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Flour & Fire is a cozy sapphic romance intended for mature readers. It contains themes of emotional healing, relationship conflict, and scenes of consensual intimacy.

All characters depicted in this work are consenting adults aged 18 or older.
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Chapter 1: Heat and Noise
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﻿The silence of Davis Glass Studio & Gallery was a fragile, precious thing, and Harper Davis guarded it the way other people guarded savings accounts, heirlooms, or sleeping children.

She stood in the working half of her narrow brick building with her safety goggles snug against her face and a blowpipe balanced in both hands. At the end of the pipe, molten glass glowed a dangerous orange, bright enough to paint the inside of her wrists with light. The furnace roared steadily behind her. The sound did not bother her. It was constant, predictable, almost mathematical. It was the sort of noise Harper could respect.

She turned the pipe in a slow rhythm, guiding the glass into the ribbed shape of a winter pinecone. The piece had taken three hours of gathering, shaping, reheating, and coaxing. If she moved too quickly, the glass would slump. If she hesitated, it would stiffen. Art, she had learned from years of burns and broken commissions, was not inspiration. It was discipline under heat.

Her new annealing oven hummed in the corner, older than she wanted and less reliable than she admitted to clients. The replacement model she needed sat in a catalog under her desk with a number beside it that made her stomach clench. Ten thousand dollars for stability. Ten thousand dollars for the future of Davis Glass.

On the desk beside the catalog sat three unpaid envelopes, each turned facedown as if paper could be shamed into patience. Electric. Insurance. Supplier invoice for cobalt rods and gold leaf she had ordered before admitting December sales were not going to save her on their own. Harper had never liked sentimental language about businesses having hearts, but Davis Glass did feel alive to her: the furnace lungs, the annealing oven pulse, the gallery windows eyes turned toward the street. Lately, that living thing had sounded tired.

She had inherited the studio with its tools, its debts, and its ghosts. Her father still came by on Thursdays to sharpen shears and pretend his hand did not ache in cold weather. He never said the word accident unless forced. Harper never said the word fear at all. She paid bills, checked temperatures, measured risk, and made beautiful objects people could hold up to winter light. Control had kept the studio open. Control would keep it open a little longer.

Harper exhaled and prepared to transfer the pinecone.

The wall vibrated.

Not a soft tremor. A deep bass note rolled through the shared brick like a fist against a door. Trumpets burst after it, bright and brassy, followed by a woman's voice singing along to a fast Latin pop song. The sudden rhythm climbed the metal pipe and arrived in Harper's hands. Her grip twitched.

A hairline crack raced across the glowing pinecone.

The sound it made was small, almost delicate: ping.

Then the sculpture shattered, orange fragments scattering across the metal bench like fallen stars.

Harper did not move for several seconds. She set the pipe down with great care, because care was the only thing standing between her and a spectacular loss of temper. She removed her goggles. A hot flush crawled up the back of her neck.

The space next door had been vacant for months. That morning, while Harper unlocked her gallery, she had noticed a new painted sign over the neighboring storefront: Ruby's Sweet Fire Bakery. She had also noticed the red paper flowers taped to the windows, the chalkboard promising chili-chocolate tarts, and the smell of cinnamon already attempting to colonize Main Street.

She had told herself that new businesses were good for Whispering Pines. She had told herself that a bakery might bring foot traffic past her gallery. She had told herself several reasonable things.

She had even drafted a welcome note, because Dawn had once informed her that neighborliness was a muscle and Harper's was underdeveloped. The note still lay unsigned in her desk drawer. It said Welcome to Main Street in Harper's neat black handwriting and nothing else, because everything else she tried sounded either stiff or like a legal disclaimer. Now she was grateful she had not delivered it. A welcome note would have been evidence of optimism, and optimism was embarrassing when standing over broken glass.

Now she crossed the studio, passed through the quiet front gallery where glass birds, bowls, and winter ornaments stood in lit cases, and stepped out into the cold.

The winter air should have cleared her head. Instead it delivered sugar, yeast, vanilla, and the sharper edge of caramel cooked half a breath too far. Harper walked to the next door and pushed it open.

Chaos greeted her.

The bakery was still half unpacked. Flour dusted the counter. Copper pans hung from a rack that had not yet been leveled. A portable speaker sat near the register, cheerfully committing crimes against acoustics. Behind the display case, a petite woman in a flour-smudged chef's coat danced as she wiped down the glass. Her black curls were tied back with a red bandana, and a tattoo of wheat curling through flames climbed her forearm.

She looked up and smiled as if Harper had arrived bearing flowers instead of fury.

"Hola! Welcome to Ruby's Sweet Fire. I'm Ruby. Grand opening special is two tarts for the price of one, and if you say something nice about the cinnamon rolls, I might forgive you for looking like you came to audit me."

Harper folded her hands behind her back. "I am Harper Davis. I own the glass studio next door."

Ruby's smile brightened. "The glass artist. Dawn told me about you. She said you were quiet. Very focused. Possibly allergic to fun, but I assumed that was Clover exaggerating."

"Your music just destroyed a commissioned piece."

The smile dimmed. "My music?"

"The bass is vibrating the shared wall. Your exhaust fan is adding to it. Glass work requires stable conditions. Sudden vibration during transfer can crack a piece."

Ruby reached toward the speaker and lowered the volume, though not all the way. "I'm sorry about your piece. Truly. But this is a bakery on opening day. I can't run it like a meditation retreat."

"I am not asking for meditation. I am asking for basic neighborly restraint."

"Neighborly restraint," Ruby repeated, tasting the phrase with obvious dislike. "I have three ovens, one mixer, a health inspection binder, and a line of people coming in an hour. Music keeps me moving."

"Your movement is not my responsibility."

Ruby's brows lifted. "Wow. You really do come with frost built in."

Harper took one step closer. She was taller by nearly a head, but Ruby did not retreat. If anything, the baker leaned into the challenge, brown eyes warming with sparks.

"My studio operates at temperatures that can scar bone," Harper said. "I need control. You are introducing heat, odor, and vibration into a shared structure without warning."

"Odor?" Ruby looked personally wounded. "That is cardamom, brown butter, and happiness."

"It is sensory pollution."

Ruby stared at her. Then she laughed once, sharp and incredulous. "People pay money for that pollution, Ice Queen. Maybe you should try a pastry before you declare war on joy."

"I don't eat sugar."

"Of course you don't."

"And I don't appreciate being mocked in my own workplace."

"You're in my workplace," Ruby said. "And you came in threatening my opening day because your expensive sand had a mood."

Harper's jaw tightened. "Glass is not expensive sand."

"Flour is not temporary carbohydrates either, but I can already hear you thinking it."

For one absurd second, Harper nearly smiled. Ruby had guessed too accurately. She strangled the impulse.

"Turn the music down during studio hours," Harper said. "Have your exhaust inspected for vibration. Keep the back alley clear so my deliveries can reach the furnace entrance. If this continues, I will file a complaint with the city."

Ruby crossed her arms. "And I will tell the city that the glass studio next door vents furnace heat into a building full of pastry cream and customers. We can both make clipboards, Harper."

The use of her first name landed with irritating ease.

"Consider this a final warning, Miss Alvarez."

Ruby's smile returned, smaller and far more dangerous. "Consider this a welcome-to-the-block tart you refused to eat."

From the open kitchen behind Ruby came the clang of a sheet pan and a young man's voice asking where the pastry boxes were. Ruby glanced back, and in that flicker Harper saw the bakery from another angle: not chaos, but opening-day pressure held together by one woman moving fast enough to seem fearless. A stack of invoices sat near the register under a ceramic mug. A printed loan schedule peeked from beneath a recipe binder. Ruby noticed Harper noticing and shifted her body half an inch, blocking the papers with her hip.

The gesture was small. Defensive. Familiar.

It irritated Harper that she recognized it.

Harper turned and left before she said something unprofessional enough to become town




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
n % WHISPERING PINES SERIES§
Wt BB OOK THREE =

[ Pt
A COZY SAPPHIC ROMANCE"
: IN WHISPERING PINES

WIS |
Wee/(&nd/ .
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





