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      “To Moses Lindsey! Best interim sous pastry chef since… well, me.” With a grin, Tennille Sterling lifted their martini glass high. The frothy, orangey-pink liquid inside caught the light.

      The man of the hour lifted his own glass to join in the toast with his coworkers from Délicieux. His pint of Deuchars IPA tasted as bittersweet as this last outing. Over the past couple of months, he’d grown attached to all of them. From Tennille, with their wicked sense of humor, spiked blonde hair, and unparalleled skill with caramel, to Antonia Hawthorne, who ran the front of the patisserie with flawless style and service from the wheelchair they all knew perfectly well was her throne, to shy Marcella Creevy, the intern from Manchester, who’d started right before he had and was only just now coming out of her shell.

      And then there was her. Zuri Patil. Executive pastry chef and the genius behind Délicieux. Moses had been crushing on her professionally long before they ever met, being absolutely in awe of the confections that emerged from her Edinburgh kitchen. But working side-by-side with her, he’d gotten to know the woman herself. Warm and vivacious, she ran her patisserie like a family, and absolutely nothing could convince him that all that love wasn’t what made her pastries taste so damned good. She sparkled, and it showed in the depths of her espresso-colored eyes and the easy flash of her smile.

      Was it any wonder he was half in love with her?

      Not that he’d done anything about it. He’d known his time in Scotland was temporary. Just the latest stop in a once-in-a-lifetime, year-long trek around the world, studying with some of the best pastry chefs in the business. And even if it hadn’t been, she deserved better than the likes of him—an ex-con who’d learned the basis of his trade in a prison kitchen.

      He’d come a long damned way from that guy, but he understood there were limits to how high he could rise. Because of the second chance he’d been given by Chef Athena Reynolds at her Michelin-starred restaurant, Olympus, in Chicago, he’d already done more and come further than he’d ever dreamed he could, and he was grateful for that every day. She’d become so much more than a boss over the years. She was one of his closest friends. But she’d moved on from Olympus and helped him arrange this tour of kitchens. The tour was coming to an end, so it was time for him to move on, too. Tomorrow. For tonight, he didn’t want to think about his impending flight back to the U.S. He just wanted to enjoy the company and soak up as much of Zuri’s warmth as he could before he returned to his pre-furnished flat for the last time.

      Antonia set her empty glass on the table with a thunk and eyed the club. “I’m going back to the bar to convince that very fine lad in the leather vest he wants to buy me a drink. Does anybody need anything?”

      “I’m good on libations, but I need to move,” Tennille declared. “C’mon, Marcella. We’re going to dance.” Without waiting for her acquiescence, they pulled her out onto the dance floor, leaving Moses alone with his boss.

      Zuri wasn’t sparkling tonight. Those melted chocolate eyes seemed outright sad, which was a nice boost to his ego, even as he wanted to do what he could to make it better.

      “You okay?”

      She tapped a finger against the copper mug holding her Moscow Mule. “I am not. You’re going home, and I don’t know what we’re going to do without you.”

      “We” not “I.” It was a good reminder that theirs was a professional friendship.

      “Find another sous chef, I imagine. Délicieux was doing just fine before I stepped into your kitchen. It’ll do just fine without me.”

      Zuri scowled, which wrinkled her adorable button nose and made her look like nothing so much as an angry Indian sprite. Did they even have something like sprites in Indian culture? Moses wasn’t sure.

      “It won’t be the same. You’re different.” She lifted her gaze to his. “Special.”

      Because his heart began to trip, Moses took another sip of his beer. She didn’t mean it like it sounded.

      “You’re brilliant. I’m sure you won’t have any trouble finding someone else who wants to learn from you. I know this has been, by far, my most educational stop on this culinary tour.” And he’d take all those lessons home to his next posting. Whatever that might end up being.

      She didn’t seem pleased with the compliment. “That’s not the point. They won’t have your sense of humor or your sense of calm. You showed up, and everything just clicked into place in the kitchen. I didn’t even know anything was missing until you did. And now… I just wish we had more time.”

      But they were out of time. He wouldn’t be going back to the patisserie before his flight tomorrow. They only had tonight to say their goodbyes. And if a part of him wished that was somewhere other than a noisy pub in Cowgate, well, he wasn’t gonna go ruin two months of good behavior now.

      Moses lifted his glass for another toast. “To an unforgettable experience and an equally unforgettable baker.”

      After only a moment’s hesitation, Zuri clinked her drink to his. “Same.” She drained the last of the Moscow Mule and slapped the mug on the table. “Do you want to dance?”

      He should say no. Dancing with her was just going to fuel fantasies about something he couldn’t have. But he couldn’t bring himself to do anything other than rise and hold out his hand. The slim fingers that slid into his were cold. Moses fought the urge to warm them and instead led her out on the dance floor, using his bigger bulk to weave a path through the crowd. The song changed as they found an open spot, the up-tempo dance beats giving way to something slow and sensual.

      Zuri didn’t balk, just moved into him as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Moses swallowed hard. They’d worked shoulder-to-shoulder often. He’d learned from her, talked to her, and laughed with her. But he’d never held her before. She topped out at his shoulder, so she had to tip her head back to look up at him. Those eyes snared him, and his fingers itched to comb through all that thick, black, curly hair she so rarely wore down. Instead, he held on, struggling to be respectful, while still painfully aware that she was a woman, with softness and curves in all the right places.

      They swayed to the beat. Her mammoth sigh pressed her breasts against his chest, and Moses began to count backward from a thousand in increments of seven. If Zuri noticed she didn’t let on.

      “I’m going to miss the hell out of you. You’ve really become a part of the shop and part of our team over the past couple of months.”

      “I’m gonna miss y’all, too.” That truth was easy to admit. He’d loved every minute of his time at Délicieux.

      A dimple fluttered in one cheek. “Everybody?”

      “Sure. Everybody.” And in the false intimacy of the dance, he admitted, “Especially you.”

      Relief and pleasure lit her gaze for an instant before hardening into something that looked a hell of a lot like resolve. The hand on his shoulder slid around to cup his nape, and she rose to her toes, pressing her lips to his in a soft, questioning kiss. Ignoring every alarm bell clanging in his brain, Moses curved around her, pulling her body flush to his. This was all they could have, but God, it was worth it to satisfy his curiosity. Angling his head, he answered by tracing the seam of her lips with his tongue until she opened for him. She tasted of ginger and lime and an indefinable sweetness that had to just be her. Complex and lovely, as all her confections were.

      The moment and the kiss spun out until someone bumped into him, jostling him out of his stupor. Moses lifted his head, realizing the music had changed back to something fast and rowdy. They stood in the middle of the dance floor, breathing hard, staring at each other. Zuri’s lips were pink and a little swollen from his. Her fingers flexed at his nape before she slowly dropped back to her feet.

      “I know you’re leaving tomorrow, but I had to know.”

      “Know what?” His voice came out like gravel.

      “If it would be as good as I imagined between us.”

      Her answer didn’t matter, but he couldn’t resist asking the question. “And?”

      Regret tinged the smile he loved. “Better.”

      Moses indulged himself, skimming his fingers across her cheek and through that thick mass of silky hair, committing the textures to memory. “You’re amazing, and you deserve a lot better than me.”

      A furrow dug in between her brows. She opened her mouth, clearly prepared to argue the point, but he stepped back.

      “I think I should go.” He lifted her hand to his lips, brushing a soft kiss over her knuckles. “Thank you for everything. I’ll never forget it. Or you.”

      Trailing his thumb over her fingers one last time, he released her and walked away, regretting every step.
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        * * *

      

      As the mirror glaze on her opera cake slid right off the top to pool in an iridescent puddle that looked more like an oil slick than the galaxy she’d been going for, Zuri snarled a string of curses.

      The kitchen door swung open, and Antonia rolled in. “Okay, look, you’ve really got to do something about this.”

      “About what?” In an ill-tempered huff, Zuri slid the entire cake into the bin.

      Antonia just arched one perfectly tweezed auburn brow above her black-framed glasses. “Really?”

      “What?” She didn’t need this. She had to start all over on this opera cake because she’d made careless mistakes. She never made careless mistakes. Or hadn’t before the last few weeks.

      “You’re seriously going to deny that you still have a thing for Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome who went home to the U.S. a month ago?”

      Heat bloomed in Zuri’s cheeks. She’d said nothing to her staff about her interest in Moses. But as she’d known it would, the kitchen felt different without him in it. And she hated it. “What does Moses have to do with anything?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that you’ve been a bear since he left? And I don’t mean the adorable teddy kind.”

      From her prep station, Marcella lifted her head. “We all miss him.”

      Zuri lifted her hands and dropped them again in defeat. She had been in a shite mood since he’d walked away from her that last night. She didn’t know what she’d been thinking when she kissed him. Maybe that he’d be so overwhelmed by their chemistry that he couldn’t help but change his mind and all his plans and stay.

      Of course, he hadn’t done that. And that’s what she got for waiting until the absolute last minute to do anything about the attraction that had simmered during their time together. But she’d been his boss. There were boundaries that shouldn’t be crossed.

      And you didn’t ask him to stay.

      That thought had haunted her every freaking night. But how could she ask that of him when he’d so quickly shut anything down? It was the nicest rejection she’d ever experienced. Damn him. Now he was gone, and she was afraid she couldn’t look at her beloved kitchen the same.

      But her staff didn’t deserve to bear the brunt of that poor decision.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Be brave,” Antonia insisted.

      Before Zuri could ask what the hell Antonia thought she should do about it, the back door swung open and Tennille strode in. Excited energy practically crackled around them as they hung up their messenger bag and snagged their chef’s jacket off a peg on the wall.

      “Someone’s in a good mood,” Zuri observed.

      “Did your date with that rugby player turn into a long weekend?” Antonia waggled her eyebrows.

      Tennille clutched their chest in a mock swoon. “Yes. And it was glorious. But that’s not what has me excited.”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense.” Marcella perched on a stool, assuming the position for the spilling of the tea.

      Swinging toward Zuri, Tennille pressed their lips together, as if bracing themselves. “Darling, I’m going to need you to sit down.”

      And Zuri knew. Her stomach pitched and everything in her revolted. She gripped a kitchen towel in both hands. “Don’t tell me you’re leaving, too.”

      Tennille gently extracted the towel from her death grip and took her hands, tugging her into a hug. “You knew this was coming. That I’ve been interviewing. This is an opportunity for my own kitchen. Head pastry chef at a five-star hotel. It’s my dream.”

      It was what Zuri had been training them for. But she hadn’t expected things to change this fast. “I know. God, I know. And of course you should take it. But I just—” She sniffed. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you, too.”

      As one, her entire staff chorused, “You’re going to call him.”

      Zuri gave Tennille the side eye. “You weren’t even here for that discussion.”

      “I’m not blind. You’re utterly miserable without him. When I go, you’ll have a free position and the money to bring someone else in. I think you know very well who that should be.”

      Her heart began to pound as she considered it. Her sous chef wasn’t wrong. Them leaving gave her staffing budget the latitude it hadn’t had. And bringing on another pastry chef as talented as the one she was losing could open up additional business opportunities. She could see how it might work. But would Moses be willing to come back? It was one thing to take a deliberate year off to travel and train. Would he want to pick up and leave everything he knew of his life in the States and truly move to Scotland?

      “We haven’t even texted or emailed since he left.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Antonia demanded.

      Zuri opened her mouth and closed it again. She’d been waiting for him to contact her. Hoping for some sign that he missed her. But maybe he’d been waiting for the same. Or maybe he’d determined that cutting off contact entirely would be easier to handle than the reminders of what he clearly believed they couldn’t have.

      “What would I even say?”

      “‘Tennille got a new job. We miss you. Please come back to work with us and so I can jump your bones,’” Marcella declared.

      Zuri’s mouth dropped open, and Tennille and Antonia all but brayed with laughter.

      “Oh ho! Our shy girl isn’t so shy anymore. I approve.” Antonia rolled over and gave her a high five.

      Marcella jerked her shoulders. “We were all thinking it. Especially since we all saw that kiss the night he left.”

      Tennille nodded. “True story.”

      Zuri’s mouth fell open. None of them had said a word about seeing the kiss. But she had chosen the middle of a crowded dance floor to do it, so what did she expect?

      “Okay, okay, fine. But I can’t just dump that in a text.”

      “Email. Phone call. Zoom. There are options. Just say you’ll do something. I’m begging you, Z.” Antonia folded her hands in supplication.

      Zuri checked the clock and did some quick math. Nine in the morning in the States. Before she could talk herself out of it, she picked up her phone and scrolled to a familiar contact. It rang twice before a distracted voice picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Zuri. I need a favor.”
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        * * *

      

      Moses stepped through the automatic doors at the McGhee Tyson Airport in Knoxville, waiting a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden glare of the Southern sun. A piercing whistle drew his attention down the curb to a familiar figure with long brown hair and a mile-wide smile.

      “You are a sight for sore eyes!” Chef Athena Reynolds Maxwell opened her arms wide.

      Moses walked straight into them, giving her a big squeeze. “It’s good to see you, Chef.”

      “Oh, come on now. We’re not in a kitchen, and you don’t work for me anymore.”

      “Old habits.” He stepped back to take her in.

      The soft, plaid flannel shirt was rolled to her elbows, and faded, well-worn jeans covered her long legs. The boots she wore looked comfortable and broken-in and were so far from how she’d dressed in Chicago, he almost laughed.

      “Your Tennessee is showing.”

      “As well it should. You forget, underneath all the training, I’m a farm girl at heart.”

      “It looks good on you.” She was put together and comfortable in her skin in a way she hadn’t been all those years in Chicago.

      “Let’s get your bag in the trunk and get out of here before somebody starts honking that I’m taking up space at the curb.”

      She led him over to a massive SUV and popped the liftgate.

      Moses stared. “You have a mom car now.”

      “Necessary evil between the dogs and the kids. Gotta have room tote people and stuff.”

      He loaded his carry-on and settled in the front passenger seat. “How are the boys?”

      “Growing like weeds. Dylan’s already taller than me, and Jesse’s not far behind. They wanted to come with me to pick you up, but I wanted you all to myself, so Logan’s keeping them occupied on the farm.”

      Athena had come a long damned way from her reputation as a female Gordon Ramsey. She’d been brilliant but temperamental in the kitchen, and that perfectionist streak had earned her a Michelin star and a James Beard Award when she’d been barely twenty-six. Now she was married, and she and her husband had adopted two boys. Moses would never have thought this life would suit her down to the ground if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes.

      “You look happy. It’s good to see.”

      Her smile flashed again. “I am happy. Of course, Logan and the boys have a lot to do with it. And who would’ve imagined I’d love being a mom to two teenagers? But it’s not just love and family. I finally figured out the life I wanted, and I built it. On my terms. There was a lot of shit to overcome, and I overcame it. So yeah, I am happy.” She glanced over from the driver’s seat. “Now it’s your turn to do the same.”

      Moses stretched his legs. “Tall order.”

      “I was hoping that this last year of travel was really going to give you some direction about what you want to do next.”

      His mind shot straight to Scotland, to the little patisserie just off Princes Street. Zuri wasn’t an option. Délicieux wasn’t an option. So, he avoided the question.

      “The trip was incredible. I met so many awesome people and learned so much. And I got to visit all these countries, all these places, I never imagined I’d get to see. I owe that to you. To your connections.”

      “I just made the introductions. It was your talent that got you in the door. Same as it did at Olympus.”

      “Well, either way, thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Her shoulders twitched, betraying her discomfort with gratitude. “So, what’s next? You’ve been back for a bit over a month.”

      Wasn’t that the million-dollar question? “I’m still figuring that out. I’ve been doing some temp work, filling in at various restaurants around Chicago while I send out resumes and start trying to figure out where I might like to go.”

      “You want to leave Chicago?”

      “It’s not the same since you left. I’d definitely like a new scene, so I’m applying all over the place.”

      “Oh yeah? Any offers yet?”

      “A couple I should really consider.”

      “Should? What’s stopping you?”

      “Well, thanks to you, for the first time in my life, I’m not in a position where I have to take the first thing that’s offered. I can actually think about what I want, long-term. I definitely don’t take that privilege for granted.”

      “Fair enough. It’s a good place to be in. And hopefully, while you’re in town visiting me, you’ll have some time to do that thinking.”

      “That is the plan.”

      “I am going to make you work for your keep,” Athena warned. “I want you as a guest on The Misfit Kitchen.”

      Part of that life Athena had built for herself was a wildly successful web series, where she featured both the produce and meats from her husband’s huge organic farm. The show made farm-to-table cooking feel accessible to regular folks. She’d used it to launch a recent cookbook around the same theme and regularly had guests on to join her in the specially built studio kitchen.

      “You know I’ll never turn down a chance to cook with you.” And maybe getting in the kitchen with her again would give him some clarity.

      With a grin, she offered her fist for a bump.

      They talked the entire two-hour drive back to Eden’s Ridge.

      When she bypassed the turn to The Misfit Inn, the bed-and-breakfast run by the rest of her sisters, he straightened. “Am I not staying at the inn?”

      “Of course not. You’re family. You’re gonna stay at the farm with the rest of us.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d called him family, but the sentiment always gave him a feeling of warm, gooey caramel in his chest. His relationship with his own family hadn’t been great before his stint in prison for the mere crime of being a black man in the wrong place at the wrong time. His attempts to mend that connection when he got out hadn’t been met with welcome, so he’d leaned into the found family of restaurant life.

      He thought again of the one he’d left behind in Edinburgh, wondering how everyone was doing. Had Antonia actually gotten a date with the bookshop clerk she’d been crushing on? Was Marcella still coming out of her shell? Had Tennille had any luck with their interviews? Was Zuri missing him?

      He didn’t know any of it.

      He could ask. In fact, he felt kind of like a dick for not asking. But keeping up would’ve been too hard, made him too homesick for a place that hadn’t been home for more than a couple of months. That was his story, and he was sticking to it.

      He’d give it some time and then reach out later, when he was settled, to give everybody the update and see what was going on with them. They’d understand. And by then, maybe he’d have stopped aching from missing them all.
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        * * *

      

      “You okay?”

      Zuri looked up from the cup of tea in her hands. “What?”

      On the other side of the counter in the big farmhouse kitchen of The Misfit Inn, Rachel McCleary, the in-house baker, offered a sympathetic smile. “A lot on your mind. Do you prefer to feed the nerves or starve them? I’ve got a batch of chocolate chunk cookie dough on standby for afternoon snacks later. I can totally throw some in the oven.”

      Rachel, like all the other Misfit Inn staff—most of whom were related to Athena one way or another—had been nothing but warm and welcoming since her arrival the day before. Zuri genuinely liked the woman and appreciated the fact that she hadn’t minded Zuri camping out in her kitchen all morning while waiting for her guest slot on The Misfit Kitchen. Like everyone else, she’d been filled in about the plan and was fully supportive.

      “Oh, thank you, but no. I couldn’t possibly eat right now.” Apparently, she couldn’t drink either. The tea had gone tepid.

      “I get it. It took half a magnum of champagne for me to work up the courage to make the move with Jonah.”

      Zuri eyed her. “How’d that go?”

      Rachel winced. “Messy. But worth it in the end.” She lifted her left hand to flash a sparkly engagement ring.

      Marriage. A life. Those were all huge commitments. “Oh, well. That’s getting rather ahead of things.” She was just here for a chance to see where things could go. She couldn’t expect more than that.

      “My point is that you never know how it’s going to turn out until you ask. And it’s worth the ask.”

      With a slow exhale, Zuri set her mug aside. “Well, that’s why I’m here.” And she certainly wasn’t going to chicken out after flying across an ocean to see him.

      “This is so romantic!” With a feigned swoon, Athena’s niece, Ari, dropped into another seat at the table. The teenager had appointed herself General upon Zuri’s arrival and was organizing everything. When Zuri had questioned Athena about it, she’d shrugged and said the kid had a good track record with her and all of her sisters and then some, and had advised just rolling with the whims of the resident matchmaker. It wasn’t like Zuri had better ideas.

      “Well, I really hope he doesn’t freak out about being ambushed.”

      “He won’t,” Ari assured her. “Moses is a really laid-back guy. And he’s going to be so excited to see you!”

      Feeling about sixteen again herself, Zuri straightened. “Did he say something?”

      “Well, I haven’t actually seen him since he got in yesterday, but I know he will. You two are gonna be so cute together!” Her phone buzzed, and she glanced at the readout. “Okay, you gotta put your game face on. My cousin Dylan just texted to say they’re wrapping up breakfast. That means they’ll be incoming in about half an hour. I’m gonna take you over to the studio so our camera guy can walk you through everything.”

      “All right.” Zuri pressed a hand to her middle, wishing desperately for a batch of ginger biscuits and her mother’s chai to settle her stomach.

      Rachel offered a double thumbs up. “Good luck!”

      Zuri’s answering smile was more of a grimace. She followed Ari out the back door and down a brick path that led to the building housing The Misfit Kitchen. With curiosity, Zuri took in what her former classmate from Le Cordon Bleu had created. The kitchen itself wasn’t huge. It didn’t need to be with just Athena and a guest or two. The interior was made up of exposed brick walls and a lot of wood and stainless steel. It was homey, comfortable, with excellent lighting, as any good kitchen ought to have. A young twenty-something guy fiddled with settings on a camera from his perch in the large open space in front of the kitchen. A few large tables were folded and stacked against one wall, and she remembered that Athena also taught some small cooking classes.

      “Zuri, this is Scott, our cameraman and jack of all trades. He’s going to fit you up with a mic. Scott, this is one of our guests today, Zuri Patil.”

      The guy flashed a grin. “Nice to meet you, Chef. Have you ever been on camera before?”

      Camera. She’d known she’d be on camera when she’d asked Athena to do this. But somehow, she’d convinced herself she could talk her friend into tossing the footage. This didn’t sound like that. “Uh, no.”

      “No worries. I’ll just go over a few things about how all this will work.”

      Zuri listened as Scott explained how to control the mic pack and where the cameras would be located. He outlined what would be expected of her, and she tried to soak it all in, but her mind was buzzing like a swarm of bees.

      “Most of all, don’t get nervous. This isn’t running live, so if something doesn’t go as expected, you’ll have plenty of opportunity to try again.”

      But as Scott set her up in the kitchen doing test runs to check lighting and sound levels, Zuri could only think that this was her one shot. She’d blown the opportunity she’d had while Moses had been in Edinburgh by sitting on her feelings. And in the six weeks since, she hadn’t done a damned thing to let him know the kiss had been more than simple curiosity. He’d had all this time to apply for other positions. What if he’d already accepted another job? What if he didn’t want what she’d come here to offer? If Moses didn’t jump today, she didn’t think she’d get another chance.

      “Okay, people! They are officially on their way,” Ari announced. “Zuri, it’s time for you to hide. You remember what I told you about your cue?”

      Because nerves had dried all the saliva in her mouth, she just nodded.

      Ari took both her hands and squeezed. “It’s going to be great. You’re going to do great, and he’s not gonna know what hit him.”

      That was part of what she was afraid of. But she followed the teenager back to her designated hiding spot to wait. When the girl left her, Zuri crossed her fingers and toes and prayed this all went as well as she hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Moses stood patiently while Camera Guy Scott attached his mic pack.

      “Since you’re the guest, the intention is for me to be your sous chef,” Athena explained. “You’ll be instructing.”

      He grinned. “Just think… I could use this as payback for all that time at Olympus.”

      With feigned insult, she pressed a hand to her heart. “I was the soul of patience.”

      Athena’s niece, Ari, snorted with unrestrained laughter. Moses just arched a knowing brow. Athena was many things. Patient had never been one of them.

      “Literally nobody believes that,” Ari stated.

      “Tiny speaks the truth.” Moses held up a hand, and the girl slapped it in a high five.

      “Lies,” Athena declared. “Both of you. Remember, I have final say about what makes the cut. I can put in all your kitchen goofs, or I can make you look like a kitchen god.”

      “With great power comes great responsibility.” He looked around, absorbing the inherent welcome of the space and noting the placement of tools and staples. “This’ll be a lot different from cooking at Olympus, anyway.”

      She hooked on her own mic pack. “That it is. Is this something you might consider? You could always start your own web show, even if it's not intended to be a job necessarily. TikTok is huge these days. Is it something you think would be fun?”

      “I have no idea. I like sharing my love of food, but I’m not sure how I feel about the format. I guess we’ll see. Why?”

      She kicked back against the counter and jerked her shoulders. “Just curious. You’ve been pastry chef at Olympus, worked in hotel kitchens, made bread from wheat you harvested and ground yourself, been sous chef to several dedicated patisseries. At this point, you’ve done a little bit of everything in the world of pastry. What was your favorite?”

      “The patisseries, hands down. I loved working with you, but some of the other dynamics of restaurant life are not my bag. I prefer the hours of a baker over the kind of hours we kept at Olympus. It’s just a different vibe that works better for me. Less stress.”

      “You think you might want to open your own place?”

      “I don't know. Seems like that would take a lot of capital I definitely don't have. Plus, I like working with other people. I like the camaraderie and the friendships of the kitchen. You know?”

      “Definitely. Why do you think I keep bringing people on as guests? I miss cooking with other professionals. What was your favorite stop on your travels? Your favorite kitchen to work in?”

      “Scotland. I loved working at Délicieux in Edinburgh.” Even he could hear the wistfulness in his voice.

      “You really loved it over there, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. A lot more than I thought I would.” A chuckle rumbled through his chest. “Not something you’d expect from a guy who grew up in the less savory parts of Atlanta.”

      “You’re way more than your beginnings. And anyway, it was good experience and will look fantastic on your resume. In light of that, I’ve got a potential job offer from another friend of mine for you to throw in the hopper for consideration.”

      “Oh? I mean, I’m certainly open to talking about it. I’m all about welcoming new opportunities.”

      She briskly rubbed her hands together. “Excellent.”

      Noting the twinkle in her gray eyes, he narrowed his. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I know that twinkle.” She was plotting something. In the old days, that had been far more likely to be kitchen pranks. Now, he wasn’t sure what to expect.

      Athena just grinned and waved him off. “We’ll talk about it later. Meanwhile, we’ve got to get rolling.”

      “Fair enough.” After the show, he’d pin her down and get to the bottom of whatever was cooking in that devious brain of hers.

      He took his place on the mark Scott directed him to and waited for his cue.

      “Welcome back to The Misfit Kitchen! I’m Athena Reynolds, and today I’m joined by one of my dearest friends, Moses Lindsey. Not only is he an incredibly talented pastry chef and the brilliant mind behind most of the original desserts at my restaurant Olympus, he’s one of the nicest guys I know.”

      Moses flashed a smile at the camera. “Thanks for having me, Chef.”

      “In addition to Moses, I have yet another surprise for you viewers at home. An old classmate of mine from back in Paris, she’s come a very, very long way to be a guest on the show today.”

      Moses’s heart began to thud because that twinkle in her eye was amplified, and it suddenly looked a whole lot like the one Ari regularly sported. Usually when matchmaking was afoot.

      “Please welcome the executive pastry chef from Délicieux in Edinburgh, Scotland, Zuri Patil!”

      He tried to look everywhere at once, not knowing where she’d come from or whether this was some kind of joke.

      It definitely wasn’t a joke.

      She emerged from the emergency exit tucked behind the pantry, dressed in trim black pants and one of the flowy patterned tops she favored when she wasn’t in her chef’s jacket. Her hair was down, curling around her shoulders, as it had been that last night. She joined them at the long counter, tossing an absent wave in the direction of the camera, but her eyes—those wonderful, dark chocolate eyes—stayed fixed on his. A hopeful smile curved her lips. “Hello, Moses.”

      His brain decided that moment was the perfect time to replay every nanosecond of their kiss and how she’d felt in his arms, the softness of her skin and the silkiness of that hair.

      “Zuri.”

      They stared at each other, and his hands flexed to keep from reaching for her. He didn’t know how to greet her after how they’d parted. She was right there. Close enough to touch. Staring at him with what he hoped was as much hunger as he felt.

      “As you may have surmised, Moses and Zuri spent some time working together, and we here at The Misfit Kitchen thought it would be fun to give them a chance to cook together again.”

      Athena’s voice finally pulled his attention away from the woman who’d haunted his dreams. His friend was completely and totally smirking. He’d kill her later. After he hugged her neck.

      “Shall we get started, you two?”

      They both turned their focus back to her.

      “Yes, Chef.”
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        * * *

      

      Zuri wondered if her nerves were painted all over her face for the camera to see. She couldn’t quite read Moses. It seemed as if he was excited and happy to see her. She thought she saw that instinctive recognition and jump of pleasure, but she couldn’t say for sure that it wasn’t her own wishful thinking.

      “Well, Chefs, what are we making today?”

      Apparently easier with the camera than she was, he turned toward Athena.

      “Well, we’ve got this basket full of gorgeous apples from Whitaker Orchards, here in Eden’s Ridge.” He picked one up and tossed it so the beautiful, unblemished golden skin caught the light. “These are Golden Delicious apples, which stay pretty firm, so they hold up beautifully to baking. They’re great pie apples, and if it was just me, I’d probably go for a Dutch apple pie. But I know how much Zuri loves caramel.” Apple in hand, he caught her eye and winked.

      Her belly jumped. Was he flirting? She could do this. Talk about the food they both loved on camera. “You’re thinking tarte tatin.”

      “It’s one of your favorites.”

      It was. That he’d chosen that said something. Didn’t it? That he knew her at the very least.

      “It is. One of the beautiful things about tarte tatin is that it’s incredibly forgiving. No matter how it looks when it comes out, it will taste divine.”

      “Tarte tatin it is,” Moses confirmed.

      They were on the same page in this, at least. “I’ll get the flour to start the pastry. Athena, where’s your food processor?”

      Once the ingredients were gathered, Zuri lost herself in the process of cooking, pausing now and again to explain what she was doing. By the time she’d placed the plastic-wrapped pastry dough in the fridge, Moses was grabbing a knife and describing the best way to peel and core the apples. As he talked, Zuri moved around him, pulling together the components of the caramel sauce. This was what she’d missed. This familiar rhythm of dancing with him in a kitchen.

      She melted the butter in a skillet over medium-high heat, then reached for the sugar. Moses was there, handing it over, his big hand brushing hers. To anyone watching, it would’ve appeared casual. An accident. But Zuri knew the touch was deliberate. They’d spent two months never touching, never pushing the envelope. So that simple, easy contact had gooseflesh rippling up her arm, bringing with it a profound physical awareness of his proximity. His size. He was a big man, who moved with an unexpected grace she’d always found absurdly attractive.

      Somehow, she didn’t drop the sugar. Only flashed him a smile as she added it to the skillet and began to stir. Once the mixture began to bubble, Moses stepped close to add the apples, his chest pressing against her back as he reached around her. Zuri sucked in a breath and forced herself not to lean back against him. They walked through the rest of the process, cooking down the apples until they were caramelized and the sauce had darkened to a deep amber. She’d outright forgotten about Athena until the other woman brought out the prepared round of pastry dough. With quick efficiency, Moses turned all the apples curved side down and arranged them in concentric circles. Then Zuri draped the round of dough over the top of the pan, carefully tucking the edges and pricking it with a fork before sliding the whole thing into the preheated oven and setting the timer for twenty-five minutes.

      “And cut!” Scott announced. “We’ll come back in twenty to film the finished product.”

      “Synchronize your watches, people.” Athena set the timer on hers, then snagged Ari and Scott. “We’re just gonna leave y’all to talk.”

      The three of them were gone almost before Zuri could blink. Then she was alone in the kitchen with Moses for the first time. The nerves came back with a vengeance. She stared at him, having no idea what to say or where to start.

      He had no such problem. “What are you doing here?”

      Because his tone was mostly disbelief and wonder, Zuri relaxed a fraction, twitching her shoulders in a shrug that suggested more ease than she felt. “I missed you.” It was the absolute truth. “Nothing’s been the same since you left. So, I called Athena and arranged all of this to see you again. I wanted the chance to say what I didn’t say before you left.”

      He didn’t come any closer, but she sensed the tension in his big frame. “What’s that?”

      She swallowed, aware her hands were trembling. This was the moment. The chance she’d gone to all this trouble to make. She couldn’t chicken out now. “Don’t leave. I want you to stay. Or, rather, I want you to come back to Edinburgh. Come work with me.”

      Did he understand what she was asking? It was vital that she made it clear she wanted him to work with her, not for her. No more problematic power dynamics. No more boss-employee relationship. “Tennille is leaving to go work their dream job in a five-star hotel kitchen. There’s a big hole in mine. And, in truth, there was a hole before Tennille got the job. I need someone I trust to partner with me. I want it to be you. If that’s something you want.”

      She’d been so sure when she’d made the call and got on the plane. Her whole trip had been full of plans and dreams of how it would be. She had only to ask him, as she should’ve done weeks ago.

      But his dark face didn’t change expressions. He barely even blinked. The total lack of reaction had fresh anxiety spooling in her chest. What if she wasn’t enough? What if she’d come all this way and laid out her heart for nothing? What if she’d misread the entire situation?

      Zuri didn’t know how she’d even finish out the episode, let alone the rest of the trip. As the silence spun out, past shock and directly into awkward, she wondered if she could change her return flight to tonight because she couldn’t stay here one minute more if his answer was a rejection.
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        * * *

      

      Moses was reeling. Zuri had flown all this way, gone to all this trouble, and she’d just offered him his dream job, working with her, giving him the chance to go back to his favorite place to work with some of his favorite people. But it was too good to be true. The latest in a line of things that had happened to him that felt too good to be true. Her even being here didn’t feel real. Her coming for him on a personal front didn’t feel real either, but here she was.

      Those gorgeous, melted chocolate eyes shifted from hopeful to worried, and her usually proud shoulders rounded. Moses realized he’d waited way too damned long to say something.

      “Why me?” He thought he knew, but he wasn’t about to risk getting it wrong.

      Zuri frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know how you can ask that.” A little crease settled between her brows, and he recognized determination as she took the two steps to close the distance between them. “I didn’t act on the things I was feeling because I was your boss. I’m not asking you to come back to work for me. I’m asking you for you to come back and work with me. And if that’s too weird for you, then I can help you find another position in Edinburgh. I just want you to come back.”

      Too weird for him? Did she have any idea of the gift she was dangling in front of him? His dream job and her? Moses wanted them both almost more than his next breath. But saying yes wasn’t such a simple thing. Not when she didn’t know everything.

      “You deserve better than me.”

      She made what he thought of as a Scottish noise in the back of her throat. “Bollocks. You are one of the most talented pastry chefs I’ve ever worked with and one of the best men I know.”

      He sighed. Knowing he had to give her the truth. “I got my start in a prison kitchen.”

      Her fierce expression didn’t change. “So?”

      “As an inmate,” he clarified.

      She simply blinked at him. “And?”

      Hadn’t she heard a word he’d said? “You can’t not care about that.”

      Zuri arched both brows. “Did you hurt anybody to get there?”

      He almost recoiled at that. “No.”

      “Of course you didn’t. I know you better than that. You would never hurt anyone. So no, I don’t care.” She reached up, cupping his cheek in her cool palm. Moses couldn’t stop himself from turning into the touch. “I want this. I want the chance to try things with you. To see what we could be. Don’t you want that?”

      Of course, he wanted that more than any damn thing in the world. But he couldn’t just jump without making sure she’d considered all the angles.

      “What if it doesn’t work out?”

      Her shoulders rose and fell. “Then it doesn’t work out. But at least we’ll know. And we won’t spend the rest of our lives wondering. I can’t think of anything more tragic than letting all of this just pass us by. I crossed an ocean because I couldn’t do that. Can you?”

      He’d walked away from her once, and every minute since had simply sucked. Moses didn’t know if he had it in him to do it again. Didn’t he owe it to her to trust that she knew her own mind? That she’d considered the risks and wanted him anyway? What kind of man would he be if he walked away from the gift of that kind of trust?

      He reached for her, curling his hands around her hips and lowering his brow to hers. “I want what you’re offering. I want to work with you. I want to work with Marcela and Antonia. To see Tennille again. I want to see where this goes. But I need you to be absolutely sure this is what you want.”

      Zuri’s hands snaked up around his neck. “Moses, I’m here. I’m sure.”

      He breathed out a sigh. “Thank God.”

      This time he was the one who took her mouth, sinking into a kiss that was everything he’d never thought to have. Home, comfort, partnership with a woman who’d earned his undying respect and devotion. She melted against him with a little whimper that fired his blood. Skimming a hand up her back, he threaded his fingers into that glorious mass of curls, angling her head to take the kiss deeper. He wanted to get lost in her, to make up for all the time he hadn’t acted.

      The hiss of a whisper nudged at his consciousness, pulling him out of the fog of lust and happiness.

      “—can’t just interrupt that!”

      “The timer’s about to go off.”

      “Then we’ll make another one. I refuse to let you get in the way of romance!” Footsteps scuffled from somewhere nearby.

      Ari. That was definitely Ari.

      Moses lifted his head, resigned to the fact that their moment was over. “The fact that I can hear y’all kinda overshadows Tiny’s attempt at intervention. But the effort is appreciated.”

      Laughing, Zuri buried her flaming face against his chest.

      Scott picked up the camera and readied for the next series of shots.

      Smirking, Athena strode by them to check the window on the oven. “I’m guessing you’re gonna take the job.”

      Keeping one arm around Zuri, Moses glared back. “I am. I can’t decide whether to kick your ass or kiss you.”

      “How about inviting me for a visit once you’re settled?”

      “That seems only fair.” Zuri beamed a smile at him that felt like sunrise. “Let’s finish that tarte. We’ve got a lot of details to sort out before we go home.”

      Home.

      The thing he’d been looking for all his adult life. Now he’d found it in the most improbable of places, and he was never walking away from it—or the woman who’d given it to him—again.
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