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Chapter 1: The Interview from Hell
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The bell above the café door jingled with an obnoxiously cheerful chime, as if mocking Ava Winters the moment she stepped inside. The scent of roasted espresso and burnt sugar hit her nose immediately, wrapping around her like a seduction and a threat. She paused at the entrance, tugging at her secondhand blazer that didn’t quite sit right on her shoulders. Her heels clicked against the reclaimed wood floor as she moved farther in, past the hipster crowd sipping artfully-poured lattes and tapping away at laptops. This wasn’t just a coffee shop—it was an altar to caffeine and cool.

And she was about to face its devil.

Knox Carter.

She’d heard of him before even applying. Tattooed, brutally blunt, and known to have fired baristas mid-shift for crimes like “microwaving oat milk” or “serving cappuccinos too foamy.” The man was a coffee tyrant, a perfectionist with a reputation for being hot in the worst—and unfortunately, the best—ways. She’d only seen a grainy photo of him on some local foodie blog, but even there, he looked like sex and rage bottled into one arrogant smirk.

The shop was quieter than she expected, muffled music and murmured conversations trailing behind her as she approached the counter. No one acknowledged her. She cleared her throat once, twice, just before the kitchen door swung open and he stepped out.

Black T-shirt stretched across broad shoulders. A black apron slung low across his narrow waist. His inked forearms flexed as he carried a tray of freshly washed cups. His jawline could cut marble, and his dark eyes flicked to her with no warmth at all.

“You’re late.”

Ava blinked. “It’s 9:58. My interview’s at 10.”

Knox dropped the tray on the counter with a clatter. “And now it’s 9:59, which gives me exactly one minute to decide if you’re worth the air you’re breathing in my shop.”

Charming.

She straightened her spine and squared her chin. “If you wanted a robot, you should’ve hired one.”

His lip twitched—something that might have been a smirk, or the beginning of a sneer. “Sit.”

She perched on the stool he motioned to, right at the far end of the counter. He leaned on the opposite side, his gaze skating over her like he was assessing a pastry he already hated the look of.

“Name.”

“Ava Winters.”

“Experience.”

“Two years at Brewed Awakenings, one at Bean Scene, and a summer internship at Lavazza’s HQ in Milan.”

He raised a brow. “What did you do in Milan?”

“Got yelled at in three languages and learned to make coffee so good it made grown men cry.”

His expression didn’t change, but he did glance down to the resume she’d handed him.

“Why here?”

She hesitated for a beat. Truth? Because she was broke. Because her ex had drained her account. Because she had nowhere else to go and nothing left to lose.

But she wasn’t about to give him that.

“Because this shop has the best beans, the worst attitude, and a reputation for perfection. I figured I’d fit in.”

Knox stepped around the counter. He didn’t stop until he was in her space, until she had to tilt her head up to look into his face. His cologne hit her—a mix of bergamot and dark roast—and it made her stomach twist in ways she refused to acknowledge.

“Perfection doesn’t tolerate chaos,” he murmured.

Ava didn’t blink. “Maybe perfection needs a little chaos.”

The moment hung thick between them—too long, too tight. His gaze dropped, then lifted again with a flicker of something unreadable.

“Trial shift. Now. Apron’s by the sink. Screw up once, you’re out.”

She didn’t thank him. Didn’t smile. Just shrugged off her blazer and rolled up her sleeves. “Hope you’re ready to be impressed.”

He turned away without a word, already barking orders at a teenage barista who looked like she’d barely survived the morning rush. Ava slipped behind the counter, tied on the apron, and ignored the tremor in her fingers.

This wasn’t a job. It was war.

By noon, she’d burned her hand twice, spilled milk once, and nearly cried when a machine hissed at her like it was possessed. Knox hovered like a storm cloud, correcting her tamping pressure, her milk texture, her shot timing. He never raised his voice, but each correction was a slap. Still, she held her own. She smiled at customers, laughed when a toddler grabbed a fistful of her ponytail, and flirted her way into a generous tip jar.

By the end of the shift, she was sweating, sore, and riding a caffeine buzz so strong she could taste colors.

Knox waited until the last customer left, arms crossed over his chest.

“You don’t suck,” he said flatly.

“High praise,” she deadpanned.

“Come back tomorrow. Seven a.m.”

He turned away again, disappearing into the back with no further instruction. Ava leaned against the counter, letting her eyes flutter shut for a moment.

“You’re insane,” muttered the teen barista beside her. “He’s never like that with new hires.”

Ava opened one eye. “Like what?”

“Not... murderous.”

She laughed under her breath. “Guess I’m special.”

Knox reappeared, and the kid scampered off. He eyed Ava for a long, lingering beat.

“Next time,” he said lowly, “don’t wear perfume. It lingers.”

She bit back a reply about how his attitude lingered more. Instead, she let her lips curve slowly.

“Noted, boss.”

And she left with a sway in her hips, a smirk on her mouth, and a fire in her blood that had nothing to do with caffeine.

Knox watched her go with a tight jaw and a stare hot enough to scorch.

Because he didn’t hire baristas who distracted him.

And Ava Winters was nothing if not a distraction wrapped in sass and sin.

He didn’t trust her.

He didn’t want her.

But something told him he’d burn either way.
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Chapter 2: Steamed Milk and Side-Eyes
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The espresso machine hissed like an angry cat as Ava twisted the steam wand into a stainless-steel pitcher, her hands steady despite the growing tension vibrating beneath her skin. Morning rush was in full swing, and the line stretched all the way to the glass door. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the metal of the fridge—dark circles, lip bitten raw, hair threatening to escape its tie—and smiled anyway.

Behind her, Knox hovered like a shadow. He hadn’t said a word yet, not since she clocked in at 6:58 AM sharp. She felt him watching, studying, judging. Each second of silence between them was a silent declaration: one of them was going to crack. It wasn’t going to be her.

“Milk’s too hot,” he said, his voice like gravel and sin.

Ava glanced at the thermometer. “It’s one-eighty-five.”

“I said one-seventy. Are you deaf or defiant?”

“Maybe both,” she muttered, pouring the milk anyway and topping the latte with a heart so sharp it looked like a dagger.

Knox reached over, took the cup, and with infuriating calm, dumped it straight into the sink.

She stared at the wasted effort, her jaw tightening. “Seriously?”

“Customers don’t pay six dollars for burnt milk and broken hearts.”

“Maybe they’d pay double if I threw in a middle finger.”

His lip curled. “You’re adorable when you think you have power.”

Before she could tell him where he could shove his milk thermometer, a woman in oversized sunglasses and designer heels strutted up to the counter.

“A matcha latte with oat milk, extra hot,” she said, not looking up from her phone.

Ava forced a smile. “Of course.”

“Not you,” the woman snapped. “Him. Knox makes it better.”

Knox stepped forward without missing a beat. “Good morning, Melanie.”

Of course her name was Melanie.

Ava stepped aside, watching as he took over her station with fluid, practiced movements. The woman preened like a cat in heat, one finger twirling her bleached-blonde curls.

“You should let me take you out sometime,” she purred.

“You say that every week,” Knox replied, tone dry.

“That’s because one day, you might say yes.”

“I doubt it.”

Still, he handed her the drink with a ghost of a smile that Ava hadn’t yet earned. Melanie tossed a crisp bill into the tip jar and winked as she left, her heels clicking on the tile like gunshots.

When she was gone, Ava arched a brow. “Your girlfriend?”

Knox didn’t look at her. “My regret.”

“Let me guess. She makes a killer matcha but can’t steam milk worth shit.”

He turned toward her slowly, gaze dragging over her face like a touch she didn’t ask for. “You jealous, Barista?”

She scoffed. “Of a woman who thinks oat milk and flirting are a personality? Please.”

But he stepped closer, and something shifted. His eyes locked on hers with dangerous intensity.

“You’re not like her.”

“Wow. Do I say ‘thank you’ or call HR?”

Knox said nothing. Just turned back to the espresso machine like she hadn’t just baited him with sarcasm and sin.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of caffeine and chaos. Knox barked orders. Ava gave them sass. Customers came and went. A toddler spilled hot chocolate on the floor, and Ava cleaned it without being told. Knox pretended not to notice.

But she caught the way his eyes lingered on her when she wiped the counters. The way his hands tensed when she laughed with a customer. The way he disappeared into the back office for ten minutes after she bent over to grab a bag of beans.

He was unraveling.

And she was pulling every thread.

By four, her shirt clung to her with sweat, her fingers ached, and the buzz of exhaustion replaced her usual fire. She collapsed onto the back stool during her five-minute break, sipping iced coffee like it could save her soul.

Knox appeared in the doorway, arms folded, tattoos vivid in the warm afternoon light.

“You lasted longer than most.”

“Gee, thanks. Put that on my tombstone.”

He walked closer, footsteps slow. Controlled. Predatory. “You’re reckless.”

She looked up at him, too tired to play nice. “And you’re a control freak with a caffeine addiction.”

A pause.

Then: “Most people quit by day two.”

“Guess I’m not most people.”

He studied her like she was a puzzle with a piece missing, and Ava felt her heart pound harder. Not from fear. From something hotter. Meaner. More addictive.

“I don’t like distractions,” he said, voice low.

She stood, tilting her chin up until they were eye to eye. “Then stop staring.”

They were close now. Too close. His scent hit her again—coffee and leather and something masculine and wild. Her pulse raced.

“I’m not like the other girls,” she said, whisper soft.

Knox’s jaw clenched. “No, you’re not.”

For a second, she thought he might kiss her. Or strangle her. Or both.

Instead, he stepped back.

“Clean the grinder before you leave,” he said, voice flat.

And just like that, the moment shattered.

He turned on his heel and disappeared into the office, the door shutting behind him with a click that echoed in the silence.

Ava exhaled slowly, trying to steady her breath.

It was going to be a long week.

But damn it, she was ready for war.
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Chapter 3: Barista Rules and Broken Mugs
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The sky was still dark when Ava stepped into the café the next morning, the city just beginning to stir. Her breath hung in the cold air as she pushed the door open, its familiar jingle echoing like a ritual she was starting to hate and crave in equal measure. The coffee shop was quiet—eerily so. The only light came from the kitchen in the back, casting a glow that made the shadows dance on the walls. The espresso machine loomed like a beast waiting to be fed.

She shrugged off her jacket and tied her apron around her waist, fingers working quickly out of habit, nerves, or both. The silence in the shop was heavy, dense with the weight of unsaid things and unspoken tension. She didn’t need to look around to know he was there.

Knox Carter stepped out from the shadows like he was born of them, his black T-shirt clinging to his chest, arms inked in stories she hadn’t earned the right to read. His eyes were unreadable, mouth set in a line too firm to be passive. He didn’t speak. Just nodded toward the counter.

Ava followed his lead without a word.

She began prepping for the morning rush, setting out syrups, stocking lids, filling the pastry case. The shop was theirs alone for now, but she felt the buzz in the air, a crackle of static that made every movement feel like foreplay to a storm.

“You forgot to clean the grinder yesterday,” he said finally, voice sharp enough to draw blood.

Ava didn’t look at him. “Yeah, well, I figured you needed something to complain about this morning.”

She regretted the words the moment they left her mouth, not because she was afraid, but because of the way he moved closer—one step, then two. He was behind her now, his breath brushing against her neck, and she had to grip the edge of the counter to keep her knees from buckling.

“I don’t need reasons,” he said softly, dangerously. “You give me plenty without trying.”

Her heart pounded like a war drum, her fingers tightening around the edge until her knuckles turned white. “Maybe I like getting under your skin.”

“You’re good at it.” His voice was a whisper, barely more than breath. “But don’t mistake my tolerance for leniency.”

She turned then, slowly, and found herself inches from him. His face was impassive, but his eyes burned with something that looked like hunger and fury braided together.

“I don’t do leniency,” he said. “And I sure as hell don’t do games.”

She didn’t flinch. “Then what is this?”

“A mistake,” he murmured, then turned away.

But Ava saw the way his jaw tightened, the way his fists clenched at his sides. He was unraveling, and she was the loose thread.

The first customers trickled in by six-thirty, and the energy in the shop shifted. The line built quickly, stretching toward the door. Knox disappeared into the back while Ava held down the fort, her hands a blur of motion—espresso pulled, milk steamed, orders shouted and met with precision.

Then the mug broke.

It was stupid, really. Her hand was slick from a splash of syrup, her grip slipped, and the ceramic hit the tile in a burst of sound that made everyone freeze. The café went silent for a heartbeat.

Knox appeared in the doorway like a summoned demon, eyes locked on the mess at her feet.

“Jesus, Winters,” he snapped, storming toward her. “Do you know how much those cost?”

“It was an accident.”

“An accident that just cost us thirty bucks and three minutes of cleanup during peak rush.”

She grabbed a broom without looking at him, sweeping the shards into a pile. “Put it on my tab.”

Knox stepped closer, his voice low. “I don’t want your money. I want competence.”

“And I want a boss who doesn’t micromanage me to death. Looks like we’re both disappointed.”

She didn’t mean to say it. But the moment it was out, it couldn’t be unsaid.

The tension between them snapped taut. He reached down, his hand closing around her wrist—not hard, but firm enough to make her freeze.

Their eyes locked.

The shop disappeared.

He leaned down, their faces inches apart. “You think this is a joke?”

“I think you don’t know how to speak to people who aren’t afraid of you.”

“I don’t need them to be afraid.”

“Then why are you always trying to scare me?”

His grip tightened for a fraction of a second, then he released her and stepped back, expression unreadable. “Clean this up. And then you’re on bathroom duty.”

“Glad to know I’m moving up in the world,” she muttered.

The rest of the shift was a blur of forced smiles, strained interactions, and pointed silences. Knox didn’t look at her again. Not really. But she felt him. Watching. Waiting. His presence like a storm cloud just waiting to burst.

By noon, she was in the back scrubbing the bathroom sink, the smell of bleach burning her nose. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at it—a text from her roommate, Claire.

Claire: So? Is your boss still Satan’s sexy cousin?

Ava snorted, then quickly typed back.

Ava: Yep. And I think I’m one broken mug away from exorcism.

She shoved the phone away before temptation could drag her into a longer rant. The truth was, she didn’t want to explain what was happening here. She didn’t even know what it was herself.

When she emerged from the back, the café was quieter. The line had died down. Knox was behind the counter, wiping the espresso machine like it had personally offended him.

“I’m done,” she said, walking past him.

He didn’t look up. “Good.”

Ava paused. “You gonna break something now, or is this your version of calm?”

He turned toward her slowly, his eyes dark. “Don’t test me today.”

“Why not? Afraid I’ll win?”

He took a step forward. She didn’t back down.

Then he smiled. It wasn’t nice.

“Follow me.”

She hesitated for half a second, then did.

He led her into the back office, the door clicking shut behind them. The space was small, crowded with paperwork, shelves of inventory, and the scent of him—coffee, cedar, and something darker. He turned to face her, arms crossed.

“You’re reckless.”

“You already said that.”

“You’re insubordinate.”

“You love it.”

His jaw ticked. “You don’t know a damn thing about what I love.”

She moved closer, until there was barely any space between them. “No? Then why do you keep me around?”

“Because you’re good,” he said, voice rough. “Because you make the customers smile. Because you don’t break under pressure.”

She arched a brow. “So it’s not because you like staring at my ass when I bend over to grab cups?”

His breath hitched.

Ava smiled slowly. “Thought so.”

He reached out, fingers brushing her waist, then gripped her hip like he was holding onto his last ounce of control. His voice was low, dangerous.

“You need to learn when to shut your mouth.”

“Make me.”

The kiss should’ve been a punishment. It wasn’t. It was a fucking explosion.

Their mouths collided like fire meeting gasoline—violent, messy, too much. His hands pinned her against the wall, her fingers tangled in his hair, and for a second, the world narrowed to nothing but heat and friction and mouths desperate to devour.

He pulled back just enough to whisper against her lips.

“This changes nothing.”

She bit his bottom lip, hard enough to make him growl. “It changes everything.”

He kissed her again, harder this time.

When they finally broke apart, both of them breathless, Ava touched her swollen lips and smiled.

“Still think I’m a mistake?”

Knox didn’t answer.

Because deep down, they both knew the truth.

Mistakes were easy to walk away from.

This?

This was going to ruin them both.
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Chapter 4: A Latte Sass and Zero Patience
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The next morning was colder than usual, and the city felt like it was holding its breath under a blanket of fog. Ava wrapped herself tighter in her coat, but the chill wasn’t from the air. It was in her chest, thick and electric, ever since she’d kissed her boss in the back room of the café the day before. She hadn’t slept a damn minute, turning over every second of it in her mind. The way he’d tasted like coffee and sin. The way his hands gripped her like he hated needing her. The way he hadn’t said anything afterward. Not a single word.

She pushed through the café door at 6:55 a.m., early again, because now it wasn’t about keeping a job—it was about holding ground. And the moment she stepped inside, Knox was there, behind the counter, wiping the already-clean espresso machine like he hadn’t stopped since yesterday.

He didn’t look at her. Didn’t say anything. Just kept wiping.

Ava dropped her bag under the counter, tied her apron, and stood beside him in the silence, letting it wrap around them like a noose.

“Morning,” she said casually.

He grunted. Didn’t meet her eye.

“So we’re doing the whole post-kiss cold war thing? That’s fun.”

Still nothing. He moved behind her to grab a carton of almond milk from the fridge, brushing against her shoulder just enough to make her breath hitch. Her nerves lit up, every inch of her remembering the way his body had felt against hers.

“Say something,” she snapped finally, turning to face him.

Knox paused, then looked up. His eyes were unreadable. “What do you want me to say, Ava? That kissing you was a mistake? You already knew that.”

“Bullshit.” Her voice was sharp, cutting through the quiet café. “You don’t kiss someone like that unless you’ve been thinking about it for a long damn time.”

He stared at her for a long moment, then leaned closer, his voice low and rough. “Thinking about it doesn’t make it right.”

“But it happened.”

His jaw flexed. “It won’t again.”

She laughed bitterly. “You really think you can just pretend it didn’t happen?”

“I don’t pretend. I control. And I won’t let this—whatever this is—screw up my business.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Right. Because God forbid your precious coffee shop get a little messy.”

“I built this place from the ground up,” he growled. “Every inch of it. Every tile. Every goddamn recipe. It’s all mine.”

“I’m not asking for half the deed, Knox. I’m just trying to figure out why you kissed me like I was the last drop of bourbon in a dry county and then decided to act like I don’t exist.”

He didn’t respond.

And that silence? It was the loudest thing she’d ever heard.

Customers started trickling in, and the tension between them was so thick it could’ve been sliced with a butter knife. They worked around each other with stiff, mechanical movements. No banter. No sass. Just lattes, pastries, and gaping silence.

By eight, Ava was ready to scream.

She slammed a portafilter into the machine harder than necessary, steam hissing like it shared her frustration. Knox glanced at her, and she saw something flicker in his expression—something dangerously close to guilt.

“Go take your break,” he said.

“I don’t need one.”

“I said go.”

She wanted to argue. God, she wanted to argue. But she also wanted to get the hell away from him before she did something stupid. Again.

She stalked to the back room and kicked the door closed behind her, breathing hard. Her phone buzzed in her apron. Another text from Claire.

Claire: Please tell me you haven’t murdered your boss yet.

Ava: Not yet. But he’s tempting fate.

Claire: Tempting fate or tempting you?

Ava didn’t respond.

Because yeah, that was the real problem, wasn’t it?

She sat on the old stool by the mop sink and buried her face in her hands. Her fingers still tingled from where they’d gripped his shirt. Her mouth still ached from the force of his kiss. And her brain? Her brain was on fire. She didn’t just want him. She craved him. Like an itch she couldn’t scratch. Like a hunger that never went away.

And the worst
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