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      To Mort and Bonnie, who showed me what true love really is

      And to my Prince Charming, who keeps me believing that dreams really do come true.
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      Someone is going to die!

      Maggie Evans gripped the black, cordless phone tight in her hand, knuckles white, temper red-hot. Someone had screwed up, again. When she found out who that someone was, she was going to kill them.

      Dulcet tones filled her ear, but the melodic hold music did nothing to calm her simmering rage. They should use speed metal when placing people on hold. If the tune matched the mood, then maybe the customers wouldn’t get so pissed off at the blatant attempt to soothe them.

      Nothing about this situation was soothing.

      “Pansy’s Wholesalers. How can I help you?”

      Finally! It had only taken them twenty minutes to get to her. She glanced at the clock in an attempt to suppress her growl. “Yes, I’m calling about my recent order of mascarpone.”

      “What seems to be the problem?” the cheery, high-pitched voice on the other end of the phone asked.

      “It hasn’t arrived. It was supposed to be delivered this morning at six a.m., and it’s still not here.” And it was well past three in the afternoon.

      Normally, she was a very easy-going person. Mistakes happened, trucks got delayed, she understood that, but this was the fourth screw up from this company in the last six months. That wasn’t happenstance; that was shoddy business.

      “Oh dear, let me check on that for you, ma’am. Do you have your order number?”

      She rattled off the eight-digit number from the receipt printed when she had placed the order and could hear the woman on the other end of the phone tapping away on a keyboard.

      Trying to rein in her frustration, she took a deep breath. She’d get this straightened out. Everything would be fine. Her mascarpone cheese would get delivered. She would make her famous tiramisu cupcakes. The blogger would give her a good review, and everything would be just fine…

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Evans, but it appears the order was cancelled.”

      …or not.

      “What do you mean the order was cancelled?”

      “It says right here that someone from your bakery called yesterday and cancelled the order.”

      Impossible. “Who called?”

      “We don’t have a record of that, ma’am.”

      She was getting really tired of this “ma’am” business. “Look, the only person who does the ordering or the cancelling around here is me. I’m the owner, operator, baker, and pretty much everything.”

      The only other person who worked at the bakery was her part-time help, Jamie Thompson. The young girl mostly worked the counter and certainly never handled any type of ordering or cancelling.

      “You must have made a mistake.”

      The woman’s high-pitched voice dropped an octave, cheeriness replaced with defensive disdain. “There’s no mistake, Ms. Evans. Our records indicate a call came in yesterday from your establishment requesting the order be cancelled.”

      “Did they have my order number?”

      “I did not take the call, but they must have if they cancelled the order.”

      “Well, if you didn’t take the call, how can you be sure they had my number?” The woman blew out a huff of indignation.

      Join the club, lady. She was pretty pissed herself.

      “We don’t cancel orders without processing numbers.”

      Right, just like they didn’t switch a delivery time from five in the morning to five at night. Or mistake an order of flour for an order of cayenne pepper. She ran a cupcake shop. What the hell would she need fifty pounds of cayenne pepper for?

      “Look, I need that mascarpone.”

      “Then I suppose you shouldn’t have cancelled the order.”

      Evidently, the woman wasn’t gunning for customer service agent of the year.

      “I told you, I didn’t cancel it!” Maggie gripped the phone harder, wishing it was possible to reach through the lines and strangle someone.

      “Well, someone from your establishment did, that’s all I can tell you. Is there anything else I can help you with today?” the agent asked politely, but it sounded like she shared her strangle-through-the-phone-line sentiment.

      Letting out a sigh of resignation, Maggie glanced at the calendar on her office desk. “How soon can I get a new delivery of mascarpone?”

      “One moment please.”

      If the lady put her on hold again, she was going to go Sweeney Todd on her ass and start making cupcakes with a secret ingredient: customer service representatives.

      “June twentieth is the next delivery date available.”

      “But that’s over four weeks away!”

      And the blogger would be at her shop in just two.

      “Well, ma’am, the brand you ordered comes from Italy, and the company only produces a finite amount of specialty cheeses.”

      She knew that. It was why she had specifically ordered the mascarpone from that company. They produced the best mascarpone in all of Italy, probably the world. She needed the best so her cupcakes would be the best. A chef was only as good as his or her ingredients. How many times had that been drilled into her at culinary school?

      “Your order has already been shipped back to Italy, and their next batch does not arrive in the states for another month.”

      Yup, someone’s going to die. Unfortunately, it looked like it was going to be her dreams of the perfect tiramisu cupcake.

      “Would you like me to place the order?”

      “No.” What she’d like was for something to go right for a change. “I’ll just have to prepare something else.”

      “Thank you for choosing Pansy’s Wholesalers for all your wholesale needs. Have a great day.”

      The customer service agent ended the call with what, Maggie assumed, was the company sign-off. “Have a great day?” Not likely after that conversation.

      Four screw-ups in six months, that was just too much. She needed to find a new distributor for her ingredients. After this recent brush with the company, she’d had enough. Customer service was something she prided herself on, and she expected it from other businesses, as well. Pansy’s left a lot to be desired in that department. She had filed a complaint after the last two mishaps, and she would file another one after this. What was the saying—three strikes and you’re out?

      Well, four balls and she walked.

      Right to another distributor.

      Now, she just had to figure out what to make for the blogger. She had been banking on her tiramisu cupcakes. They were divine and decadent. At least that’s what the reviewer from the LA Times had said when he visited the restaurant she’d worked at in Los Angeles.

      But she wasn’t in LA anymore. She was in Peak Town, Colorado. About as far from the glitz and glamour of LA as one could get. A place where people didn’t lock their doors. Where the sidewalks rolled up after ten p.m. A town where no one had even heard of mascarpone, let alone carried it at the grocery store.

      Things were what they were, and she couldn’t change them. She just had to pull it together and come up with another recipe to knock the blogger’s socks off.

      In two weeks.

      Maybe her grandmother had a fantastic recipe. Gran had started the cupcake shop after all.

      The bell above the front door chimed as someone entered.

      “Hey, boss. Where are ya?”

      Maggie smiled at the informal call of her eighteen-year-old part-time worker.

      “In my office.”

      Her office was really just the back corner of the shop, separated from the kitchen and front area by a thin piece of plywood to afford some semblance of privacy. A small desk was pushed against the wall and a large filing cabinet filled with paperwork and recipes was wedged into the corner. Not much, but it was all hers.

      “I’ve got news.” Jamie’s voice bubbled with excitement.

      The young girl rounded the corner, ponytail bouncing, and brown eyes filled with glee. Her exuberance could only mean one thing.

      “I got in!” She held up a large, white envelope with the Harvard seal stamped in the top left corner.

      Springing up from her small office chair, Maggie grabbed Jamie’s arms, jumping up and down in excitement with her young employee who had worked so hard to get into her dream college. “That’s amazing.” She gripped the girl in a tight embrace. Pulling back, she gave her arms another squeeze. “Do your folks know?”

      Jamie rolled her eyes. “Dad’s down at the bar buying everyone drinks, and Mom’s calling everyone she’s ever met to tell them.”

      “They’re proud of you. It’s quite an accomplishment to get into an Ivy League school. I’m proud of you, too.”

      Youthful cheeks blushed. “Thanks. It’s not really that big a deal.”

      “Oh yes it is. In fact, I’m giving you the afternoon off. Go celebrate.”

      “Are you sure? I thought you had an order coming in today.”

      A groaned escaped. “Ugh, I will not damper your delightful news with tales of the dumb ass distributor.”

      “Oh no, did they screw up another order?”

      Jamie had started working for her two weeks after she took over the shop and knew all about the problems with orders over the past few months. Now, she was headed to Harvard. Well, technically not until the fall. Maggie was so proud and happy for her, but it meant losing her only employee in a few months.

      Cancelled orders, her only employee leaving, and absolutely no idea what to make for the blogger, she was beginning to think this day couldn’t get any worse.

      The bell over the door chimed again.

      “Hello? Magpie, you in?” a deep, sexy, familiar voice called from the front of the shop.

      Oh crap. She’d spoke too soon.

      Colton Denning stepped into Cupcakes Above the Clouds and inhaled the sugary sweet smell wafting from the rows and rows of cupcakes displayed behind the glass counter. The shop had been a Peak Town cornerstone for over thirty years. He remembered coming here after school with his brother, Dade. The owner, Mrs. Browning, would always give him and his brother a Devil Chocolate cupcake with rainbow sprinkles for helping her take out the garbage. Nothing was sweeter than Mrs. B’s cupcakes.

      “Be right there, Colt.”

      Except for the new owner, Mrs. B’s granddaughter, Maggie Evans.

      He leaned against the counter, waiting for her to come up front. The shop wasn’t all that big, so it only took a moment.

      Long, dark brown hair held back in a tight French braid, mossy green eyes, and a bright smile on her beautiful face, Maggie Evans stepped out from the back and headed toward him. He watched the slight sway of her hips, remembering a time, years ago, when she had been all skin and bones. The years had certainly been kind to her. And though they were friends—best of at one time—he wasn’t above noticing what a sexy woman she had become. What man with a pulse wouldn’t notice?

      Her worker followed close behind, a bounce in her step and wide grin on her young face.

      “Hey, Jamie. You working today?”

      “Nope.” The teenager smiled. “Maggie gave me the afternoon off because I got some great news.”

      He had a suspicion of what it could be, but she was so excited he wanted to let her share. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense, sugar.”

      “I got in!” Joyful glee radiated off her youthful face as she waved a white envelope in the air.

      He whooped out a yell, jumped over the counter, and grabbed her up in a bear hug. Everyone in town knew the ambitious girl had been hoping to get into Harvard. She was smart as a whip, so he wasn’t surprised she’d made it. Still, it was a great accomplishment—the first person from Peak Town to go to an Ivy League school.

      “Congratulations, sweetheart!”

      “Colton Denning, get out from behind my counter this minute,” Maggie admonished and smacked him on the shoulder.

      Ouch. The tiny woman packed quite a wallop.

      He put Jamie down and turned. “Oh come on now, Magpie. I was just caught up in the excitement of the news.”

      “Yeah well, catch up on that side of the counter. You’re going to violate my health codes.”

      He looked down at himself—dusty, faded jeans that may have been worn one season too long, a relatively clean, long sleeve flannel over a black T-shirt, and cowboy boots caked in dried mud. Okay, she might have a point. Not that he would ever tell her that. One thing Maggie did not need to hear was that she was right, again.

      Besides, it was much more fun to tease her.

      “I’m not that dirty.”

      She rolled those pretty green eyes of hers. “You’ve got hay stuck in your jeans.”

      A quick glance revealed a short stalk stuck in the waistband of his wranglers. Not surprising. Working on a horse ranch, you were bound to get a stray piece of hay here and there.

      “Why, Magpie, were you eying my unmentionables?”

      She snorted, a very unladylike snort, but adorable as hell.

      “Oh please. You probably put it there on purpose to draw attention to your unmentionables. You’re a shameless flirt, Colton Denning, and you know it.” No denying the truth.

      “What’s wrong with a little harmless flirting? Especially when it’s with such a pretty lady.”

      “Go peddle that charm somewhere else, cowboy, and get back on the other side of my counter.”

      “You are just no fun, Magpie.”

      He appeased her by hopping back over the counter. Jamie followed, opting to go around to the small opening separating the kitchen from the dining area rather than jump over the three-foot ledge.

      “Thanks for the day off, boss.”

      Maggie smiled. “You deserve it. And don’t go home to study. Go out, have fun, get a little wild.”

      The young girl rolled her eyes the way teenagers do when adults try to sound cool. He remembered giving his parents a few of those himself back in the day. Some things never changed.

      “I promise to be totally reckless tonight.”

      “Good. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Maggie called after her as her college bound employee left the shop.

      “I thought you wanted her to have fun?”

      She glanced at him, her brows pinched together in confusion. Time for his favorite past time: tease the cupcake maker.

      “You told her to have fun, but then said not to do anything you wouldn’t do.”

      “Your point?”

      He reached out with his finger and tapped the end of her small, button nose. “You don’t do anything except work.”

      She huffed out a breath of annoyance. “That’s not true.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I do lots of stuff.”

      “Oh yeah, like what?”

      Her mouth opened, but the sexy baker said nothing. He chuckled, pleased with himself at her exasperated look. He had no idea why it was so fun to get her all riled up, but he thoroughly enjoyed it.

      “See, you’re no fun.”

      Maggie’s teeth clenched together. Her arms crossed over her chest defensively as she scowled at him. “I am so fun.”

      He laughed. “And way too easy to tease, Magpie.”

      She uncrossed her arms then placed her hands on her hips instead. “I’m twenty-eight now, Colton. I think I’m a little too old for nicknames.”

      Maybe, but he’d given her that nickname years ago when she used to come out for the summers to spend time with her grandmother. She’d been so tiny and skittish. The littlest thing would startle her, like a bird. He started calling her Magpie one summer, and it just kind of stuck. He liked that he had a special name for her. One that no one used, but him.

      “Did you come in here for a reason or just to annoy me?”

      Deciding not to tempt his fate, he stopped his teasing. He wouldn’t put it past her to dump a bowl of cupcake batter on his head.

      She’d done it before.

      “Dade sent me to pick up his order.”

      “Oh right. He called it in this morning.”

      Turning, Maggie walked to the large, refrigerated cooler along the sidewall of her shop, opened the door, and reached in to pull out a large cardboard box.

      “Two dozen vanilla cupcakes with mint-chocolate frosting. A treat for the hands or do you guys have a group today?”

      He and his brother ran the family horse ranch where they boarded horses for several people in town who didn’t have enough room on their own property for the animals. They also offered riding lessons and group trail rides. The Denning Ranch had been in the family for three generations. He and Dade had helped their mother and father run it growing up. Since their parents retired to Florida five years ago, the brothers had hired on a few hands to help out. He loved the work. Couldn’t imagine doing anything else with his life.

      “A small bonus for the guys. It’s a little too cold out for people to want to ride yet.”

      It was mid-May, but springtime in the Rocky Mountains could be in the sixties one day and a snowstorm the next. At the moment, the temperature was holding in the mid-fifties. Warm, but still too cold for most folks to want a long trail ride. They did most of their riding business in the summer. The boarding helped pay the bills the rest of the year.

      “I’m sure they’d rather a real bonus than cupcakes.”

      He gave her his best lady-killer smile. “Ask any man around and they’ll tell you they’d rather have one of your delicious cupcakes than anything else.”

      She blushed, the color rising up her cheeks, making her even more beautiful.

      “Flattery will not get you free cupcakes, Colt.”

      He placed a hand to his chest. “You wound me, Magpie. I was just trying to give you a compliment.” But he would never say no to a free cupcake.

      “That ego of yours couldn’t be wounded with a twenty-foot pole. Sixty-three dollars.” She rang up the order on the old till.

      He pulled out some cash and handed it to her, making sure their fingers brushed during the transfer. She shivered at the contact; it was barely noticeable, but he saw it. He didn’t know why, but he liked getting a rise out of Maggie Evans.

      She passed him back his change, being very careful not to touch him, he noticed, as she dropped the cash onto his outstretched palm.

      “Tell your brother I say hi.”

      He grabbed the box from the counter, balancing it in one hand. “Will do. You gonna come out and ride Maple anytime soon?”

      The beautiful brown Arabian they used for trail riding had been on the ranch for two years and had a sweet disposition. Whenever Maggie came out for a ride, she always chose Maple. Though, she hadn’t been to the ranch very much since moving back to town, and that bothered him. They’d once been such good friends.

      He missed her friendship. He missed her.

      “I don’t know.” She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I’ve kind of got some stuff going on right now.”

      All the protective instincts rose inside him at her worried tone. He placed the box back on the counter. “Everything okay?”

      Maggie waved a hand in the air. “It’s fine. Just shop stuff.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “No. I’m fine, Colt. Thanks.”

      She was always fine. One thing he knew about Maggie Evans was that she liked to take care of everything herself. It was an admirable quality, but sometimes he wished she would let someone else share her burdens. When she took over the cupcake shop, after her grandmother died, she went through a mountain of red tape. He offered to help, but she had refused, opting instead to spend countless days and nights on the phone and taking hours-long trips into the city to get everything straightened out.

      The woman was too independent for her own good.

      Picking up the box once again, he reached out with his other hand and bopped her on the nose with his finger. She smacked his hand away, but he could see the hint of a smile she was trying to hide. Good; he hated seeing her upset.

      “You see? No fun, Magpie.”

      “Yeah well, you have enough fun for the both of us.”

      Colton laughed as he left the shop, the chime of the bell ringing in his ear and the sweet smell of cupcakes wafting after him. Yup, teasing the sexy cupcake maker was just about his favorite thing to do.
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      Maggie watched Colton amble out of her store. The man actually ambled, not walked, ambled. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves, but all it did was cause her to inhale the smell of sweet, sugary cupcakes and delicious, sexy man. Like hay and horses.

      Why the hell did that turn her on?

      Oh right, because it was the smell of Colton Denning. The man she’d had a crush on since she first came to Peak Town to visit her grandmother over twenty years ago.

      She shook her head. Thinking about the first time she met Colton made her remember why she had fallen for him in the first place. A few of the local kids had teased her when a very large horse scared her. She had never seen a horse outside the movies and didn’t realize how big they were. Colton had yelled at the other children, shaming them for picking on her just because she had never seen a horse in real life. He saved her from a lot of teasing. In kid world, that made him her hero. Every summer after that, when she wasn’t with her grandmother, she was at the Denning ranch playing, riding, and following Colton and Dade everywhere.

      Much to her dismay, Colton had always seen her as more of a kid sister. The summer she turned fourteen, she had come back to find him dating Natalie Brake, a cheerleader at his high school. Her poor teenage heart had broken. That was the last summer she came out to see her grandmother. She’d still called Gran and kept in touch, but she hadn’t been able to bear to see Colton and Natalie together.

      Gran had come out to see her a few times, too, but Maggie hadn’t come back to Peak Town. There’d been school to finish and then she had college, finals, and the hassle of finding a job. It was hard to get a day off as a baker, let alone a week to go out of state. Sadly, she just couldn’t find the time until eight months ago. For her grandmother’s funeral.

      Pushing away regrets and memories, she glanced up at the clock and was surprised to discover she only had a couple hours left until closing. Time to pull it together. She had two problems to deal with in the here and now. She needed a new distributor for the shop and a new recipe for the blogger. It had to be a good one, too. If she was going to keep her grandmother’s shop open, she needed more business, and that meant needing great exposure.

      No time for trips down memory lane or sexy cowboys who didn’t even notice her. Men only brought heartache. Maggie had learned that lesson enough times.
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      “Ow! Mother Fletcher,” Maggie exclaimed as her head connected with the shelf.

      The musical tones of her cell phone blaring out Sister Sledge’s “We are Family” had startled her from her crouched position on the closet floor. She would have ignored the call, but that ring tone was attached to only one person.

      She crawled out of the closet, rubbing a hand over her throbbing head as she grabbed her cell off the bedside table. “Hey, Lizzy.”

      “The new pastry chef is a nightmare!”

      The overdramatic tone in her best friend’s voice made her laugh.

      “I’m serious, Maggie. The guy managed to mess up chocolate cake the other day. How the hell do you mess up chocolate cake?”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

      Lizzy’s snort sounded loudly through the phone. “Oh it was, believe me. It was hard as a rock when it came out of the oven, and I think he mixed up the salt and sugar quantities, because it tasted like a salt lick. I am so getting fired.”

      She smiled; exaggeration was her best friend’s middle name. Her parents were both involved in “The Biz” as they called it in Hollywood. Her father was a producer and her mother was a B list actress. Both had been disappointed when Lizzy decided not to follow the family tradition of the Hollywood life and instead pursued a career in business management. Still, blood was thicker than water, and the dramatic woman had a tendency to be a bit sensational, but in a fun way.

      “I never should have hired him for the restaurant. Of course, if someone hadn’t abandoned me, I wouldn’t have needed to hire a new pastry chef.”

      “I didn’t abandon you. I started a new chapter in my life.”

      Her friend sighed heavily over the phone. “I know, and I’m happy for you. I just miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      “So, how’s the land of cows? Meet any cute cowboys yet?”

      Her mind wandered back to Colton and how he had looked in those tight, ass-hugging jeans today. She would never understand why the youth of today wore jeans so baggy they fell to their knees. A man’s butt displayed in a tight pair of pants just made you want to grab and smack it.

      “You hesitated. You did meet a cowboy! Tell me all about him.”

      Laughing at her friend’s exuberance, Maggie shook her head. “I didn’t hesitate. I’m just distracted.”

      “By cute cowboy butt?”

      Her nosy friend knew her weakness.

      “No. I’m looking for my grandmother’s special recipe box. I’ve searched the entire apartment, but I can’t find it anywhere.”

      “Why do you need her recipe box?”

      Lifting the bed skirt, she glanced underneath. Aside from some dust bunnies and a sock that was in serious need of washing, it was empty. No recipe box. Where the heck had Gran put that thing?

      “I need something for the blogger. Something special to really knock her socks off,” she replied.

      “I thought you were making your tiramisu cupcakes?”

      Maggie stood with a grunt. “I was, until my distributor decided to be an incompetent jerk.”

      Perhaps the recipe box was in the bathroom. It was a long shot, but the only room she hadn’t checked so far. Going down the hall, she explained her situation to her best friend. It felt good to vent her frustrations to someone, and being the manager of one of LA’s most prestigious four-star restaurants, Lizzy knew all about dealing with incompetent people.

      “Isn’t this like the third screw up they’ve made?”

      “Fourth,” she said, entering the bathroom and scanning the medicine cabinet. Aspirin, bandages, tampons, makeup, but no recipe box.

      “You need a new distributor.”

      “I know.”

      Crouching down, she opened the sink cabinets. Nothing except her cleaning supplies. No recipe box. “Dammit! I can’t find this thing anywhere!” She hadn’t really expected to find it in the bathroom, but she’d hoped.

      “Want help?”

      “Sure,” she said dryly. “Hop on a plane and travel over a thousand miles to help me find a box.”

      “Very funny,” Lizzy said. “Where was the last place you saw it?”

      Maggie closed her eyes. She pictured her grandmother opening the box and showing her the dozens of colorful three by five cards, all handwritten with various colored ink. A lump caught in her throat as she imagined her grandmother’s face. She hadn’t seen much of Gran in the past few years before her death. Guilt churned in the pit of her stomach. She had been a terrible granddaughter.

      “Maggie?”

      Opening her eyes, she tried to snap out of her self-wallowing. “Sorry. I was just thinking about Gran. I should have spent more time with her.”

      “Oh, sweetie. She loved you. You brought her out here as often as you could.”

      “I should have come back here to see her.”

      “It was hard for you to leave the restaurant. She understood that. Plus, she always enjoyed the trips to the beach.”

      She smiled as she remembered her grandmother lying on a lounge chair during one of her trips. Basking in the Malibu sun, Gran had declared it to be a little slice of heaven.

      “She always did say the coast was the next best thing to her cabin.” A light bulb went off in her head.

      “Her cabin!”

      “What about her cabin?”

      “That’s the last place I remember seeing her recipe box. She was teaching me how to make lemon bars when we went out there for the weekend the last summer I was here.”

      It had been years ago, but since the box wasn’t in the shop or Gran’s upstairs apartment—where Maggie currently lived—it had to be in the cabin.

      “Do you think it’s still there?”

      “It has to be.” It only stood to reason. “I’ll head up there tomorrow after I close the shop.”

      It was only about an hour up the mountain. She could drive there, get the box, and be home in time for a late dinner.

      “Well, I’m glad your problem is solved. Meanwhile, my pastry chef is poisoning half of Hollywood. Happen to have any four-star restaurants looking for a new manager out in Podunk Town?”

      “It’s Peak Town.” She chuckled at her best friend’s dramatics. “And no, the closest thing to a nice restaurant we have here is Merle’s Diner.”

      “Sounds shmancy.”

      “That’s not a word.”

      “It should be. It means super fancy. Much better than regular fancy.” Much like her life, Lizzy liked to infuse pizzazz into her words. It was just another thing that made the woman so lovable.

      They chatted for a few more minutes before hanging up, Lizzy promising to take some time off soon to visit her. Maggie got ready for bed, brushing her teeth and hair before putting on a large nightshirt and slipping into bed.

      After she closed the shop tomorrow, she would head up the mountain to her grandmother’s cabin, find the recipe box, pick out the perfect cupcake to knock the socks off the blogger, and everything would work out perfectly.

      Right, because her life had been perfect so far.

      Slipping a hand out from beneath the covers, she reached over to the bedside table and knocked on the solid oak nightstand.

      A little superstition never hurt anybody.
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      The cold, May morning air burned Maggie’s lungs as she ran, her sneakers crunching as they hit the dirt path. The sun was just starting to peek out over the eastern horizon. She quickened her pace, knowing she was only minutes away from Merle’s Diner and a hot cup of coffee.

      Mornings were not her friend. At the restaurant in LA, they only provided dinner, so she didn’t need to be at work until noon in order to prep the desserts and breads. Gran’s shop had always been open from nine in the morning to five in the evening. She wanted to keep that consistency for the loyal customers. It was just good business sense, or so Lizzy had told her.

      When Gran died and left her the shop, she had considered just selling it. Even had an offer from an anonymous buyer. But her life in LA had been falling apart. She’d lost her mother to cancer three years ago, her job at the restaurant was good, but stagnant, and her love life…no, she wasn’t going to think about that again. Miles had turned out to be a bastard of the highest degree. Uprooting everything and moving to Peak Town to take over Cupcakes Above the Clouds had seemed like the perfect opportunity for a fresh start.

      So far, her bad luck seemed to have followed her across the country. The problems with her distributor and the decrease in business were starting to show in her accounting books. The economy was on the rise, but people were still counting their pennies. And people counting pennies did not spend them on luxuries like cupcakes.

      That was why she needed this review with the blogger to go so well. Peak Town was only an hour away from some very popular ski resorts. A good review on the top viewed blog, Guilty Pleasures: A Cross Country Food Journey, would bring in the tourists. Tourists spent money, and money was necessary to stay in business, or so Lizzy kept telling her.

      Coming to the end of the dirt path, Maggie slowed to a walk. Stepping from the trail to the concrete sidewalk, she headed for Merle’s and a hot cup of coffee.

      It might be spring, but springtime in the Rockies could mean sweaters or tank tops. This morning was the former. Her blood still pumped from her run, but the sweat on her body began to cool in the cold morning air. By the time she entered the small, cozy diner, her body temperature had gone from warm to freezing.

      “Morning, Maggie. Cup of joe?” asked Ellen, Merle’s wife of thirty years.

      She smiled and nodded at the cheerful older woman. “You know it.”

      Ellen turned to the freshly brewed coffee pot and filled a cup with the black, steaming liquid as Maggie sat on a barstool at the front counter. The early morning crowd at Merle’s usually consisted of a few old-timers sitting at a back table, enjoying coffee, eggs, bacon, and flapjacks, and one or two shop proprietors grabbing a morning coffee. As she looked around, she saw today was no different. Unfortunately, one of those shop proprietors happened to be Natalie Brake.

      Ellen set the cup of coffee, along with a small bowl of creamers, in front of her. Reaching for the bin of sugars on the counter, Maggie doctored her coffee to her liking and tried to ignore Natalie standing at the other end of the counter. Maybe she would get lucky and the other woman wouldn’t notice her.

      “Maggie Evans, you look positively dreadful. Are you all right?”

      Damn my luck! She gripped her cup tightly, reining in her temper. “I just came in from a run, Natalie. Just stopped in for a cup of coffee before I open the shop.”

      “Oh yes, your shop. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”

      She sighed, preparing herself for another tirade. Natalie owned Rejuvenations Beauty Supply, the store next door to the cupcake shop. She sold makeup and anti-wrinkle creams along with fancy smelling lotions and bath products. Maggie had never set foot in the store. She hadn’t needed to; she could smell all the pungent products from half a mile away.

      The woman had never liked her. The summer Natalie and Colton started dating, the cheerleader had told her, in no uncertain terms, that Colton was hers and Maggie had better back off if she wanted to keep all her teeth. The cheerleader had never liked the fact her boyfriend was friends with a teenage girl, even though Maggie was four years his junior.

      Ever since she’d come back to town, and took over Gran’s shop, nothing had changed; it had been one complaint after another. And she had no idea why. Apparently, Natalie and Colton had broken up after only a year and a half.

      Small towns were notorious for gossip. When she came back into town, Ellen had filled her in on all the juicy details she’d missed over the years. According to Merle’s wife, Natalie had gone off to college at CSU. Colton decided to stay and work the family ranch. They tried the long-distance thing, but after a semester they broke up. Some people suspected Natalie had been fooling around with other guys and Colton found out. If she had been cheating on him, she had to be the stupidest woman alive, in Maggie’s opinion.

      “What is it now, Natalie?” she finally asked.

      “You see, the smell from your shop seems to be seeping through the wall and coming into mine.”

      “The smell from my shop?” Seriously?

      “Yes, and it’s terribly upsetting for my customers. They are trying to improve their body image, relax, and enhance their beauty. How can they do that when the smell of sickening, sugary, fatty cupcakes invade their nostrils?”

      Wow, she had never heard her delicious desserts described with such disdain before. “Well, what do you suggest I do about it?”

      Natalie laughed, the sound grating, like nails on a chalkboard. “I have no idea, hun. I’m just informing you of the issue. What you do to resolve it is your problem.”

      Yes, it was her problem. Just like the sign she had out front taking up too much of the sidewalk was her problem. And the music she played in the shop being too loud was her problem. It seemed every time Natalie saw her the woman had another one of “Maggie’s problems” to discuss.

      “I’ll look into it.” Next millennium maybe.

      “You do that.”

      “Order’s up, Natalie,” Ellen said, handing over a brown paper sack.

      She breathed out a sigh of relief. A to-go order meant the obnoxious woman was leaving. Maybe now she could enjoy her coffee in peace.

      Then the diner door opened, and a cold wind blew in, bringing with it a sexy, smiling Colton Denning.

      Hadn’t she knocked on wood last night? What was with all this bad luck coming her way? She was sorely tempted to grab the saltshaker off the counter and throw the whole damn thing over her left shoulder.

      “Colton!” Natalie’s voice went sickly sweet.

      The cowboy’s smile faltered. “Natalie.” He turned and his face brightened. “Hey, Magpie, get in a run this morning?” He tugged at her ponytail, disheveled by the exercise.

      “I know! Doesn’t she look a mess?” Natalie interjected. “You know, Maggie, I have some body spray at my shop that does absolute wonders for running. It keeps you from sweating like a…well, a pig. No offense, dear.”

      Her teeth clenched together as she bit back a rude remark. She gripped her coffee mug to keep from smacking the woman upside her Botox-enhanced face.

      “I think you look great, Magpie, and runners are supposed to sweat. It’s called exercise, Natalie. Not everyone goes to Dr. Lipo to get their figure.”

      Beneath salon bleached blonde hair, the surgically enhanced cheeks turned a brilliant shade of red and her mouth opened, but no words came out. Maggie pretended to take a sip of her coffee to hide her grin. “Well, I was only offering to help, Maggie,” the flustered woman said with a huff.

      Yeah, help me off a cliff maybe.

      Gripping her to-go bag tightly in her hand, Natalie muttered a goodbye to them both and headed out the diner door.

      “Dr. Lipo? Really Colt, that was a low blow. Even for you.”

      “Hey, I was defending your honor. Give me some points here.”

      She shook her head, chuckling at the image of Natalie’s red face.

      “Hey, Colton. Whatcha need?” Ellen asked, her eyes full of laughter as well.

      “Well, I’d ask for a date, but Merle would skin me alive,” Colton joked with a wink. “The coffee pot broke down this morning. I need four to-go cups of your delicious black brew.”

      Ellen blushed, swatting him with a friendly hand then turning to get his order. Everyone was used to his antics. Stupid, sexy, cowboy flirted with every woman he saw, well, except maybe Natalie. It wasn’t really a problem, it was just who he was. Didn’t mean Maggie had to like it. She scowled.

      “What?”

      “Do you have some medical condition where you die if you don’t flirt with every woman you see?”

      He tapped the end of her nose with his finger. “Awe, come on, Magpie, don’t be jealous. You know you’re my favorite girl.”

      But that was the problem. She was jealous, because he did flirt with everyone, including her, making her no one special. She also was not a girl anymore. Not that Colton ever seemed to notice.

      Finishing the last sip of her coffee, Maggie rose from her stool, dropping a few bills on the counter for

      Ellen. “Whatever. I’ve got to go.”

      “Hold on. I’ll walk you.”

      Great, just what her hormones didn’t need, more time in close contact with Colton Denning.

      She waited until Ellen had finished his order and he paid. They left the warm diner, a smack of cold, May morning air hitting her in the face as she exited.

      “Brrrrr. When does it warm up around here?”

      He laughed, the sound sending butterflies through her stomach. Stupid stomach.

      “I forgot, you never spent any winters here before.”

      “If I ever had, I don’t think I would have come back. It’s freezing here! Isn’t it supposed to be spring?”

      “It’s forty-five degrees out, Magpie.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah, freezing.”

      Colton chuckled again, then wrapped a big, strong arm around her as they walked.

      “There, is that better?”

      She turned her face in slightly and inhaled the delicious scent of him. “You’re a regular electric blanket, Colt,” she said with a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold.

      “Har, har. Okay, Miss Funny Pants, here we are.”

      He stopped them in front of her shop. She had just enough time to head up to her apartment above for a shower before icing the cooled cupcakes she’d baked before her run.

      Colton removed his arm from her shoulder, and she immediately missed the contact. Ugh. She had to get ahold of herself. She had no time for men. Men just brought lies and trouble. Hadn’t she just learned that lesson not too long ago?

      “See ya ’round, Magpie.”

      “I told you, I’m too old for nicknames.”

      He chucked her chin before turning and heading down the sidewalk, calling over his shoulder, “Whatever you say, Grandma!”

      “You are not funny, Colton Denning!” she shouted after him. But he just lifted a hand and waved.

      Maggie watched his retreating form. And boy, what a great form it was.

      A cold gust of wind shocked her, bringing her back to her senses. Shaking her head, she started up the outside stairs to her apartment and a nice hot shower. Remembering the feel of Colton’s strong arm around her, the intoxicating smell of him, she began to sweat again.

      Maybe she’d take a cold shower instead.
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