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Chapter 1: Too Much Spice
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Dalton was already at the chalkboard when I pushed through the back door, drawing a perfect fucking pumpkin like some kind of sidewalk artist. The curve of the stem, the exact spacing of the ridges—he had it down to a science. I dropped my bag behind the counter and watched him add little curls of steam above the words You’ll Fall for the Spice! in a curly script that probably took him three tries to get right.

"Gotta sell the season," he said without turning around. Like he could feel me watching.

I leaned against the espresso machine, arms crossed. "You too, huh? I thought you were above the cult."

He stepped back to assess his work, tilting his head. Chalk dust hung in the morning light coming through the front windows, tiny particles suspended like they had all the time in the world. When he looked at me, there was something in his expression that made my stomach do a little flip.

"Don't knock it till you've tried it, Lila."

The way he said my name always sounded different than when other people said it. Like he was tasting it.

I rolled my eyes, moving past him to tie on my apron. "I don't know what the big deal is. It's sugar and cinnamon. Basic as fuck."

"Maybe." He set the chalk down, dusting his hands on his jeans. "Or maybe it depends on who's serving it."

The words came out light, casual, the kind of thing he could say to anyone. But his eyes stayed on me just long enough to make heat crawl up my neck. I busied myself with straightening the cups, the lids, the expensive wooden stirrers we special-ordered because Dalton said plastic wasn't "on brand."

I told myself I was immune to it—the hype, the smell, the crowds of housewives and freshmen who'd start lining up in an hour acting like pumpkin spice was a religion. I'd worked at Brewed Awakening for almost a year and a half, and every year it was the same damn thing. The menu changed, the music got softer, and suddenly everyone wanted their coffee to taste like a candle.

But the smell was already there, baked into everything. Cinnamon and nutmeg and a sweetness that clung to the air and made the whole shop feel like someone's childhood kitchen. Dalton had spent the previous afternoon making batches of the spice mix himself, grinding whole cinnamon sticks and measuring out cloves with the same careful attention he gave to everything.

"Atmosphere is part of the business," he'd told me once, adjusting one of the Edison bulbs that hung over the corner booth. "People don't just want coffee. They want to feel something."

He was good at that. Making people feel things.

Brewed Awakening wasn't like the Starbucks three blocks down or the corporate chain in the student union. Dalton had designed it himself when he bought the place—reclaimed wood tables, exposed brick, vintage coffee posters in actual frames. The lighting was warm, amber-toned, the kind that made everyone look softer, prettier. There were plants in the corners, trailing vines that he watered himself every Tuesday. The music was always instrumental, jazzy shit that never quite pushed into the foreground.

It made people feel safe. Cozy. Like they could stay all afternoon with their laptops and their textbooks and no one would rush them.

And Dalton moved through it all like he owned not just the space but everything in it.

"You working the morning shift solo?" I asked, checking the espresso machine pressure.

"Until ten. Then Maya comes in." He moved behind me to grab a clean towel, close enough that I could smell his cologne under the coffee and cinnamon. Something woody, understated. "Unless you want the company."

I shot him a look. "I can handle the morning rush."

"I know you can." He smiled, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed. "You're one of the best baristas I've got. Quick, efficient, doesn't take shit from the entitled business majors."

The compliment should've felt good. It did feel good, in a way that immediately pissed me off.

"Flattery this early?" I said. "What do you want?"

"Nothing." He shrugged, but the smile didn't fade. "Just making conversation."

The thing was, Dalton never just did anything. Every word, every gesture—it all served a purpose. I'd seen him work the room during busy afternoons, remembering orders, names, majors. He'd ask the right questions, laugh at the right moments, and by the time customers left they felt like they'd made a friend.

The other baristas ate it up. They called him charming, sweet, a "total silver fox" when they thought I wasn't listening. Maya had been working here for two months and she already lit up like a fucking Christmas tree whenever Dalton complimented her latte art.

Dalton didn't look like trouble. There was nothing sharp about him, nothing that screamed predator. Just a guy in his forties with a little extra weight around the middle, some gray creeping in at the temples, and laugh lines that made him seem kind. Approachable. Safe.

I'd always written off the talk. He was my boss. He was friendly with everyone. That was just who he was.

But lately—maybe the past few weeks—I'd started noticing things. The way his hand would brush mine when he handed me something. How his eyes would track me across the shop when he thought I wasn't looking. The comments that sounded innocent until you thought about them too long.

Maybe it depends on who's serving it.

I turned on the espresso machine, letting the hiss and gurgle fill the silence. Dalton moved to the front, unlocking the door and flipping the sign to OPEN. Early morning light spilled across the floor, turning the wood grain golden.

"You know what I think?" he said, not looking at me.

"What."

"I think you like being contrary. It's part of your charm."

I snorted. "My charm."

"Yeah." He glanced back, that same easy smile. "You've got this whole... cynical barista thing going. Too cool for trends. It works for you."

"Jesus Christ." I grabbed a rag and started wiping down the steam wand, a rush of heat creeping to my cheeks that had nothing to do with the steam. "Did you rehearse that?"

He laughed, and it sounded genuine. "No rehearsal. Just an observation."

"Your observing me now?"

"I observe all my employees."

"Right."

The first customer wouldn't arrive for another ten minutes—early birds were rare on Tuesdays—but I kept myself busy anyway. Restocked the syrups, checked the milk levels, made sure the pastry case looked Instagram-ready. Anything to avoid the weight of Dalton's attention.

When I finally turned back around, he was watching me. Not hiding it, not pretending. Just looking.

"What?" I said, sharper than I meant to.

"Nothing." He pushed off the counter, moving toward the back. "Just thinking you might surprise yourself one of these days."

"About what?"

He paused in the doorway to the stockroom. "About what you actually like."

Then he was gone, leaving me alone with the espresso machine hiss and the smell of cinnamon that suddenly felt too warm, too close. My hands were steady as I straightened the cups one more time, but my pulse was doing something stupid in my throat.

I told myself it didn't mean anything. Dalton flirted with everyone. He was good at making people feel special, feel seen. That was his whole deal.

But the warmth in my chest didn't fade, and when I caught my reflection in the chrome of the espresso machine, I looked flushed.

I looked like someone who was starting to pay attention.

––––––––
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THE DOOR CHIMED AND hour later and Kyle walked in, hoodie half-zipped, hair still damp from the shower. He had that just-woke-up look that somehow worked for him—rumpled and sweet, like a golden retriever in human form.

"Hey, babe," he said, leaning on the counter with that easy smile that had made me say yes when he'd asked me out sophomore year. "Pumpkin spice season's back!"

I groaned before I could stop myself. "Don't you start."

Dalton turned from where he'd been restocking the pastry case, and his grin widened like someone had just told him a joke only he understood. "Man of taste, I see."

Kyle laughed, already pulling out his wallet. "Dude, it's a classic. I wait all year for this."

"You're both hopeless," I muttered, but I was already reaching for a cup, muscle memory taking over.

"Large?" I asked Kyle.

"You know it." He leaned further over the counter, dropping his voice like he was sharing a secret. "Come on, one sip and you'll change your mind. I'll even let you have some of mine."

"How generous."

Dalton moved behind me, close enough that I could feel the heat of him even though he wasn't touching me. He grabbed the cinnamon shaker, his arm brushing mine as he set it on the counter.

"She's stubborn," he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. "Give her time. They all come around eventually."

Kyle didn't catch it—the edge under the words, the way "they all" sounded less like a general statement and more like a specific history. He was too busy angling his phone for the perfect shot, trying to get the morning light just right on his cup.
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