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      Sweetie’s Latte had never looked more like a strawberry milkshake exploded inside it—and honestly, I loved it.

      Pink bunting swooped across the ceiling, heart garlands draped from shelf to shelf, and twinkle lights sparkled across the pastry case, making my cookies look more glamorous than they had any right to be. The whole place smelled like butter and vanilla and possibility. Every year, I told myself I’d tone it down for Galentine’s Day, and every year… I absolutely did not.

      I couldn’t help it. This was my favorite event of the entire year.

      “Happy Galentine’s!” I called as the first group of women stepped through the door. “Come in, come in! Grab a seat anywhere. Friendship is the theme, frosting is optional but encouraged!”

      Doris Gilbert swept in immediately afterward, holding her phone up as if she were broadcasting a presidential address.

      “We are LIVE,” she declared, “from Moon’s Landing’s most beloved café—Sweetie’s Latte! Where pastries are plentiful, community is cozy, and the owner is—oh, look, there she is now.” She swung the phone toward me. “Lindsay, wave to my followers!”

      I smiled, cheeks warming. “Hi, Doris.”

      “Don’t mind me, dear,” she said, even though everyone absolutely did. “Just narrating history. For posterity. And engagement metrics.”

      Ashley Oliva, Deputy Ben Griffin’s fiancée, arrived next, a burst of pink enthusiasm practically glowing.

      “Lindsay, this turnout is amazing!” she said, clasping her hands. “It’s so empowering! Women supporting women! Flour and power!”

      Behind her stood Deputy Maura Byrne, looking like she’d been dragged in by her badge. “I’m only here for crowd management,” she said flatly.

      Ashley nudged her. “And because you love community bonding.”

      Maura blinked once. “Define love.”

      I bit back a smile. Poor Maura. Galentine’s energy might actually smother her before the night was over.

      The bell chimed again, and Rosie Farrell sashayed in with enough perfume and glam to qualify as her own weather pattern.

      “Happy Galentine’s,” she sang, flipping her glossy hair. “Oh my goodness, the décor! It’s like Valentine’s Day and a craft store had a baby.”

      I couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or an insult, but I decided to accept it as a compliment for my own sanity.

      Stevie was behind the counter adjusting her heart-shaped glasses when she muttered, “If she knocks over one more display with those heels, I’m staging a walkout. Did you see the mess I had to clean up this morning?”

      Before Rosie could hear it, Blanche Pruitt swept through the doorway with her signature flair—coat fluttering, lipstick flawless, posture straight as a vintage Hollywood starlet.

      “Has everyone been waiting for me?” she asked, one perfectly arched eyebrow raised.

      “No,” Doris called, already typing on her phone, “but don’t worry, I’ll update my blog to reflect your belief that they were. My readers love delusion.”

      Blanche smiled coolly. “Darling, your readers love me. I’m the only interesting thing on that blog.”

      The door chimed again, and Reid Caldwell slipped in, brushing a few stray raindrops from his jacket. He caught my eye and smiled—that quiet, steady smile that always made the chaos feel a little more manageable.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” he said, settling into a corner booth with a coffee. “I’m here for moral support. And possibly leftovers.”

      “Leftovers are earned,” I called back. “You might have to judge something.”

      “I accept this burden.”

      Birdie came in just behind him, her Nikon camera at the ready: her coonhound, Butterscotch, at her side.

      “Lighting is perfect!” she said before snapping a picture of the pastry case. Butterscotch’s tail was wagging, and her nose was already sniffing for crumbs.

      “Birdie, did you get a new camera?” Blanche asked, eyeballing the DSLR she held, which looked nothing like the Rolleiflex she usually carried.

      “Oh, no, just thought I’d⁠—”

      “Don’t bore us with camera talk, Birdie,” Doris said, not looking up from her phone. “We’re here for Galentine’s Day, and I’m going to win that golden spatula. Do you know how good that will look on my mantel? The content potential alone⁠—”

      Blanche crossed her arms. “You do know that’s a plastic spatula spray-painted gold, right?”

      “It’s symbolic, Blanche. Something you’d understand if you had a brand.”

      The bell chimed again, and a quiet woman in a soft yellow cardigan stepped through the door. She paused like she wasn’t sure she should be here—until Ashley gasped.

      “Maribel?” Ashley rushed forward. “You came!”

      Maribel’s smile was small but warm. “You invited me. I thought it might be… fun.”

      Something emotional flickered between them—something old and tender—and I tucked it away for later.

      “All right, ladies!” I said, wiping my hands on my heart-pocket apron. “Find your seats! Grab an apron! Or, if you forgot one, we have loaner aprons with dancing cupcakes on them.”

      Josh waved one overhead. “In three sizes!”

      Maura eyed the apron with visible distaste. “I’d rather wear my tactical vest.”

      “Cupcakes it is,” Stevie said, already pulling one from the stack.

      Doris shuddered. “I refuse to wear an apron with a happy cupcake. It feels mocking.”

      I laughed and stepped forward, lifting the glittery basket I’d hidden behind the counter. “And before we start,” I said, “I have a very special announcement.”

      Everyone stopped. Stevie gasped. Rosie froze with a lip gloss halfway to her mouth.

      “This year,” I continued, “our Bake-Off teams will be chosen completely at random!”

      Gasps. Actual gasps. Blanche whipped around to stare at Doris like fate was about to punish her.

      “But Birdie and I had already planned⁠—”

      Doris clutched her phone dramatically. “Random? Does the universe decide my destiny tonight? Lindsay, darling, you’d better hope the universe is kind.”

      I reached in and drew the first two cards. “Team One… Stevie and I!”

      Stevie shrieked loud enough to shake the sprinkled donuts. “YES!”

      “Team Two…” I pulled the next set of cards. “Blanche and Doris!”

      There were three full seconds of silence.

      Then Doris threw her head back. “The universe has paired me with Blanche?”

      Blanche sighed with the weariness of a woman who had survived too many society luncheons. “A cosmic joke, I’m sure.”

      “Think of the content,” Doris said, already recovering. “Rivals forced to collaborate. My followers will eat this up.”

      “I am not your content, Doris.”

      “Everyone’s content, Blanche. That’s the world we live in.”

      Next card pair of cards. “Ashley and Maura!”

      Ashley clapped. Maura groaned. “I didn’t enter,” she argued. “How can I have been partnered with anyone when I didn’t enter?”

      Birdie took a picture for posterity.

      “Team Four… Birdie and Josh!”

      Josh whooped so loudly Butterscotch barked back. Birdie smiled, already anticipating the chaos.

      “And finally,” I said, drawing the remaining cards, “Team Five is… Gwen Larkin and…”

      I opened the last one. But it was blank.

      “Looks like we need a volunteer for Team Five—who wants to partner with Gwen?”

      Gwen stood near the espresso machine, clipboard already tucked under her arm, surveying the room with the kind of pleasant, assessing gaze that made me think of a director before a take. Her smile was bright. Her posture was perfect. Something about her stillness felt almost rehearsed.

      Maribel shyly lifted her hand. “I—I can.”

      Gwen’s smile tightened, just for a moment, before smoothing back into warmth. “Lovely. We’ll aim for excellence.”

      With all the teams assembled—some thrilled, some nervous, some mildly horrified—I clapped my hands.

      “Ladies, let the⁠—”

      “Ahem.” Josh cleared his throat.

      “And Josh,” I said without missing a beat, “let the Galentine’s Day Bake-Off begin!”

      From his corner booth, Reid raised his coffee cup in a silent toast.

      And with the whirl of mixers, laughter, and just a pinch of chaos… it did.
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      The moment I officially started the Galentine’s Bake-Off, Sweetie’s Latte shifted into a very specific kind of chaos—the kind that felt loud, sugary, and oddly comforting all at once.

      Mixers whirred to life. Chairs scraped back. Aprons were tied—some carefully, some… less so. Laughter bounced off the walls as teams claimed their stations, each group already convinced they had the winning recipe.

      Stevie and I slid into place behind our counter, and within seconds, she had our entire setup arranged with impressive efficiency. Bowls stacked by size. Ingredients measured and labeled. Piping bags folded neatly and lined up like soldiers.

      I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t mess around.”

      “Set life,” she said, without looking up. “If you can’t find your tools in the dark while someone’s shouting, you’re already behind.”

      I smiled. Baking with Stevie always felt like this—steady, calm, reassuring. She made even a crowded café full of competitive energy feel manageable.

      Across the room, Blanche and Doris were already arguing over who got custody of the whisk.

      “I need it,” Doris insisted, clutching the handle. “This whisk and I have a connection. I can feel it.”

      Blanche regarded her with patient disdain. “It’s a kitchen utensil, Doris. Not a soulmate.”

      “You wouldn’t understand. You’ve never bonded with your tools.”

      “I bond with results.” Blanche plucked the whisk from Doris’s hand with elegant precision. “You can bond with the spatula.”

      At the next station, Ashley bounced
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