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        Slow-burn spice for your sweet tooth…

      

        

      
        Ingredients:

        One plus-size pastry chef with a shot at a major food award and a heart she swears is off-limits.

        One restaurant manager, recently divorced and determined not to fall again.

        A friends-with-benefits arrangement that’s gotten a little too complicated—and a lot too sweet.

      

        

      
        Directions:

        Blend kitchen heat, professional dreams, and late-night cravings.

        Fold in jealousy, temptation, and a heaping dash of tenderness.

        Let rise until casual turns into something that tastes a lot like love.

        Best served warm, with sugar, spice, and a spread of joy.

      

        

      
        Take a bite of this deliciously steamy queer M/F best friends-with-benefits romance novella, where love might just be the sweetest indulgence of all.
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      There were few things better in this world than a steaming-hot, homemade biscuit slathered in fresh jam and topped with a mountain of whipped cream. The sweet spot, a Clarke family favorite. Colby dared anyone to fight her on it, especially the whipped cream part.

      She snapped a picture, sent it to her sister to drool over, then dug in, savoring the sweet, fluffy goodness and washing down each bite with the leftover bubbles from tonight’s service.

      Benefits of being the last chef standing.

      Not that head pastry chef at Chess was a particularly grueling gig. More like the best of her culinary career—the food comfy yet elevated, the restaurant lively and welcoming, the kitchen friendly and fun. The whole operation a queer-friendly family. But as spring break vacationers swarmed Martha’s Vineyard, the first of this year’s tourist season, the restaurant was booked solid every night, even on a Wednesday, and no one was skipping dessert. Nine tickets out of ten, the dessert of choice was the nightly sweet spot. She’d won awards for this little ditty.

      Was up for an even bigger one this year.

      And the interminable waiting was killing her.

      She’d just finished the first half of her biscuit when the door at the far end of the restaurant swung open. Ford Rafferty emerged from the manager’s office like a bear from hibernation. He stretched, he yawned, he ran a hand through his thick blond hair and scratched the scruff on his face. He glanced to his right—at the quiet, empty kitchen—and startled to a halt. His dark blue gaze traveled the length of the sparkling clean service counter, past the giant stone hearth that divided the kitchen from the dining area, to where Colby sat at the communal farm table in the center of the latter.

      He blinked twice, rubbed his fingers over his eyes, then, as if surprised his surroundings didn’t magically populate and animate, frowned. “Where’d everyone go?”

      “Service ended an hour ago.”

      “Shit.” He glanced past her, out the plate glass windows at the dark Nantucket Sound. “How’d I lose track of time like that?”

      “You opened the spreadsheet of doom. This one time⁠—”

      “At band camp.”

      Colby chucked a balled-up napkin at him.

      “Sorry,” Ford said with a shrug as he ambled in her direction. “Millennial. Force of habit.”

      “My sister would argue that belongs to Gen X, but in either event, did you ever actually go to band camp?”

      “You’ve seen me dance.” He did a little shimmy, somehow off-rhythm even with no music playing. “What do you think?”

      He was too cute for his own good. She grinned and continued with her story. “CC told me about this one time Tyler went into the office in New Orleans and didn’t come out for eighteen hours.” Her older sister, who was general counsel for Rosin Hospitality, the company they all worked for, had had to shut off the lights to get the overworked CEO to leave. “He hired you as East Coast manager a month later.”

      The sound that escaped Ford was half chuckle, half groan. He tossed his phone on the table, threw a long leg over the bench where she sat, and lowered himself beside her. “Please tell me there are more of those,” he said, eyeing the biscuit in front of her. “The spreadsheet of doom damn near killed me.”

      Colby had spent the better part of eight years working for chefs from New Orleans and North Carolina, but even those honeyed accents couldn’t hold a candle to Ford’s deep Georgia drawl, heat rippling through her every time he opened his mouth.

      His mouth that was still moving while she’d totally zoned out, fantasizing about sexy words in that sexy voice. “Sorry,” she said with a shake of her head. “Long night out here too. I missed that last bit.”

      Ford’s slow grin almost made her miss his words again. “I said ‘Feed me, Seymour.’”

      She pouted dramatically. “Sadly, this is the last one.”

      “You gonna take pity on me, then?” He hilariously pumped his brows, distracting her long enough to swipe a finger through the coulis on her plate. He shoved it into his mouth and hummed with delight. “Berry goodness. My favorite. I love you.”

      He went for the whipped cream next, and she playfully slapped his hand away before pushing the plate properly in front of him. “I wouldn’t share the last dessert with just anyone.”

      He dove in with unbridled gusto, and she laughed at the man who had so easily slid into her life. Who had become one of her favorite people. A former chef, he understood the rhythms of a kitchen, hadn’t tried to tell Miller, Chess’s head chef, how to do his job, and his easy Southern charm had won over the rest of the staff too, including Colby. Also didn’t hurt that he was easy on the eyes, all long limbs, broad shoulders, and sandy hair.

      She snagged a champagne flute from a nearby place setting and split the remaining sparkling wine between their two glasses. They sipped and chatted about the day and his meeting the day after next in Boston with the contractor working on Chess’s second location until the last bite of dessert was gone.

      But not the last dollop of whipped cream, a tiny bit left at the corner of his mouth. Colby darted a hand out before his tongue could reach it, stealing it away with her finger, popping it into her mouth, and sucking with a hum that was far more suggestive than Ford’s earlier playful version.

      His darkened gaze shot to hers, familiar heat crackling between them.

      Then short circuiting as Ford’s phone vibrated, a message from a dating app Colby recognized appearing on the screen.

      “Oh!” She snatched the phone off the table before he could reach it. “What’s this? Did you get a match?” She’d convinced Ford, who’d arrived in Martha’s Vineyard last fall, fresh off a divorce, to jump back into the dating pool a few months ago, but as far as she’d heard, it had only been strikeouts so far. She read the app message and frowned. “Miles wants to know why you stood him up?” Her gaze shot up from the phone and she flipped it around to display the silver fox hottie on-screen. “You missed a date? With this guy?” She properly thunked her friend’s head. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      He half chuckled, half groaned again. “I have no excuse. Stick a fork in me and call me a workaholic.”

      “I’m the workaholic in this relationship.” She turned her attention back to the phone, tongue tucked into the corner of her mouth, considering. She had no filter, no idea how not to be forward, no idea how not to stick her nose into other people’s business, especially when that other person was someone she cared about. “I’ll fix this.”

      Anticipating his objection, she moved to angle away on the bench, but Ford was too fast. He reached across her, spun her back in his direction, and stole back his phone before she could type the first word. “Thank you,” he said, all humor, no hostility, drawing from the ever-present well of patience he seemed to have. “But I can fix it myself.”

      “Alrighty, then.” No sense arguing at this late hour, especially when she still had one more bake to finish before calling it a night. She hiked up her gingham skirt and threw one Croc-encased foot over the bench. “You fix that before I finish making the batch of madeleines for tomorrow.”

      She moved to stand, but Ford clasped her knee instead, keeping her seated. “I have a better idea.” Indigo eyes leered at her from under long, burnished lashes. “From one workaholic to another.”

      Heat ran down her spine and pooled in her belly. She knew that look from him. Had been seeing it since New Year’s Eve. Could resist it even less now than she had then, knowing how talented Ford Rafferty was with his tongue. The madeleines could wait a little longer, but she wasn’t ready to let him completely off the hook. “What about your date?”

      “I’ll reschedule.”

      She spread her knees wider, skirt inching higher, encouraging Ford’s hand to do the same. “You promise?”

      “I promise.” Ford tossed his phone on the table, then flicked her skirt up the rest of the way. “Can I eat my dessert now?”

      She plowed her fingers through his hair. And shoved him down. “Yeah, baby, feast.”
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      Feast.

      A wholly inadequate word to describe going down on Colby Clarke.

      But they were both chefs, even if he had traded his apron and knives for ledgers and admin. Food was their language in all manner of life.

      Her writhing body and quivering thighs like the perfectly baked biscuits she cranked out each day, like the one he’d just devoured. Her scent like the fresh homemade jams he’d savored since his first day at Chess last fall, a comfort when everything else in his life had been uncomfortable. Her moans and curses like that over-the-top delectable whipped cream that absolutely made Colby’s signature dessert a can’t-miss treat.

      Her blunt nails scraped across his scalp. “Why do you insist on torturing me?”

      He swirled his tongue over the hard nub he could feel through the cotton of her underwear, then nipped at the cotton over the crease between her pelvis and thigh. The gingham pattern of the boxer-briefs matched Colby’s dress, which was now completely rucked up around her waist. He teased the elastic band around one thigh with his tongue. “Why do you insist on wearing these anti-sex panties?”

      “Have you seen the size of my thighs?”

      “I have.” He was holding a thick one with each hand, keeping her spread for him and balanced on the farm table bench. He pressed his lips against her pale, freckled skin, just below where the briefs ended mid-thigh, and sucked hard enough to leave a bruise. “They’re perfect.”

      “And working all day on my feet in a dress means they will chafe all to hell without those panties.”

      “I could follow you around under your skirt,” he teased as he kissed a path back up one thigh, then down the other. “Hold them apart for you all day.”

      Her answering laugh was wild and indulgent, like an off-menu dessert that had no name, that defied description and expectation.

      But could still do with a dollop of whipped cream.

      He put his mouth back on her pussy, soaked the already damp material with his tongue, and, finding her clit, sucked. Her back bowed off the bench, hands tangling in her skirt. “Ford, please,” she moaned. “Take them off.”

      He didn’t see the sense in torturing either of them further. He stood long enough to get her bright red Crocs off, to pull down her underwear and drop his own pants, adjusting his stiff dick in his boxers before he straddled the bench again and leaned over, burying his face in her wet auburn curls.

      His hungry moan collided with her relieved sigh. “See?” she panted. “I’d much rather your beard do the chafing.”

      He alternated between long, slow licks of her pussy and tight, targeted swirls around her clit, fast flicks over the nub that made her keen, bringing her right to the begging edge, before he backed off and returned to long licks. Over and over again, making her climb toward orgasm but denying it at the last quivering second.

      “Fucking hell, Ford.” She palmed her breasts, squeezing the handfuls, fingers pinching her nipples through layers of fabric. “You’re so fucking good at this.”

      Because aside from cooking, there wasn’t anything Ford loved more than giving head, be it for a woman or a man. Penetration, he was a pass, but this . . . His partner’s pleasure at the tip of his tongue . . . He blew a puff of air, then dropped a kiss over her clit.

      Colby bucked, hips thrusting off the bench. “Asshole,” she cursed on a laugh. “You know I’m close.”

      “So close,” he teased as he let go of a thigh and splayed his hand on her pelvis, bringing her hips back down so he could watch her come undone.

      How hard she squeezed those magnificent tits, how much of her stunning red hair had come loose from its topknot, how flushed all that pale skin became when she tipped over the edge.

      “I’m gonna come, Ford.”

      “Yes,” he groaned against her, wanting it as much as she did. Ready to give it to her. He sucked hard on her clit and dug his fingers into her thigh, that little bit of rough he’d learned she liked, and made her explode with a shout. He buried his face in her pussy and lapped up the smell, the taste. He loved the teasing build up, the wild climax Colby always treated him too, but this part really was the feast, his senses overloaded to the max. His own pleasure held back, right at the edge, likewise ready to explode.

      Once Colby had calmed, her body melting back to the bench and her postcoital trembles easing, he sat upright and pulled his dick out of his boxers, stroking precome down his length.

      “Talk to me, Ford,” Colby said, still on her back but reaching a hand down to run her fingers through the mess he’d made of her. She always did that, seeming to love the feel of herself as much as he did. So much so she often made herself come again, especially when he talked dirty to her.

      When he made it clear how much she was turning him on too.

      “You’re incredible, Colby. Spread open like this. Freshly fucked. Makes me so fucking hard.” And harder by the second. “Watching your fingers slide through curls and come and spit to find your clit. You rubbing it like you want to come again.”

      “I do,” she panted, fingers circling faster. “Fuck, Ford.”

      He licked his lips. “I can still smell you, still taste you.”

      Shifting, she propped herself on one elbow and the siren sight—her pupils blown wide, her cheeks rosy, her bottom lip plump from digging her teeth into it—nearly stole his breath. “You want my mouth?” she asked.

      Sometimes his answer was yes, but all the talk of thighs had given him a better idea. “Not tonight,” he said. “You stay right there.” He scooted up the bench, straddling her leg. “I’m going to come all over this magnificent thigh.” Right over the hickey that was already starting to show.

      Groaning, she hitched her leg higher, and it was a race from there.

      Ford rutting against her leg, her sweat-slicked skin and his precome making the glide easy and his palm on the other side of his dick applying the friction he needed.

      Colby’s heavy breaths, her frantic fingers, her hooded eyes as they each worked themselves and watched each other, climbing together this time, higher and faster.

      “You close, baby?” she asked as she dipped a finger inside herself.

      “Yeah,” he grunted, fist shuttling faster, matching her speed. “You gonna come again?”

      Eyelids fluttering closed, she dipped in a second finger and pumped herself harder, hips rocking with the motion, her thigh tensing beneath him and providing more glorious friction. “Fuck yeah,” she panted, before sliding her glistening fingers out of her pussy and up either side of her clit. Then up to her lips. She lifted her heated hazel eyes. “Rub my clit so I can taste.”

      Her voice, her wanton groan as she shoved her fingers into her mouth and sucked, feasting on her own taste, was so husky, so decadent, so far off the menu. And as he rubbed her clit in time with his frantic thrusts against her thigh, as he brought them off together, he couldn’t think of a better way to end a meal.
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