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Excerpt 2

D ean pulled into the tiny employee parking area 
behind How Sweet It Is, tucking his car beside 

the one Lucy had pointed out as hers and wondering 
what on earth he’d been thinking when he’d asked 
Lucy to be his plus-one for this networking thing.  

It wasn’t a date, he assured himself.  No matter 
how much it felt like one.

Wednesday was one of the nights the shop closed 
early, and the front windows were already dark, but 
all the employee spaces were full, and the scooter his 
sister used to get around campus was tucked against 
the alley wall.

Dean frowned at it as he climbed out of his car, 
concerned again at how invested Georgie seemed to 
be in the chocolate shop when she ought to be fo-
cused on her studies.  He was still wearing his disap-
proving big-brother frown when the back door to How 
Sweet It Is opened and Georgie emerged, laughing as 
the voices inside the shop shouted goodbyes to her.

Her smile was still on her face when the door 
bounced against the metal doorjamb and she caught 
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sight of him. “Dean!  Nice suit.  What are you doing 
here?”

“A better question is what are you doing here?” he 
deflected.  “I thought you weren’t working evenings so 
you’d have time to study?”

“Relax, Grumpy.  I promise I’ve already finished 
my homework like a good girl.  I just stuck around to 
finish boxing up some extra delivery orders and get 
some free chocolate therapy.”

“What do you mean ‘therapy’?”  Concern surged 
up, swallowing his rational thinking with insta-worry.  
“Are you all right?  What’s wrong?  Why didn’t you 
call me?”  He’d had his phone silenced most of the 
afternoon while he was covering a legislative session, 
but he still checked it frequently, so he knew that he 
hadn’t had any messages or missed calls from her.

“Dean.  I’m fine.” She grinned, shaking her head.  
“Not everything is an emergency.  I just wanted to 
talk, and Lucy and Edda are great listeners.”

“I’m a good listener.  You know you can come to 
me with anything.”

Her eyebrows arched skeptically.  “Even dating 
advice?”

Overprotective big brother mode rose up even 
more strongly.  Love hurt, and if someone hurt Geor-
gie… “You don’t need any more distractions.  Your 
studies…”

She rolled her eyes. “Lots of people have relation-
ships and get degrees at the same time.”

Lots of people didn’t have their family history.  
But Dean couldn’t bring himself to say that out 

loud and burst the tentative bubble of hope on his 
sister’s face as she admitted, “There’s just someone 
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I’ve been thinking about a lot. A girl at the lab.  I don’t 
even know if she’s queer, but I thought maybe if I 
ate a Cupid chocolate on Valentine’s, fate would give 
us a little push. If it’s meant to be.” His little sister 
glanced over her shoulder back toward the shop, her 
lips quirking up in a private smile.  “I just wanted to 
make sure I officially reserved one, so I wouldn’t miss 
my shot.”

Panic like he’d felt when he watched her fall off her 
bike for the first time shafted through him.  “Geor-
gie…”

She turned back to him, a question in her eyes.  
“What?”

He didn’t have a logical way to express his very il-
logical level of fear for her.  His chest squeezed hard 
on the protective impulse to wrap his sister in Bubble 
Wrap so no one could ever break her heart, but all he 
said was, “You’re a scientist. You know the chocolates 
aren’t magic.”

Her eyebrows arched up high.  “I know there are a 
lot of things we don’t understand in the world.  And 
until we do, magic is one way of trying to make sense 
of them.  Not everything has to be black and white, 
Dean.  Love rarely is.”

“You’re seriously arguing for the possibility of love 
chocolates?”

“Why not?”  She folded her arms. “Dozens of 
studies have shown that the components present in 
chocolate trigger some of the same neurotransmitters 
in the brain as love.  The phenylethylamine stimu-
lates the brain to release dopamine, which produces 
feelings of pleasure and motivation.  Anadamide ac-
tivates pleasure receptors.  Typtophan and serotonin 
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create feelings of relaxation and well-being while the 
theobromine increases blood flow.”

“That isn’t love,” Dean insisted.  “It’s just the 
chemical illusion of it.”

Georgie shrugged.  “Who’s to say that feeling can’t 
make people more receptive to the real thing?  Every 
love story has to start somewhere.”

Dean leaned against his car, his arms folded as 
they argued. “By that logic, why would the Cupids 
only work on Valentine’s Day?  And why only the Cu-
pids?  Wouldn’t any chocolate do?”

“I’m not saying part of it isn’t psychological.  I’m 
sure the legend itself plays a part.  Belief is a power-
ful force in the workings of the mind.”

“So is self-delusion,” he grumbled.  “So your theo-
ry is that if you didn’t know about the legend and be-
lieve in the magic, the Cupids would be just another 
chocolate?”

“I haven’t exactly done a double-blind study on the 
matter, Dean,” Georgie drawled.

He shook his head.  “You’ve been spending too 
much time at this shop.  It’s corrupting your logic.”

“I’m not the only one,” Georgie returned, blithely 
unoffended.  “You’ve sure been hanging out with Lucy 
a lot.”

He narrowed his eyes at her speculative tone. “It’s 
not hanging out.  It’s work.”

“That why you look so spiffy tonight and Lucy’s all 
dressed up?  For work?  ’Cause it sure looks like a 
date.”

“It isn’t a date,” he snapped, a little too loudly.  “I 
have to attend this network thing, and Nora expressly 
told me not to come alone. It was just convenient to 
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ask Lucy because bringing the magic chocolate lady 
will help me soften my image.”  And if he couldn’t 
imagine taking anyone else, well, that was just a co-
incidence.

“Soften your image so you can get the morning 
anchor position?”

His focus sharpened at the pointed words.  He 
hadn’t told Georgie about it, hadn’t told anyone.  Ex-
cept… “Lucy told you.”

Georgie’s dark eyes held his.  “She didn’t mean 
to. She thought you already had.  But you didn’t 
because, let me guess, you were protecting me from 
being sad if it doesn’t work out?”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “Or maybe I’m afraid if I tell 
people then I’ll jinx it, and it won’t really happen.”  
He’d never wanted anything this badly and had it be 
so close to within his grasp while still not quite in his 
reach.

“But you told Lucy.”
“I needed her cooperation.  It was a negotiating 

tactic.”
“Are you sure that’s all it was?” Georgie asked, her 

lips quirking with amusement.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m only saying you seem…” Georgie shrugged.  “I 

don’t know.  Loose around her.”
“Loose?”
“You know what I mean.  I’ve watched all the inter-

views, and with her, you’re relaxed.   Open.”
“Open,” he repeated dubiously.
“You’re different with her,” Georgie insisted.  “You 

have this facade.  This wall.  Even I can’t always 
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get past your perfect, polished news face.  But with 
Lucy…you’re real with her.  It’s nice.”

She wasn’t wrong. His smiling, unflappable facade 
was his armor.  And Lucy had somehow gotten past 
it.  He’d always been willing to do whatever it took to 
get the story, and this time, somehow that had meant 
letting his guard down.  That was the only explana-
tion he had for it.  

That, plus the fact that he’d put his foot in it so 
hard when they first met, there had been no point in 
putting on his “news face,” as Georgie called it.  Lucy 
had already seen behind it.  She’d slipped past his 
polished image right from the start, and he’d had to 
be real to get her to trust him, but he hadn’t realized 
it would make him trust her, too.  

He’d been honest with her about his ambitions in 
a way he rarely was with anyone else.  He might joke 
around with his coworkers about wanting an anchor 
job, but Lucy knew how much it meant to him.  

Lucy knew a lot of things he didn’t tell anyone 
else.  

How had that happened?  How had her sunshine 
and optimism, mixed with caution and constant wor-
rying, somehow worked its way past all his titanium 
defenses?

“Don’t get any ideas,” he grumbled.  “We’re just 
friends.”

“Of course you are,” Georgie said, with a cheeky 
agreeability that was incredibly annoying.  “It’s just 
nice to see you making friends.” 

He narrowed his eyes.  “Don’t you have ground-
breaking research to conduct or something?”
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She just laughed as she headed toward her scoot-
er.  “Have fun on your playdate tonight!”

“It’s work.  I’m working.”
It certainly wasn’t a date. 
Except it kind of felt like one.
What was he doing?  He’d just needed a plus-one.  

He could have invited anyone.  A colleague.  His sis-
ter.  Inviting Lucy was complicated, and he liked his 
life simple.  He preferred his heart safe…right up un-
til the moment the chocolate shop door opened, Lucy 
stepped into the lot, and his breath whooshed out.

She looks like chocolate.  
He knew, in the rational part of his brain, that the 
thought didn’t make any sense, but it popped into his 
head and refused to leave.  Her dress was the exact 
shades of white and dark chocolate swirled 
together, the way they drizzled on the chocolate-
covered straw-berries she sold.  Her hair was swept 
up on top of her head in some sort of complicated 
twist, and her lips were a deep, luscious red as she 
flashed him a bright smile while he just stood there, 
dumbfounded.

Find out what happens next! Read Sweeter Than Chocolate!
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