down to fill in the bottom row. “No can do. I’ve got school. So does Daniel.”

      He dropped a heavy look at me. “And a life beyond cupcakes.”

      Point taken. “Yes. I’ll put an ad out this afternoon.”

      Chloe stood, set the transfer board on the top of the case, then dusted off her hands. “Would it be okay if we sat in on the interviews? I know you were joking about us hiring, but I’d love to make sure all our personalities click.”

      Daniel gave a short nod, agreeing.

      “Absolutely. Check your schedules and let me know when you can do it either first thing on a Saturday or a Tuesday or Thursday late in the afternoon.” Those were the times our shop slowed with walk-in traffic.

      The door opened, jarring the small bell above it. In walked two beautiful women about my age. Both wore chic suits, the willowy pale blonde in charcoal with a frayed black-and-pink tweed trim, the curvy brunette had on a burgundy jacket over a pencil houndstooth skirt. The blonde had long, straight hair, sleeked back into a wide barrette. The brunette had a shorter pixie cut, the longer locks on top purposefully tousled wild.

      The brunette’s eyes widened the moment she saw me behind the counter. “Hannah!”

      “Elyse!” I rounded the corner for the near-tackle hug I knew was coming so she didn’t take down Daniel and Chloe with me. I opened my arms wide, and we collided into a sideways embrace. Elyse was a title company sales rep and one of our regular customers. She’d also become an incredible walking billboard, networking our name out to everyone who fogged a mirror.

      “Hey, Elyse.” Daniel and Chloe said in near unison.

      “Hi, guys! This is my new trainee, Kylie. I’ve taken her under my wing to learn the ropes. This is Hannah” —she gave me a squeeze— “Daniel and Chloe.”

      Daniel gave a short nod. “I’ve got your order boxed and ready in the back.” He disappeared to get the three boxes Elyse picked up every third Monday of the month for the real estate luncheon her company sponsored.

      Elyse turned away from me, set her purse on the counter, and pulled out her credit card while Chloe rang her up. “Kylie’s territory will be northeastern Philly. Mine’s southeastern. But we each have an office near Glenhaven, so she’ll be able to order here for our events too.”

      Glenhaven was our quaint suburb community, attached to the greater Philadelphia metropolitan area. We were close enough for retail conveniences, yet sprawled far enough out on the fringe to keep us away from most of the city hustle.

      I leaned toward Kylie, glancing up. Her skyscraper stilettos sent her slender body into catwalk-model territory. “You have experience in marketing?”

      With a short nod, she smiled. “They say I’m a natural. Command the room, tell them what they want to hear, they’re yours.”

      Behind us, the bell above the door tinkled again. “Sound business advice.” The low timbre of a familiar voice caressed my ears.

      Cade.

      The two girls spun around, gasping when they caught sight of him.

      My indrawn breath was slower, calming the riot of reactions my body had around him. When I turned, his focused gaze rested squarely on me. He held a tray of four coffees.

      Pulse hammering, my smile widened. Images of our early-morning shower flooded into my mind. A flash of heat speared much further south as I took a steadying breath. “Hey there, stranger.”

      Had my voice sounded breathy? Elyse and Kylie exchanged glances while Chloe printed out a credit card receipt.

      Daniel chuckled. “Hey, Cade.”

      Finally, Cade tore his loaded gaze away from me. He gave Daniel a chin up. “Hey, Daniel.”

      Cade swept his gaze across the room at all the faces staring at him. “Am I interrupting?”

      Taking the tray of coffees from him, I pulled one loose and handed it to him as I shook my head. “No. Elyse is a friend of mine, the title company rep I’ve been telling you about.”

      She extended her hand, gold bangles clanking at her wrist as she shook Cade’s. “Nice to finally meet you, Cade. This is Kylie, a new hire I’m training.”

      Chloe rounded the corner, leaning a hip against the edge of the counter. “Know of anyone else looking for a job? We’re hiring as of today. Wanted: responsible, brilliant, fun, and must love cupcakes.”

      Cade’s gaze swung back to me. “Really?”

      I stepped closer to him, grinning as his expression turned from surprise into pride. He’d been a dedicated consultant in the launch and growth of Sweet Dreams, offering invaluable advice. “Just decided this morning. It’s time. And I don’t want to face a mutiny.” When I turned, Chloe and Daniel were nodding, vigorously.

      “Nice meeting you all.” Elyse gave Kylie one of the boxes and slid her arms under the other two. “We’ve got to head out or we’ll be late for the meeting. Still doing lunch Wednesday?”

      “Yes.” I raced toward the door, but Cade beat me to it, opening it for the girls. “Lila’s at 11:00 a.m.?”

      Elyse nodded. “Sounds perfect. See you then.”

      I folded my arms across my chest, leaning into Cade’s side as we stood in the open doorway. “Great to meet you, Kylie. You should come too.”

      Kylie glanced at Elyse, who gave her a firm nod before stowing her two boxes into the backseat of her Mercedes. Kylie then handed her the one she held. “Sure. I’d like that.”

      “Great. Good luck with the new job.”

      She beamed a smile at me. “Thanks.”

      Cade let the door close. His body heat singed through my thin T-shirt. As my internal temperature rose, I glanced at the counter. Chloe and Daniel had disappeared, probably in a race to catch up on our jam-packed day.

      I nudged my hip into his solid side. “I have to go. I’m desperately needed back there.”

      A dark lock of hair fell onto his forehead when he gave a slow nod. Piercing blue eyes held mine. He pulled me into his arms, his warm strength surrounding me. “Just wanted to say ‘hi.’ Can’t stop thinking about our shower.”

      I swallowed hard as I remembered it in vivid detail. “Me either.”

      He bent down, his voice a low growl. “Make sure you get extra dirty today.”

      Fighting a smile, I leaned into him. “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “Today feels like a two-shower day.”
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      My mood soared. The wakeup soap-down started the day on a fucking spectacular note. But seeing her eyes light up when I walked into a room? Always hit me hard and deep. Kept me going for hours—days when my work demanded it.

      Hannah made me look forward to coming home.

      All the trips, carving out a career I’d been born to do, were the culmination of my life’s goals and education. Sure, work pulled me away, but it also gave me something to share with her.

      The recent months had been an adjustment. Our new relationship had been tested—trauma from her ex, meddling from mine—but we’d survived. Then we’d focused on quality time. Stability. Us against the world. Or at least, us fighting for our space within it.

      On my way to my new consulting office, I swung by Loading Zone. The bar didn’t open on Mondays, but it served as Ben’s office seven days a week; he took administrative operations to a whole new level—art-form territory. If it was daylight, he’d be there.

      I parked the Jeep that Mase and I shared beside Ben’s Escalade, then pushed through the back door. Heavy metal clanged behind me when it slammed shut, bouncing echoes off the concrete floors and rusted-metal walls. At artistic Kiki’s insistence, we’d refurbished the abandoned warehouse into an “industrial-grunge” bar. Whatever she called it, customers loved the vibe. Magazines raved. And money flowed—all that mattered.

      Odd. Silence filled the place. I stuck my head in Ben’s office. Empty.

      “Ben?”

      A grunt sounded out from up front.

      His shadowed form slumped over the counter from behind the bar. Backlighting under the liquor shelves gave off the only light in the dark room. A bottle of scotch and a shot glass stood beside his hand, but he just stared at the inch of counter space between them.

      “You okay, man?” I crossed the room. I’d never seen him so…off.

      He shoved his hand into his thick mass of black hair, messing it up further. When he glanced up at me, dark eyes pegged me. “Been better. Stacy dumped me.”

      “Ah. Sorry, man.” That explained it. Ben’s first long-term girlfriend. She’d been quiet. But then, so was he. From what I’d seen of them together, they’d gotten along fine. “What happened?”

      Finally he grabbed the scotch and poured the shot. “Want one?”

      Bracing my arms on the edge of the bar top, I shook my head. “No, thanks.”

      Without expression, he eyed the amber liquid, then slammed it back. “Seems I’m more committed to my work than to her.”

      I barked out a laugh. Couldn’t help it. “This is news to her?”

      He ran his tongue along his teeth. “Apparently. I’ve been driven all along. What she liked about me—right up until the point it took me away from her.”

      Unsure what to say, I waited. Listening worked when words failed. But when he poured a second shot and set the nearly full bottle back down, I grabbed it. “Changed my mind. I will have one with you.” The man needed backup, and I could handle one drink and still drive.

      He gave me a sharp nod and grabbed a shot glass. Then he slid it over.

      Bartender muscle memory had me pour the shot without looking, my gaze fixed on my friend. Hard to tell if he was hurt or confused. Probably some of both.

      Slowly, he straightened up from the slouch he’d been in. Gaze fierce, he narrowed his eyes at the scotch. Like the damn thing held his absolution. Then he grabbed it, raised it up, and stared at me. “To being true to who we are.”

      “Fuck, I’ll drink to that.” I raised my glass, then tossed it back with him.

      Women couldn’t change men, no matter how badly they wanted to. Or how hard they tried. Creatures of habit, we were set in our ways, down to our bones. Could we be softened around the edges? Sure. Even a dog could be housebroken.

      But Ben and I had been bitten by the business bug. Shit was addictive. Taking something from an idea to creation to success—we both excelled at it.

      Only problem? Ben hadn’t found the woman meant for him. Or he would’ve tried harder.

      Me? I’d become invested in Hannah. Balance for me was nonnegotiable.

      He sighed. “I’m good. Freedom has its perks.” Ben’s expression changed, relaxed. His double dose of scotch had already begun to take the edge off.

      I swiped the bottle from the bar top. “Yeah. Like flavor of the week.” How Ben had operated since college. Girls flocked to him with his dark, edgy look. Broody was a one-word descriptor. Mysterious, a second. Behind the quiet exterior, his mind was razor sharp.

      When I moved behind the bar and returned the bottle to its shelf, he didn’t argue. Except on rare occasions, we had an unspoken agreement not to drink our own stock. Or abuse the responsibility of being bar owners. A bigger motivator for Ben? History. Alcoholism ran in his family, had torn his parents apart. He respected the killer for what it was. And I supported him when needed. But every other time he’d drank hard liquor had been when we were partying—not when shit hit the fan.

      The universe had an odd way of balancing. While I rode my relationship high, Ben got nailed into a serious low.

      Intent on distracting Ben and accomplishing what I’d dropped by for, I grabbed both glasses and washed them in the sink on the end. “You cool with moving the quarterly meeting to next Monday?” I pulled out a clean, folded towel and upended the shot glasses on it.

      He leaned back against the bar, crossing his arms. “Week from today?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be out of town the following. Unless you want to wing one without me.”

      “No way. Loading Zone is ours. We do it together.” His entire demeanor changed. Filled with purpose, he headed back toward his office as I followed. “I’ll email the crew.”

      By crew, he meant everyone from the bartenders to the doormen, DJ to the janitor. Each one attended quarterly meetings, actually rescheduled their lives around them. Because they didn’t just work here—they profit shared. Not because they owned a piece of the company; it was simply our business model. We brought in team members and gave them a vested reason to help us succeed.

      I leaned against the doorframe, watching Ben as he flipped open his laptop on the desk. “Okay. Cool. I gotta head to the office. Need to send a report to a client and schedule the next week. You good?”

      “Yeah.” The hard stare he shot me was filled with emotion, heavy. The kind with words that didn’t need to be spoken.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. The guy was made of steel. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      The gray morning had been raindrop free, but a mineral tang hung heavy in the air. Windows down, the drive to the executive suites building took ten minutes—long enough for the cool air to clear my brain. I needed the neutral reset after the high of Hannah and low from Ben. Only way to think straight for work.

      I walked across the marble floor and nodded to the building receptionist, who sat behind her tall mahogany desk in the lobby. The newer building was only partially leased, and I saw no one else on the way up to the third floor. After a low ding, the elevator doors opened. Two steps into the hall, I stopped with a grin.

      Beyond the glass front wall of the office, the newly hired secretary slid a giant orange orchid from the center of the coffee table toward one corner. She pulled back, assessing. Then she gave it a quarter turn before she fanned out three magazines, probably the entrepreneurial ones I’d instructed her to order.

      Swallowing down my smile, I opened the door. “Looks great, Cassandra.”

      The earthy theme had been Kiki’s idea. With all the cold steel and concrete at the bar, I hadn’t argued. The leather chairs were a light brown. Prints on the side walls were ancient-looking botanical sketches. A looped beige rug sat under the seating in the reception area. Dark walnut flooring spanned everywhere else.

      “Thank you, Mr. Michaelson.”

      “Cade. Call me Cade.”

      Cassandra straightened taller beside me. Then my consulting partner, Simon, walked into view from the supply room with several manila file folders in his grip. He gave us a chin up, turned his head, and tapped the Bluetooth earpiece—universal signal for “I’m on the phone.” Without breaking stride, he disappeared down the hall and his door clicked shut.

      “Such a shame when he doesn’t talk,” Cassandra said. Breathlessly.

      I dropped a deadpan look at her.

      Oblivious, she sent a dreamy-eyed stare toward his office. “He’s British? He looks like an Arabian prince.”

      Great. My one place to escape all the female sex talkers, and I’d inadvertently hired one to fill the void. My sisters would die laughing if they had any clue.

      When Cassandra made no further comment, nor any sign of moving from her awestruck pose, I shifted around her, into her line of sight. My expression hardened.

      Her brown eyes widened.

      Good. I had her attention. “This is a place of business. I expect you to respect Simon for what he is—a top-notch financial analyst and business consultant.”

      She swallowed hard. Her expression grew stern, and she nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand. It won’t happen again.”

      I sighed, then smiled. “Cade. Yes, Cade.”

      The hint of her smile crept out, which turned her pretty face into a powerful asset. The sharp brain behind her attractive package would work to her advantage if she used them both correctly.

      “Yes, Cade.”

      “What you to do on your own time, is your affair.” I glanced down the hall, uncertain about Simon’s views on work and play. “I advise against it though. Mixing business with pleasure rarely ends well.”

      Thank fuck Hannah and I were the exception.

      “Yes, s-I mean, Cade.” She gave a final thoughtful glance down the hall. Then, as if the entire exchange hadn’t occurred, she moved behind her desk, her demeanor all business. “I have those demographics and business reports you asked me to compile on the Phoenix Metropolitan Area.”

      “Categorized by city?”

      “Yes.” She handed me the folders. “With more detail on those with the greatest projected growth.”

      “Excellent.” I took the folders from her. “Hold all my calls until after lunch. I’m heading out of town Thursday and Friday, so we’ll need to reschedule my meetings to early next week.”

      The phone began ringing as she sat at her desk. “I’ll take care of it, sir.”

      “Cade,” I muttered as I turned and headed toward my office. Sir reminded me of stiff suits. Unless the word came from Hannah’s lips, the only time it sounded appealing—for stiff in a whole other way.

      With so much work ahead of me, I closed my door and got to it, starting with the eighty-seven emails in my inbox. Some were about Invitation Only items. Most were either new leads or the dozen existing clients I’d been working on projects with. On and off all morning, I thought about Hannah but kept working through the impulse to call or text her. Didn’t want to lose my momentum. Or bother her.

      An email came in from Blake’s secretary. Flight information. Ground transportation. Glaringly missing, however, were hotel accommodations and an itinerary. I fired off an inquiry in reply.

      When I worked right through lunch, efficient Cassandra brought me back a burger and fries from her lunch hour. But since I couldn’t eat a messy burger and work worth a damn, I took a break. Wordlessly, she grabbed a beer from my wet bar and set it on a cork coaster on the corner of my desk.

      My phone already had an alert message on it from Hannah.

      I clicked into the text. Three tiny characters were there.

      
        
          
            
              
        . . .

      

      

      

      

      

      I huffed out a laugh. Hannah knew her innuendo-filled reminder would make me smile. Mission accomplished. And those three naughty little dots meant more than textual foreplay. Remembering the fun we had during my slow pursuit of her, I replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miss me, huh?

      

      

      

      

      

      No reply came through. I bit off a quarter section of burger and stared through the glass-walled conference room, out into the lobby. Nothing came into focus until I blinked my dry eyes several times. It was the longest distance I’d looked at after staring at my computer screen all morning. If I wasn’t careful on the eyestrain, I’d end up needing glasses. I grabbed my beer, took a couple of good swallows, then leaned back in my chair, letting my eyes fall shut to rest them.

      My phone buzzed on the wood desktop. I put down the bottle and swiped up my phone.

      Hannah’s reply was worth the wait.

      
        
          
            
              
        Missed you bad.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m thinking you like me bad.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        . . .

      

      

      

      

      

      I blew out a hard breath and replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck yeah, I do.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her blue typing bubble appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Busy?

      

      

      

      

      

      I nodded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Very.

      

      

      

      

      

      She replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me too. Need to skip dinner. Gotta work late tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      Not unusual. For either of us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do what you need to. We’ll fend for ourselves.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her rapid reply told me she’d already been typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Would you maybe wanna come over late tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled.

      
        
          
            
              
        No.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her reply fired through.

      
        
          
            
              
        No?

      

      

      

      

      

      I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not maybe. Definitely.

      

      

      

      

      

      A pause, then her typing bubble appeared again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Great! I’ll text you when I leave the shop.

      

      

      

      

      

      Plans tonight with Hannah gave me something to look forward to, settled me. I typed a good-bye so we could both get back to work and get our after-work plan on track.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miss you . . . more.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her reply volleyed right back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Impossible.

      

      

      

      

      

      When 7:00 p.m. rolled around, my brain stopped functioning. On the ride home I thought about what my life had become. Work and Hannah. The one, consulting, which honed my natural skills at seeing the big picture, shifting perspective, and advising on it, fulfilled a lifelong dream. The other—made the dream worth living.

      At home, Ben dropped by to eat with Mase and me. Just the three guys seemed good for Ben after his somber mood at the bar. We ate Chinese food and debated which teams would go all the way in this year’s World Series.

      Hours later, Hannah’s text pinged through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ready?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        . . .

      

      

      

      

      

      I clicked off the Ozzy marathon I’d been blaring in my room, grabbed my keys and jacket, and rode my motorcycle over to her place.

      She’d left her front door unlocked. I slipped inside and locked it. The silence surprised me. Not a light on in the place. I quietly placed my keys on her narrow entry table and took my boots off.

      I found her in her bedroom. She lay curled onto her side on top of the comforter, the mountain of decorative pillows still intact. With care not to disturb her, I moved each pillow, one by one, onto the couch in the small sitting area. A cold draft blew in from an open window above her window seat until I pulled it mostly shut.

      In full stealth mode, I climbed onto the bed and wrapped my body around hers. Instinctively, she snuggled deeper into my hold and let out a quiet sigh. Her fingers slowly opened over my forearm, held tight for a second, then relaxed.

      A burning ache filled my chest and I kissed the soft top of her ear. Seconds later, I began to doze off as peaceful thoughts filled my mind.

      The reason we spent our days apart? So we could come together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Best laid plans with Hannah would never be enough. Actions mattered.

      Tuesday night came after another challenging workday. With our busy work schedules, we hadn’t seen much of each other since that amazing shower Monday morning. And Hannah had texted she had to work late again, expecting to be busy at her shop past midnight.

      But another Hannah-less night stretching ahead?

      Fuck that.

      Scraping my chair back, I stood and grabbed my plate. “That’s it. I’m outta here.”

      Mase picked up the other half of his legendary sourdough grilled cheese. He stared at the bread and cheddar with narrowed eyes. Like if he wished hard enough, it would turn into something more extraordinary, like beef tips. “Where you going?”

      “Where do you think? If Hannah can’t break away, I’m instigating a forced work break.”

      Mase exhaled hard and stood, tossing his grilled cheese back onto his plate. “Well, hell. I’m not hanging around here. It’s like the morgue. I’m thinking Laura could use a study break.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that.” Mase’s girlfriend was busy studying for the bar exam. And Mase had been a good boy, honoring the forced seclusion she’d finally demanded—because Mase kept distracting her.

      He swiped the Jeep keys from the entry table bowl. “I don’t need luck. I’ve got more effective weapons in my arsenal.” He gave a quick waggle with his brows.

      I shook my head, snatching my bike key from the bowl. The man was in for an adventure tonight. From what I’d heard, hell hath no fury like a studying Laura interrupted.

      The ride to Hannah’s shop normally took twelve minutes on a light traffic day. I made it in nine, give or take a few seconds. After dinnertime on a slower Tuesday night, the business corridor on the way to Sweet Dreams seemed deserted as yellow street lights began to flicker on.

      I parked my bike and spotted Daniel behind the front counter, emptying the contents of the display case onto a flat board. His black Mohawk bounced when he gave me a chin-up as I opened the door.

      I glanced at the Sorry, We’re CLOSED sign. “Want me to lock this?”

      “Yeah.” Daniel straightened from behind the counter and gave me a hard look. “She know you’re coming?”

      I shook my head. “No. Thought I’d surprise her. Should I worry?”

      “We’ve removed all sharp implements from her reach and stayed out of her way most of the night. Never seen her like this.”

      Maybe I should’ve text-teased her first. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “Anytime. Good luck.” Daniel returned to loading the unbought cupcakes for the night.

      I headed back to the kitchen, remembering I’d given Mase the same well wishes.

      The first person I saw in the kitchen wasn’t Hannah, it was Chloe, her prodigy baker, with her red hair pulled into a ponytail. She focused on pulling a large bowl from under one of their mixers. Then she raced across the room with it toward a stainless steel counter that held several unfrosted cake rectangles. She nearly clipped my shoulder as she passed. “Hey, Cade.” The bowl spun as she slid it onto
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