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            FIND YOUR NEXT SMALL TOWN ESCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to my world of steamy small-town romance, where rugged heroes fall hard and happily-ever-after is always worth fighting for.

      Pick Your Escape

      Small Town Romance

      All I Want

      Annapolis Harbor

      Ever After

      Second Chance Harbor

      Mountain Town Romance

      Mountain Haven

      The Wilde Brothers

      Beach Romance

      The Kingston Brothers

      Holiday Romance

      The Monroe Brothers

      The Calloways

      The Sterling Brothers

      Blind Date with a Small Town Romance

      Let fate choose your next steamy small-town romance. Each blind book is a surprise love story waiting to sweep you away.

      Go on a blind date

      Most Loved Tropes

      Fake Fiancé Love

      Best Friends to Lovers

      Gruff Single Dad

      Protector Small Town Heroes

      Second Chance Love

      Enemies to Lovers

      Shop the tropes

      Lea Coll Books

      Strong heroines.

      Protective heroes.

      Unforgettable love stories.

      Steamy

      HEA

      No cheating
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          REINA

        

      

    

    
      "Reina! Reina!"

      It must have been a dream, because my brother's best friend, Morgan Sterling, was calling my name, and he had no reason to be in my apartment.

      I wanted to call out, but I couldn't seem to open my mouth.

      It was hard to breathe.

      There was smoke everywhere.

      If I was having a dream, I needed to wake up.

      "Reina! Tell me where you are."

      I jerked awake, immediately sucking in smoke. "I'm here! In the bedroom," I called, but my voice was cracked and weak. I rolled to the floor, staying low, hoping I'd find fresher air here.

      "Is there any fire in your room?"

      All I could see was smoke. "No."

      The door to my bedroom burst open, slamming against the wall. Morgan ran into the room, falling to his knees in front of me. "Can you walk?"

      "I think so."

      He helped me stand, and when I stumbled, he bit off a curse.

      My lungs were burning, and it felt like I'd been breathing in smoke for a while.

      "There's no time." Morgan swung me into his arms and carried me out of the bedroom.

      That's when I realized. "The bakery⁠—"

      Morgan looked down at me with a pained expression. "I got you."

      My eyes pricked from the smoke and tears. My home. My bakery. Everything was on fire. The door was already open, and there were several firefighters standing there in full gear.

      My chest constricted at the site. Their presence made everything more real.

      "I'll take her," one of the firefighters offered, but Morgan tucked me close to his chest, moved quickly down the stairs, and dropped to his knees on the grass.

      As soon as he set me down, my body was racked with coughs.

      He helped me roll to the side, and I was so grateful that he was there. He brushed my hair out of my eyes, and his face was etched with concern. "Reina⁠—"

      Before he could finish speaking, we were surrounded by paramedics shouting questions. I was rolled to my back and an oxygen mask went over my mouth. Panicked, I reached for Morgan's hand and held on tight.

      "I'm right here. Not going anywhere." His voice was soothing, the anchor I needed in this moment.

      His face was covered in soot, but I didn't want to see anyone else. He could have been hurt trying to save me.

      I had been asleep, and I could have inhaled too much smoke and never woken up. If Morgan hadn't pulled me out, would the firefighters have gotten to me in time?

      I could've died.

      There was a lot of commotion with the firefighters battling the fire and the paramedics talking about getting me to the hospital.

      "Reina should go to the hospital to get checked out," Maddox said to Morgan.

      Maddox was the fire chief and appeared to be in charge of the scene.

      Morgan nodded. "I'll go with her."

      "You should get checked out too," Maddox said, but the stretcher lifted into the air, and I was being rolled around the building toward the ambulance.

      I had a feeling there were people watching the scene play out, and I closed my eyes against the intrusion, feeling vulnerable and exposed.

      I couldn't believe that there was a fire in my building. I had no idea what this would mean for my life going forward. If it was destroyed, I'd lose everything.

      When the paramedics lifted my stretcher into the ambulance, Morgan's hand fell away, and my heart squeezed.

      He stepped into the vehicle and sat next to me, his hand reaching for mine again.

      I let out a breath when our palms touched. I never would have thought that I'd be seeking comfort from Morgan at a moment like this. Despite his friendship with my brother, I had very little interaction with him over the years.

      He wasn't a firefighter. It wasn't even clear why he was nearby. But he'd known I was at home, and he'd broken into my apartment and carried me out. My heart rate picked up at the thought of him, holding me close, refusing to hand me off to a firefighter. What did it mean?

      Morgan was my brother's best friend. The guy who'd hung around at my house, growing up. I'd watched him grow from an awkward, gangly teen to a man who was fit and strong. He hadn't bothered to tease me or give me a hard time like my brother had.

      The ride to the hospital was short, and I was quickly moved into an exam room. Once we were alone, Morgan pulled up a chair next to the bed and asked, "You okay?"

      I reached for the oxygen mask so that I could respond, but he said, "Keep that on until the doctor says you can take it off."

      I didn't argue because my lungs were burning. My hands trembled as I lowered them to the bed.

      He raised a concerned brow. "You want me to call your brother?"

      I shook my head. My parents had moved to Florida a few years ago, and my brother was deployed. I never wanted to scare him while he was gone. He couldn't lose focus, especially since I was okay, or I would be.

      Tom didn't need to know about a little smoke inhalation or the setback to my business. I needed him to come home safe. And to ensure that, he didn't need to know about my troubles. He wouldn't be able to come home now anyway.

      Morgan scrutinized me, and I wondered what he saw. Was I covered in soot too? "I'm going to revisit that question."

      I sighed into the mask as a nurse came into the room to take my vitals and ask questions. Morgan told her what happened, and I took the opportunity to pull off my mask. "Can you check him too? His arm is red."

      My voice was raspy.

      The nurse held his arm. "Let's get you into another room so you can get that looked at."

      Morgan's jaw tightened. "I want to stay. She doesn't have any family in town."

      The nurse's gaze flicked to me. "Okay. The doctor can examine both of you here."

      The doctor came into the room and examined the information the nurse had inputted on the chart. Then he moved around to my side of the bed. "You're going to feel tired and weak for a while. But your energy level will improve with time." Then the doctor looked at Morgan. "It will be easier for her to breathe if she's propped on pillows. She's going to need plenty of rest and sleep. Keep an eye on her."

      Morgan nodded. "Will do."

      My stomach sank. I couldn't go back to my apartment, and I didn't have any family who could take care of me.

      When the doctor left, I struggled to sit up, and Morgan moved to adjust the pillows. "I don't have anywhere to live."

      My voice was hoarse, and it hurt to speak.

      Morgan settled the mask gently over my mouth again. "You need to keep that on."

      I narrowed my eyes because I couldn't talk with the mask on.

      "You can stay with me."

      I shook my head. It was much harder to argue with someone when you couldn't use your voice.

      "You can stay in the guest room. If Tom were here, he would insist you stay with us." Then he looked away. "I promised him I'd look after you."

      My stomach twisted. Is that why he'd come to my rescue? My brother asked him to protect me? I pulled off my mask. "I don't need you to take care of me."

      He sighed, replacing the mask. "You have to keep this on."

      I appreciated that he'd gotten me out of the fire and had come with me to the hospital. But I didn't like that it was coming from some misguided obligation to my brother.

      "Tom wanted me to look after you. He'd want me to help you when he couldn't be here."

      I'd never been this close to Morgan or spent this much time with him. And I wasn't sure how it would be living together. And it was clear that this was something he was doing for my brother, not me.

      But I bided my time. I'd have this mask off soon enough, and then I could tell him what I thought of his sense of obligation.

      At the same time, I didn't want to be alone. What if there was another fire? Would I wake up in time? Would I be able to get out?

      A nurse came in to look at Morgan's hand, applying ointment before wrapping it in gauze. She gave him instructions on how to care for his wound and for my smoke inhalation.

      It was the middle of the night before we were discharged. I just wanted to sleep, but my eyes and my lungs burned. I was still shaky from the whole ordeal, and I wasn't sure if I was going to be able to fall asleep, not after waking to the nightmare of a fire.

      The nurse wheeled me outside, and Morgan pulled up to the curb with his truck. He lifted me into the front seat and leaned over to buckle my seatbelt, making my breath catch.

      "Maverick drove my truck here, and Belle took him home," he said as if that was what I was focused on when he was standing so close.

      I was more enamored with the beard that lined his jaw. "That was nice of him."

      "I'd just come out of the bar when I saw the fire. Belle told me you were upstairs asleep." He closed my door and rounded the hood.

      The cab was clean and smelled good, surprising for a construction worker.

      He got into the driver's seat and looked over at me. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine. You don't have to worry about me."

      He gave me a look. "You're Tom's sister, and he's not here. It's my job to worry about you."

      I let out an irritated breath. "I'm sure he doesn't expect you to take care of me just because he's not here."

      "Every time he’s deployed, he’s made me promise to look after you while he's gone. He worries about you, especially since your parents retired and moved to Florida. You don't have any other family here."

      I wasn't sure what to say to that. It sounded a little ridiculous but, at the same time, sweet.

      "He'd never hold you to that, you know."

      He glanced over at me. "I wouldn't have made the promise if I didn't intend to keep it."

      It was like he'd pricked my heart with a needle. I wasn't sure what it said about me, but I kind of loved that Morgan was a man of his word. I should be an independent woman, and I didn't like my brother interfering in my life. "I guess that promise extends to pulling me out of burning buildings."

      His fingers tightened around the wheel. "I just happened to be there. Maverick said to wait for the firefighters. They have the gear, oxygen masks."

      Everything he didn't have when he went into my apartment. "I appreciate your heroics. But I promise that Tom wouldn't want you to sacrifice yourself for me."

      "I'd like to think I would have done that for anyone, but when Belle said that you were inside sleeping, I didn't think about anything else besides getting you out. I couldn't wait for anyone else to do it. Every second matters in those situations."

      As soon as he carried me out of the apartment, firefighters were already on the scene. I probably would have been okay, but I loved that he hadn't hesitated to rescue me. It struck some primal part of me that enjoyed the white-knight-in-shining-armor tale. The only snag in that fantasy was that he'd done it for my brother, not for me. I couldn't forget that.

      "Are you sure you want me sleeping in your place?" I asked, giving him an out.

      "Tom would want you to be safe, and everything in my house is updated. There are no fire hazards."

      "That's good to know," I said, because it seemed important to him that the electrical was up to date. I appreciated that he was reassuring me, but it wasn't the state of the electrical in his home that would make me feel safe—it was him.

      "I'm sorry that we weren't able to get it fixed before there was a fire. I don't know how bad it is⁠—"

      The pain shot through my chest at the thought of the bakery being closed tomorrow and for the foreseeable future. How long would it be out of commission?

      "We'll go over there tomorrow. I bet Maddox will have more information for us then."

      I rested my head on the seat. "I need to deal with insurance."

      "Eve will be involved too. She's the town manager, and the town owns that building. I'm sure she'll want me to do a thorough inspection, and we'll get everything fixed for you."

      "I don't even want to think about that tonight." I felt like I'd survived something big. I'd worry about the fate of my business tomorrow.

      He pulled into a driveway in a neighborhood of newer homes on larger lots. "Let's get you inside. I'm sure you want to take a shower and grab some sleep."

      I got out of the truck, then realized I didn't have anything with me.

      He drew to a stop in front of me. "What's wrong?"

      I threw up my arms. "I don't have a change of clothes or toiletries."

      "You can use mine for tonight. We can grab things from your place tomorrow."

      "I don't want to be a burden," I said

      "You're not." He guided me toward the porch, unlocking the door and pushing it open.

      Inside, he'd left a few lamps on that gave a warm glow. It was a nice home for a bachelor.

      "You probably want to shower and get rid of the smoke smell."

      He led me to a bedroom with a bed, dresser, and a desk. There weren't any pictures or knickknacks to give me an idea of the kind of person Morgan was, outside of rescuing women from fires.

      "The bathroom's through that door. I'll grab shampoo and be right back."

      I sat on the bed, wondering how so much had changed in such a short time.

      He returned with a bottle of shampoo and body wash. "There should be towels in the bathroom."

      I took the offered items. "Thanks for letting me stay here."

      "I'd do anything for Tom." Then he patted the door frame and walked away.

      In the bathroom, I found towels and turned on the water. I needed to get rid of the smell of smoke. But I had a feeling it would linger for a while.

      The bigger problem wasn't the smoke or the damage to my bakery and home; it was living with Morgan Sterling. How was I going to live with him and not give into this attraction I felt for him?
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          MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed a few hours of sleep and then awoke early, determined to be there for Reina. She had to be upset, losing her home and her bakery in one day.

      I'd texted Maddox and asked when he could meet at the bakery. Then I pulled on sweats and went downstairs to make pancakes.

      Reina was probably a better cook than me, but I wanted to do something with this restless energy, and her door was closed when I walked by.

      I started the coffee machine, then mixed batter for the pancakes, dropping in chocolate chips instead of blueberries, hoping that was the right choice. As close as I was to her brother, Tom, I didn't know Reina that well.

      When I had gone over to Tom's growing up, she was usually in the kitchen baking or pouring over cookbooks. When I was in high school, I was involved in the career and tech program, learning electrical. I was so engrossed in learning the craft that I didn't pay much attention to anything else at school. After I graduated, I built my electrician business, and now my joint venture with Cooper and my brothers, Sterling Brothers Contracting.

      By the time Reina walked into the kitchen, I had a stack of pancakes on a plate.

      Her gaze snagged on my bare chest.

      I wasn't used to living with anyone besides Tom, and he never cared if I walked around shirtless. But I should have thought about how Reina would feel about it.

      "Grab a pancake and some coffee. I just need to get a shirt."

      She smirked. "Don't cover up on my account."

      "I'm fairly sure Tom would have something to say about that," I said to remind myself that I needed to be careful around her.

      I grabbed a clean shirt from the laundry room and pulled it on. When I returned to the kitchen, she'd placed two pancakes on her plate and poured a generous amount of syrup over the top.

      "You like sweet things?" I asked, pouring myself a cup of coffee from the carafe.

      She gave me a bemused look. "I own a bakery."

      I raised a brow as I turned to face her, leaning against the counter. "So that's a yes."

      "It's my weakness." She ate a bite of a pancake, closed her eyes, and moaned.

      That made me think of sex and how she'd sound when I moved inside her. I gritted my teeth. I shouldn't think of her in that way.

      She wasn't attractive, sweet, or enticing. She was Tom's sister. Off-limits to me.

      "Have you heard from Maddox?" She licked her finger, and all the blood in my body went south.

      If she started sucking on her finger, I couldn't be held responsible for what I would do next. I wanted to be the one sucking syrup off her finger, so I forced myself to look away. "He said to meet him in an hour at the bakery."

      She swallowed hard. "Logically, I know I was in a fire last night. I can still smell the smoke, and my throat is raw. But it didn't seem real. It feels like a bad dream. But once I see the bakery, everything will come into focus."

      Her vulnerable admission brought me back to reality. "We don't know what the damage is yet. He didn't say anything. Maybe they were able to salvage the kitchen and front area."

      She let out a breath. "I hope so."

      "You're welcome to stay here as long as you need to."

      "Thanks, Morgan. I appreciate that. But I don't want you to feel like you owe me or my brother anything."

      "I promised Tom⁠—"

      She held up her hand. "Let's get something straight. Tom doesn't get to dictate what goes on in my life."

      He didn't want to leave his younger sister unprotected, but at the same time, she was an adult and could take care of herself.

      Her forehead creased. "You're not going to tell him what happened, are you? I don't want to worry him."

      I knew the drill when he was deployed. "As long as you're safe, there's no need to tell him."

      She narrowed her eyes on me. "You mean safe with you?"

      "I'll help you get the bakery up and running again. By the time he's on leave, everything will be fixed, and you'll be back in your apartment." I'd make sure of it.

      "I like the sound of that," she said shakily.

      "You're not going to let a little fire hold you back, are you?" One thing I remembered about Reina as a child was that she was always up for a challenge.

      She rolled her shoulders. "I hadn't planned on anything like this happening. I was just starting to turn a decent profit⁠—"

      "You have everyone behind you. Eve. Natasha. Me." I'd seen the other shop owners rally around when Angelina's shop flooded and when Belle was planning to open the bookshop.

      She squared her shoulders. "I've got this."

      The point was that she didn't have to do it by herself. She had a town of people who were behind her. But I had a feeling she preferred to be independent. Maybe it was because her parents moved away or that her brother was deployed. She was used to handling things on her own. But this time, she wouldn't have to.

      I felt responsible for her, but not because I promised her brother. I was the one who was supposed to inspect the electrical in all the buildings, but I hadn't gotten to the bakery yet. I felt responsible for what happened.

      "You want to grab another shower before we head out?" I asked her, rinsing my dish and stacking it in the dishwasher.

      She moved close to me, hip checking me out of the way of the sink so she could rinse her plate. "I can clean up after myself."

      I held my palms up. "Didn't say you couldn't."

      "I can take care of myself too." She placed her dish in the machine and closed it.

      "I know you can."

      She rolled her eyes. "If you knew that, you wouldn't have made any promises to my brother. You'd know that I was a grown ass adult."

      "I think it's your brother that's struggling with that." I was very aware of how her wearing my sweatshirt made it appear as if she wasn't wearing anything underneath. Her legs looked impossibly long, and I wondered if her thighs would be soft to touch.

      "I'm just saying that you shouldn't underestimate me," she murmured as she slowly backed out of the kitchen.

      "I won't." I had a feeling she'd keep surprising me with her determination.

      I'd have to recite the fact that she was my best friend's younger sister on repeat if I wanted to ensure I behaved myself. Maybe the damage wasn't bad, and she could move back into her place sooner than we thought.

      It was clearly what she wanted, and I wouldn't' have to worry about crossing lines if she wasn't wearing my clothes and sleeping in my guest room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We stood in front of the bakery. From this vantage point, it looked normal, other than the cardboard someone had placed in the windows so that people wouldn't sneak a peek inside.

      Reina let out a shaky breath. "It doesn't look so bad."

      But I knew the reality of electrical fires. The firefighters might have contained the fire, but there would be damage, and it could be extensive. "Let's wait for Maddox."

      Maddox pulled up in his truck with the fire chief logo on the door. He got out and joined us on the sidewalk. "Are you ready for this?"

      "Is it bad?" Reina asked, her voice wavering.

      I hated that she was going through this. Maybe I could have prevented this. Her shop would be my first priority going forward.

      Maddox winced. "You won't be able to live in the apartment for a while."

      She bit her lip. "Okay. But what about the bakery?"

      For her, the bakery was more important than where she was living.

      "It's going to need some work. You might want to look into renting a kitchen for a while."

      She grimaced. "It's that bad?"

      "Let's check it out together."

      He waited for her to unlock the door.

      She stepped inside first. The front room was mainly untouched, but the smell of smoke was strong.

      "The investigation isn't finished, but it looks like it started in the kitchen. Your appliances use a lot of electricity. I suspect it was too much for the current electrical system and overloaded the breaker. But I'm not the expert."

      In the kitchen, the most damage was on the wall behind the ovens. But the entire kitchen would need to be renovated, and the ovens would need to be replaced.

      "Why didn't anyone say anything when we opened?"

      Maddox frowned. "When did you open the bakery? Was it before or after Eve and Natasha bought the town?"

      "It was a few months before."

      "Odds are the old owners weren't worried about it. They wanted a bakery to help sell the town and weren't concerned about potential issues."

      "We'll submit the insurance claim and get to work right away," I said.

      "You have to wait for the investigation to be finished."

      "How long will that take?" Reina asked.

      "As long as foul play isn't suspected, a few days. If there's an issue, it could take longer."

      Reina looked at me. "How long will the renovations take?"

      "I don't know the extent of the damage yet." I didn't want to tell her a shorter timeline and then have to amend it later. I found it was best to give worst-case scenarios and adjust when things changed.

      "I'm going to have to find a commercial kitchen to rent. I don't want to have to cancel any orders."

      "I'm sure Eve will want you up and running as soon as possible." I'd already examined my calendar and texted Cooper about my upcoming schedule.

      "I know it looks bad. But this is just property damage. The important thing is that you're okay," Maddox said.

      Reina nodded. "Can I grab some of my things from upstairs?"

      "Go ahead. You won't be able to live here for a while. It will need to be repaired and inspected before you can return,” Maddox said.

      Reina nodded and then left the room. I should probably go with her, but I wanted to talk to Maddox alone.

      "What do you think happened?" I asked him.

      "It looks like an electrical fire. These old buildings can't handle large appliances. I suspect the original owners never performed an inspection when she renovated the kitchen."

      I bit off a curse. "That sucks for Reina."

      "She wouldn't have known." Maddox moved around the space.

      "We were focused on the plumbing issues." Some of the shop owners were worried about their stores flooding, but now we had electrical-fire risk to contend with.

      "You can only put out so many fires at once." Then he cracked a smile. "No pun intended."

      I didn't have it in me to find this amusing. "I hate this for Reina. This is her dream. I don't want Tom to know about this."

      Maddox shrugged. "I don't have any plans to tell him. But you never know with a town like this. Word spreads quickly."

      Who did Tom keep in contact with besides me and Reina? I wasn't sure. His parents might find out, but they'd know not to worry him. "I'll take care of Tom."

      "You said she's staying with you?"

      "That's right."

      His brow furrowed. "You sure that's a good idea?"

      "I told Tom I'd look out for her."

      Maddox chuckled, shaking his head. "I bet Reina hates that."

      "She wasn't happy when I told her."

      "Eve said she's fiercely independent, doesn't accept help from anyone, although she's quick to offer hers."

      "She might not have a choice this time." Her summary was similar to mine.

      Maddox nodded. "She's going to need a lot of help to get this place open any time soon."

      I moved to the wall of ovens, irritated that this hadn't been brought to my attention sooner. I'd assumed that inspections had been done when each store opened. That no corners had been cut, but I was wrong.

      He leaned against the counter. "I want to talk to you about something else. You shouldn't have run into her apartment last night. You aren't trained to deal with fires. You could have been hurt or worse."

      I shook my head. "When Belle said Reina was living upstairs, I didn't pause to think about the consequences. All I could think about was getting to her."

      "But we were already on our way. You had to hear the sirens."

      I nodded. "I did."

      "But you went inside anyway."

      "I told you. I promised Tom I'd look out for her." And I had tunnel vision as soon as Belle said Reina was inside. There was no stopping me from getting to her.

      "It wasn't smart."

      "What if something happened to her? She inhaled too much smoke and succumbed to her injuries? What if she'd burned in that fire?" My voice was gruff with emotion.

      "You could have been hurt or killed. You think Tom would want that on his conscience?"

      "Not his call to make." And Tom wasn't here. I was the one he'd tasked with caring for his sister. I took my word seriously. I wouldn't let him down, even if it meant sacrificing my life for hers.

      "You're stubborn."

      I turned to face him. "You would have done the same thing if it were Eve in a burning building."

      He raised a brow. "I'm a firefighter. It's my job to run into burning buildings. Besides, I'm dating Eve. You have something you want to tell me about Reina?"

      I pursed my lips. "Just that I promised Tom I'd take care of her, and that's what I'm doing."

      He considered me for a few seconds. "I hope you know what you're doing."

      "I don't want Tom to find out. He can't be stressed while he's deployed, and I don't want him to worry about his sister. I'll handle Reina."

      A noise came from the hallway. Then Reina stepped into the room. "I'm not a problem to be managed."

      I grimaced. "That's not what I meant."

      Her shoulders stiffened. "I'll find a place to live and be out of your space."

      "No—" I'd made her sound like a burden. Something I had to take care of because of her brother when that was the furthest thing from the truth. I wanted to take care of her because, on some level, I was attracted to her. I wondered if that was the reason I hadn't hesitated to go in after her.

      She adjusted her duffle on her shoulder. "I'll be in the truck."

      Maddox shook his head. "You've screwed things up good."

      "You have any advice?" I asked dryly, moving to grab the suitcase she'd left behind.

      "Grovel. Ask for forgiveness, and stop treating her like Tom's little sister. I don't know if you've noticed, but she's all grown up."

      I grunted, because I knew that. She reminded me at every turn that she'd filled out since we were kids with the most delicious and enticing curves. I was helpless against her. What the hell would Tom have to say about that?

      I couldn't let Tom down, but I also couldn't make a move on his sister. Reina was off-limits.
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          REINA

        

      

    

    
      I don't know what I expected, but the reality was devastating. My kitchen was a mess. The appliances needed to be replaced. The fire and water damage was extensive. I couldn't bake. I wasn't sure when I'd be able to reopen.

      I was so used to starting my morning with baking in this kitchen; I wasn't sure what to do with myself. The next few months stretched ahead of me without any purpose or intention. What was I going to do with my time? If my business was closed, how would I make money?

      I needed to renovate the kitchen, but that was a task for the Sterling brothers and Eve. I was a baker without a kitchen. How would I fulfill the orders I already had?

      I needed to call around town and see if anyone had a kitchen that could accommodate me for a few months. Maybe I could increase the online ordering portion of my business until I had a storefront again.

      I couldn't even deal with the conversation I'd overheard. Morgan telling Maddox that he'd handle me because Tom was deployed and couldn't be bothered? Screw that.

      I wasn't a burden. I took care of myself and my business.

      I waited in the passenger side of his truck, fuming while he lifted my suitcase into the back.

      He opened the door and looked at me. "I'm sorry you overheard⁠—"

      "I don't care," I said curtly, refusing to look at him.

      He sighed. "I wanted to apologize."

      "There's no need." He'd been honest about what this was. He'd offered me a place to live to alleviate his guilt over his stupid vow to my brother. I couldn't deal with their stupid pacts. I wasn't a damsel in distress. I didn't need anyone to save or protect me.

      Even if my heart contracted at the memory of him pulling me out of that fire.

      But he'd probably done it because of my brother. Not because he was worried about me.

      Men were stupid.

      But I had a bakery to save. I couldn't be distracted.

      Morgan sighed again and turned on the engine. "After the investigation is completed, I can do a full inspection. The good news is that when you reopen, you'll have more than enough capacity to handle whatever appliances you want to install."

      I didn't want to have to deal with him at all, but he was the town's electrician. I'd have to work with him. "In the meantime, I'll find another place to live."

      His jaw tightened. "That's not necessary."

      "I don't want to be a burden."

      "I wish you hadn't heard what I said. That's not what I meant. I want to help you. Why won't you let me?" He glanced over at me.

      I looked out the window. "Because it's due to some misguided promise you gave my brother. It's ridiculous."

      "You know how it is when someone deploys. He was worried about you, and I wanted to alleviate his stress. I wanted to take one thing off his plate."

      That made me pause because I understood that desire. "I don't want Tom to find out, but I'm not a thing to be handled."

      "If it alleviates Tom's mind to know you're here with me and you're safe, isn't that what you want?"

      I couldn't say no to that. "I'll stay with you for now."

      "And we agree that we don't tell your brother about the fire. He doesn't need to know."

      "Of course not." That was one thing we agreed on. Tom didn't need to know about any of it. "You really think he'd want me living with you though?"

      "He'd want to know you were safe, and he knows I'll protect you with my life."

      I licked my lower lip. "You did last night."

      "Yeah."

      But it was probably because of the vow he'd made. "I don't want to talk about that stupid promise you made to my brother anymore."

      He laughed softly. "Me either."

      "Good." I knew I was being stubborn. I hated the idea of two men talking about me like I needed their protection. It was absurd. I wasn't a kid anymore. I could take care of myself.

      He shifted slightly in his seat and glanced over at me. "You know a lot of people are going to want to help you. Will you let them?"

      I crossed my arms over my chest. "I don't see how I have a choice if I want to get the bakery open again anytime soon."

      "Everyone wants to see that happen. But it will go more quickly if you accept the help that's offered."

      "I will," I said curtly.

      A smile curved over his lips. "Why do I have a feeling you're going to fight me at every turn?"

      I let out a breath. "I'll cooperate."

      He shook his head, an amused expression on his face. "Somehow I don't believe you."

      I shifted slightly so that I was facing him. "The bakery is everything to me. Baking is the one thing I'm good at. I wasn't sure I could handle the business side of things, but I figured it out. I shared my baked goods with the town, and everyone seemed to love them. But now, I'm not sure how I'm going to survive without that income. Will I lose clientele to Telluride? If I'm closed for a long time, people will forget about me. They'll move on."

      "I have a feeling you have a plan for that."

      "I need to find a kitchen that can accommodate me, and then I'll reach out to my existing customers and tell them I can still process their orders. I'll make it clear that I intend to continue to take orders and deliver them. I'll provide a service, and they'll want to come back when the shop is reopened."

      His brow furrowed. "Why can't you use my kitchen?"

      "You only have one oven, and it's not a commercial size. I produce far more than your kitchen could handle."

      "Your ovens in the bakery were something."

      "They aren't cheap either," I said dryly.

      "You have insurance and already have a plan in place for the interim. You're going to be okay."

      "I hope that's enough." I was quiet for a few seconds as he parked in his driveway. "I'm not good at having nothing to do. I'm usually baking at this time of day."

      He looked over at me. "You want to find a kitchen now?"

      "You would help me?" I asked, a little surprised that he would want to get involved with this aspect of the business.

      "I can come with you." He backed out of the driveway. “Where to? Christmas Town?”

      "Let’s try there first." I was relieved now that I had a task to complete. Secure a kitchen, purchase ingredients, and get to work. Maybe I could reach out to the restaurants I delivered to and see if they'd want to increase their orders. My mind was racing with possibilities.

      "Should we have grabbed your car when we were at the bakery?"

      I winced, not wanting to rely on him to drive me around for the next few months. "I don't have one. Everything I need is in town, or I call a driver. But you live outside of town."

      "I thought you had a car at some point?"

      "I sold it to open the business. I needed everything I had to get started. I figured I'd get one when things took off, but then I didn't really need one. Until now."

      "Then it's settled. I'll be your chauffeur."

      "You don't have to do this. I can call a friend. I'm sure one of them will help me." The shop owners had rallied around Angela when her shop flooded.

      "I have nothing to do today, so I'm all yours. Your other friends are probably running their stores today.

      What was I going to do with all this time on my hands? What if I couldn't secure a kitchen? What if I couldn't fulfill my existing contracts? What if I lost the customer base I'd so carefully built?

      "You're spiraling over there, aren't you?" He glanced at me, then the road.

      My lips quirked. "Possibly."

      "Don't worry. We're going to find you a kitchen."

      "You can't know that for sure," I said.

      "We're both determined people, and we get what we want, so we're going to find you something."

      He was helping me because of my brother, but I wasn't going to turn down his offer of a ride. I didn't want to be alone with my thoughts right now anyway.

      "What about the church?" He nodded toward the white building with the steeple. It was set back from the road slightly with a grass lawn area that kids loved playing on.

      "That's a good idea. Hopefully, the minister doesn't hold it against me that I only attend at Christmas or when I'm worried about Tom."

      He parked at the curb. "You go to church sometimes?"

      "I pray for Tom to come home safely. It feels more impactful if I'm inside the church," I admitted, a little surprised that I'd shared that detail with him. I felt more comfortable with him because he understood what it was like to be close to someone who was deployed.

      He reached over and took my hand. "It's really hard when he's gone."

      "I only get to talk to him occasionally. He reserves most of his calls for our parents and maybe a girl I don't know. Not that he'd share that information with me."

      "I don't get the video calls, but he emails to stay in touch. He wants to know what's going on with the town and my family."

      "He's always loved your family." It felt good that we shared our affection for Tom.

      "I don't know why. They are loud and annoying." But his voice was light.

      I waved my hand at him. "You love them."

      "I do. Especially now that my brothers are taking the pressure off me by pairing off with significant others. Mom doesn't give me a hard time about being single."

      I ticked the couples off on my fingers. "Maverick and Belle. Hudson and Angela, Ford and Natasha."

      "And Lincoln and Penny."

      I stared at the red double doors of the church.

      He rested his hand on the steering wheel, turning slightly to face me. "Are you ready to go inside?"

      "There aren't many places in town that are going to have a large enough kitchen with multiple ovens." If it was the perfect space, then I had to convince the owners to let me use the kitchen. Was this something people even did?

      He tapped the steering wheel. "We won't know until we check it out."

      "Let's go see." I opened the door and got out.

      He met me on the sidewalk, and we walked side by side down the path that led to the steps and the doors. He opened the heavy wooden door. Inside, it was quiet and hushed.

      "Maybe we should have called ahead," I whispered to him.

      Betty came out of a side door. "Our next service isn't for another hour yet, but you're welcome to have a seat."

      I stepped forward. "We're actually hoping you can help us with something. There was a fire in my bakery last night."

      "Oh, Reina. I heard about that." She moved toward me, enveloping me in a hug. "I was going to mention starting a drive for you. What do you need? Food? Clothes?"

      "Actually, I wanted to see if you had a kitchen I could use to bake."

      The woman frowned. "I don't know what you need, but it's a large space. We use it to serve meals throughout the week."

      That meant I wouldn't have free access to it. Maybe it was a bad idea to come to a church. They used the kitchen and wouldn't be able to rent it out. Especially if this was a church that routinely served meals and had volunteers prepping food.

      We followed her through a door on the side that led to bathrooms, an office, and a classroom, then down the stairs to a hall they used for serving food. We walked through a swinging door to a large kitchen.

      There were multiple ovens which would be perfect and more than enough counter space to prep. "How often do you use the kitchen?"

      "We're in here every day at ten prepping for lunch."

      "I could come in early if you're open to it but then would need to clean up by nine to ensure I'm out of your way." It probably wouldn't be worth it. But it might be the only option.

      "I'll talk to Minister Pete and see if he'd be willing to rent the kitchen for a few hours a day."

      "I'd appreciate that."

      She walked us out of the kitchen and up the stairs.
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