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            GUNNAR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me, sir. I'm here to pick you up.“

      I squint at the blond kid who’s approached me near the baggage carousel. He's holding one of those signs that drivers use to help their passengers identify them. Instead of my name, the sign bears a silhouette of a skeleton key, and nothing else.

      That's The Company logo. And as further proof of his identity, the blond kid tugs aside the V-neck of his T-shirt to show me that he wears the same key inked on his skin.

      I have one, too. In fact, I was the second person to ever get the team tattoo, just moments after Max Bayer—my college roommate and now boss—got his.

      Even so, I won't get into a car with anyone unless I am certain the situation is legit. I’ve spent the past four years running our West Coast operation, so there are a bunch of New York-based agents I’ve never met.

      But when I glance at my watch, there’s a new text from Max: I sent a kid to pick your grumpy ass up. The name is Duff. You're welcome.

      "What's your name, kid?" I grunt.

      "Duff, sir." He takes the handle of my suitcase right out of my hand. “Shall we go?”

      “Thanks, Duff. What's your specialty?" I ask, because everyone in The Company has a specialty.

      “Precision driving and high-speed ops."

      “Sweet,” I say as we head for the doors. “Maybe you can take me for a spin on the track before I head back to San Jose.”

      “It would be my pleasure," he says, holding the door. "How was your flight?"

      “Fine. First class makes things bearable." Although I’m not sure why I’m here. Max called me to New York for a short-term assignment, but he didn’t provide details. All he’d said was: it has to be you.

      Now, I like field work as much as the next guy. It keeps me sharp. But the lack of detail from Max is troublesome. And now he’s sent an obsequious man-child to carry my luggage and drive me around? There’s only one logical explanation.

      This assignment must be horrific.

      “I’m parked right over here,” Duff says, rolling my suitcase toward a gleaming sedan. “Make yourself comfortable. If you’re hungry, I’ve brought a meatball sub from ‘Wichcraft and a glass of fresh squeezed orange juice."

      My grip freezes on the handle of the passenger door. “You brought me my favorite sandwich?”

      “Yessir.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ."

      "Is there a problem?" The kid looks alarmed.

      “Absolutely. You know Max, right?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Right. So he took the time to send you in search of my favorite sandwich and my favorite beverage? Does he do that for everyone he asks to take an assignment?”

      “Uh, I’m still kinda new here,” Duff says carefully.

      “The answer is no. He doesn’t do that. Exactly what am I walking into, young Duff?”

      He gets into the car, then hands me the bag from the deli without meeting my eyes.

      I buckle in, and the radio comes on when he starts the car. The first thing I hear is the windbag of a mayor giving a press conference. Lovely. I hit the power button on the stereo and settle the car into silence. Then I open the deli bag.

      Even if I have my suspicions, I’m not willing to let a perfectly good sandwich go to waste. So I take the first bite as he navigates to the Triboro Bridge. “God, this is good. Do you know what it is?"

      “The sandwich?” Duff asks, eyes on the road.

      “No, the assignment.”

      The kid looks uncomfortable. "I'm not at liberty to say."

      “Oh fuck. Come on, kid. You're going to make me walk in there cold? Let me know what I'm up against.”

      “He made me promise I wouldn't tell. You wouldn't want to get me fired, would you? I have student loans.”

      “Likely story,” I grumble. “This better not involve crawling through a drainpipe. I have done that kind of Shawshank Redemption thing once for Max and never again.”

      Duff visibly shudders. “It's nothing like that.”

      “Will I need a wetsuit? Or hazmat gear?”

      “No! But that's the last question I'm answering.”

      I stew on that as we reach the FDR. “This juice is really good, damn it. But if you let it slip that Max squeezed the oranges himself, I will have to dive out of this moving vehicle just to save myself.”

      Duff barks out a laugh. “Keep your seatbelt on. The juice is from the deli. You're making a BFD for nothing. It's a cushy assignment.”

      “Likely story.” Why would Max insist I fly to New York to take a cushy assignment? Like I'm not busy enough making both of us rich in California? And he knows I hate New York. “You'd better not be lying, kid. Do you know what my specialty is?”

      “No?”

      “Information extraction.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You are new, aren’t you? I’m just fucking with you. My specialty is covert ops and surveillance equipment. You still don’t want to fuck with me. I could rig your toilet paper roll to blast your farts over a sound system in Times Square.”

      He laughs again. “I’ve been warned.”

      “How is Max, anyway? I haven’t seen him in a few months.”

      “Intense,” is the first word out of the kid’s mouth.

      Eh. That doesn’t tell me much, because Max is always intense. “How’s the vibe around the office?”

      The kid is quiet for a moment. “My great-grandfather used to tell me stories about what England was like during World War II. And it’s like that. Everyone is hunkered down, trying to get by with too few personnel. We’re rationing our time off.”

      “I see.” It’s not a bad analogy. The Company is at war in a manner of speaking. Our high-tech clients are all locked in battle with a common, invisible enemy. A ring of shady tech manufacturers has been trying to infiltrate Silicon Valley. Max is trying to shut it down on behalf of our clients, and also on behalf of civilization.

      “Morale is pretty good even so,” Duff adds. “Because we’re on top of our game, and our clients are happy to have us. It’s not a thankless job, you know?”

      “I do know that, kid. I absolutely know.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later I'm handing my driver’s license across the reception desk at The Company. The young woman on duty glances at my ID. “Welcome back to the New York office, Mr. Scott! Your security clearance is still active, even though it’s been a while.”

      “Seven months,” I mutter. I hate New York. It reminds me too much of being a young, stupid kid. So I don’t come to town very often.

      “Max is waiting for you in his apartment.”

      “Where nobody can hear me scream? Awesome.” She and Duff both laugh, but I'm not really kidding. I press my hand to the sensor on the turnstile that allows me to pass through to the elevators. And then I do the same on a panel that summons the only elevator with access to Max's living space on the penthouse floor. “Thanks for the food and the juice, Duff,” I say as I step inside the car.

      “Anytime.”

      The elevator begins its smooth ascent toward the private living quarters of Max Bayer. His father started this company many years ago as an ordinary security firm. Meanwhile, Max and I graduated from Columbia together and then went off to D.C. to become top ranking intelligence officers together.

      It worked. Mostly. But after some years went by, we both wanted out, for different reasons. Max left because an operation he was running went sour. Lives were lost, including someone very special to Max. He felt a lot of guilt. Not that he ever talks about it. Max is a vault.

      But after he left, the place wasn’t the same. I was tired of risking my life for a bureaucracy that didn't seem to care about me. Nothing can make a guy jaded faster than upholding dubious government secrets.

      “Join me,” Max had said at the time. “I’m going to reinvent private security for the internet age.”

      It was a lofty statement, but that’s Max for you. Besides, he has a way of delivering on his lofty statements. And although I’m not half the genius Max is, I was one of about three people in the world he actually trusted. So—in spite of the New York location—it was an easy decision.

      Now, as I let myself into Max's magnificent lair, I have to wonder what I've gotten myself into. There's a decanter of single malt sitting on the table. There’s a glass waiting for me, too, with one of those giant ice cubes—the kind that melt slowly, preserving the hundred-dollar shot of whiskey you pour over it.

      "What's the occasion?" I ask. "Thanks for the ride and the sandwich. But you can imagine that I’m deeply suspicious.” I look around the vast room, trying to spot him.

      My eyes come to rest on a pair of Max-shaped legs. That’s all I can see of him. They’re standing on an upholstered chair that probably cost the GDP of a small nation. The rest of him is inside a large air-conditioning unit that’s mounted through the old brick wall of his converted factory building.

      “Moment,” he says.

      I wait.

      There’s a small bang. Like the sound of a .22 firing. In the company of another man, that might be alarming. But Max calmly steps down a moment later, removes a pair of headphones and begins to disassemble a Ruger rifle and return it to its case. “Hey, Gunn. Great to see you.”

      “What were you doing with that thing? Capping pigeons?”

      “Nah, I don’t mind pigeons. But I do mind that the City of New York has decided to install a surveillance camera on my corner. That’s not good for business.”

      “So you just—” I make a finger rifle and pop him one.

      “It’s very efficient,” he says, carrying the gun to a safe on the wall and locking it away.

      “You don't think you'll get caught?”

      “Nah. The butt of the rifle is too small to see in the air conditioner grate. I checked the view first with a drone.”

      Of course he did.

      “Great to see you, man. Let’s drink scotch.”

      “What's it gonna cost me? When you start spoiling me, I get nervous.”

      He frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “You invited your brother Eric over for tacos. Then you shipped his ass to Hawaii. Now he has a baby and he’s engaged to be married.”

      Max scratches his chin. “We’re not having tacos. You’ve got nothing to fear.” He picks up the decanter and uncaps it. “The job I have planned for you is a piece of cake. In fact, there are literally cakes involved.”

      “Hmm,” I say, because that does sound better than crawling through a sewage tunnel. But I’m too smart to feel any relief. “Get to the point.”

      “First let me catch you up on a few developments. Xian Smith is in New York.”

      “Interesting.” We’ve been trying to prove that Smith is manufacturing compromised processors in Asia for placement into American devices. It's not easy to stay ahead of the cyber security war. Max is one of the few industry leaders who’s realized that hardware is the new frontier of cybercrime. Instead of hacking into networks, Xian Smith is taking a different tack: hack the modem before it’s out of the box.

      It could work, too. Americans love their electronics, and they love to buy them cheaply. Most of our gadgets are manufactured overseas. Smith and his cohort—we still need to know who he’s working with—are underbidding honest manufacturers of smart speakers, modems, and servers. Smith sells the cheap components at a loss, and then slightly reengineers them, inserting spy chips to activate later.

      Max works day and night to keep our clients’ products clean. But it isn’t easy, because the smorgasbord of “smart” devices keeps expanding. The people crave their phones, their smart thermostats, and their smart speakers.

      If Max and I don’t shut down this ring of savvy information pirates, millions of devices will be used to spy on unsuspecting users. Whoever controls the spy chips can reap our secrets and sell them off to the highest bidder. Blackmail. Industrial espionage. Military secrets. If your toaster or your cable modem is spying on you, nothing is safe.

      “Smith has been here in town for three weeks already, with no signs of leaving,” Max adds.

      “That’s a long stay for him. There’s more business in California. He hasn’t tried to strike a new deal with our friend Alex, right?”

      Max shakes his head. “But only because Alex is using our tech to scan each motherboard for design flaws or changes. She put him on notice.”

      “Which means we still don’t have the proof we need.” I lift my glass of scotch, and inhale the nutty, caramel scent of it.

      “Not yet,” Max admits. “Alex’s products are safe. But Smith has many other clients, any one of whom might be installing his compromised hardware. So I’m picking my way through his client list.”

      “And how are you doing that?”

      “Tireless surveillance. And guess what? I’ve just picked up a new client. He manufactures motherboards designed for onboard car navigation systems. And some of them are compromised.”

      “Damn,” I say slowly. “Car companies outsource their dashboard technology. And people don't watch what they say in the car. If you had access to that ...”

      “Exactly. And guess who made these faulty motherboards? Mr. Smith.”

      “Fine. Well done. But how does that involve me?” I sip the scotch slowly because I need to stay sharp. Last time I let him get me drunk, I lost five grand at backgammon.

      “So—on the one hand—we have Smith in town for an unusual stretch of time. That’s strange enough. But simultaneously there’s some really interesting chatter happening in a dark web hacker forum. Did you read about those three hackers who were poisoned?”

      “Of course I did. I’ve never been so grossed out by a news story about hackers.” I have to fight off a shudder just thinking about it. Three men on two continents have been killed with a toxin resembling nerve gas. They died sitting at their desks—or writhing on the floor beside their desk chairs.

      “Someone has been bragging about those murders. He calls himself The Plumber, and he keeps dropping details that aren’t available in the news.” Max eyes me over the rim of his scotch glass. “And here’s the part that’s going to make you think I’m crazy.”

      “Am I? Try me.”

      “The Plumber is here in New York, and Xian Smith is here in New York.”

      “Could be a coincidence,” I point out. New York is a big city.

      “I’m not done. The third part of this coincidence is that a certain arms dealer has left Turkey. One of our old friends from Langley told me that they think he’s in New York.”

      “Oh.” I set down my glass. “And I take it you don’t mean just any arms dealer from Turkey?”

      Slowly, he shakes his head.

      “Well, shit.” We sit in silence a moment while I take this in. I can only name one man on the planet that Max wants to kill. There’s an arms dealer known as Aga who murdered some of the members of Max’s team.

      Including the woman Max thought he’d spend his life with.

      “I think Aga is in New York,” Max says quietly. “And I think he’s given up shoulder-launched missiles in favor of cybercrime.”

      “Max! What the⁠—?”

      “I know it’s a big leap. I know, okay? You don’t have to tell me. But whomever is talking about those killings says that they all died with a red ribbon in their hands. The newspapers don’t have that detail.”

      For a moment I just stare at him. “I’ll admit that’s creepy. But there are a lot of ribbons in the world. It might be a coincidence. Or a copycat. Those hackers who died were in three different countries.”

      “I know.” He sips his whiskey. “But the chatter is all coming from a New York source. The Plumber posts this stuff from three different places in lower Manhattan.”

      “Wait, what?” This story is getting weirder by the minute. “Who posts sensitive crap in dark web groups and leaves a trail?”

      “I’ve been asking myself that same question. Maybe it’s a competitor who wants to expose him. Or maybe someone is scared. The Plumber moves around. He does his posting on public Wi-Fi in busy coffee shops. He wants people to know what the murderer is doing, without exposing himself. And I need you to find him for me.”

      “Ah,” I say, because at last we’ve arrived at my part of this bargain. “You want me to find The Plumber, so you and he can have a little chat.”

      “Bingo.” Max sips his scotch.

      “Okay. Sure. I’ll look for your informant. But I don’t know what you’re going to do if you find him.”

      “Just talk,” Max says. “So long as he’s willing.”

      Yikes. “Be careful, Max. Make sure you’re in the right frame of mind here. I know Aga is important to you. But you’re pretty important to the rest of us. So I need you to take care.”

      He tilts his head to the side and studies me. “Thank you, Gunn. I appreciate it. I know you think I’m tilting at windmills. But I need to explore this.”

      “Sure. Where should I start?”

      “You’ll begin tomorrow morning at about nine-thirty, after the morning coffee rush has passed.”

      “So I can get a table at one of the establishments your sloppy hacker likes?”

      “Not quite.” He slides a photo toward me on the coffee table. It’s a storefront called Posy’s Pie Shop.

      My spine tingles. “Interesting name.” There must be a lot of women in New York named Posy, though. Thousands, probably.

      “Isn’t it? Note the Help Wanted sign in the window. They pay fifteen bucks an hour. They’re desperate for a barista.”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “You can’t be serious! I don’t even drink coffee. They’ll never hire me.”

      “Think about how easy it will be to watch the customers from behind the counter, Gunn. You’ll have an excuse to stare at everyone who comes through the door. The hacker posts half his stuff from this one location.”

      “They’ll never hire me! And it’s shitty to take a job for two weeks and then bail.”

      He shrugs. “She’ll find someone else.”

      “She?” My spine tingles again. Posy’s. It’s probably just a coincidence.

      Max reaches into the folder and passes me another photograph of a beautiful woman. She’s handing a plate across the counter to a customer. And smiling. That smile always made me stupid. I wanted her so badly.

      But all I got was a single kiss. And then a whole lot of trouble.

      I let out a groan and toss the picture back to Max. “No. You can’t be serious.”

      He puts the photo away. Then he just sits back and watches me.

      “You really think I’m going to apply for a job at her bakery? That’s stupid.”

      Max waits.

      “I can’t do that. She hates me. And given the way things ended, the feeling is mutual.”

      Max sips his scotch.

      “She does not want to see my ugly mug every day. And she does not need an incompetent barista. I mean—I’m sure I could figure out how to make coffee. How hard could it be? But that’s not the point. I don’t need to stand around in a bakery for hours on end just to follow up on this stupid lead you’re getting from some dark web forum. Even if the perp knows too much about …” I swallow. “A string of murders.” Grizzly, horrible murders.

      A violent criminal is using Posy Paxton’s shop to boast about killing people? Shit. Posy isn’t equipped for that. She’s about as fierce as a kitten.

      I let out a sigh of resignation.

      Max watches me take all this in. “I knew you’d see it my way. You cared for this girl.”

      “Did not,” I lie. “Fine. What if I did? I was young and stupid.”

      It was fifteen years ago, for God’s sake. I worked at Paxton’s—her family’s swanky uptown restaurant—as a bartender. Posy turned up the summer before my senior year of college. It was the first time in my life I ever felt lightning-struck by a girl. She had bright, intelligent eyes. And her quick smile did unexpected things to my body. Every time she walked into the room, my heart rate sped up, and my skin felt too hot.

      It didn’t even matter to me that she was a horrible bartender. Every time she smiled at me, I forgave her incompetence. Hell, I think I liked it. Because Posy needed a lot of help from me to do the job. I taught her a lot, even though we were competing for the bar manager’s job.

      I wasn’t that worried, though, because I’d been working my way up the Paxton’s ladder since I was sixteen. I knew ten times more than she did. I used to tease her about it, too. But even as my mouth was saying, you call that a margarita? my heart was saying, will you please get into my bed?

      She felt it too. At the end of the summer we shared the most outrageous kiss. Afterward, I walked on air, feeling like a game show contestant who’d just won a new car.

      Until the next day, when she got me fired.

      Posy turned out to be the same kind of unforgiving rich kid I’d spent my teenage years avoiding. And I guess I’m still bitter, because I think I’d rather crawl through a sewage pipe than work for her shop.

      “Here’s an idea,” I say to Max. “I don’t have to work there. I can just loiter.”

      “At your former rival’s place of business. Because that’s not creepy at all.” Max smiles slowly.

      Fuck.
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      “Did you set the oven timer?” I ask Ginny, who’s filling in as my kitchen assistant.

      My sister rolls her eyes. “Uh huh. Forty-two minutes. Just like you told me three times.”

      “Excellent,” I say calmly. I love my sister. I would do anything for Ginny and her five-year-old son. But neither of us is thrilled with this situation. My shop is desperate for labor, and Ginny is strapped for cash. So we need each other.

      Unfortunately, last week she burned two full racks of pastry. Margins are tight enough around here without throwing away sixty bucks worth of ingredients and two hours of my labor.

      Since it's two o'clock, I've been baking for ten hours already. I’ve made a hundred breakfast pastries, a hundred meat pies, and thirty full-sized pies for the shop. I’m dead on my feet, and closing time is still two hours away.

      Opening a cafe is a lot of hard work and risk-taking. I knew it would be. I've had a lifetime of watching how the restaurant industry operates. I opened Posy’s Pie Shop with eyes wide open. Newly divorced, and burnt out on my desk job, I needed a new challenge.

      And boy, did I find one. I’m already doing a booming business. The place is packed for most of our business hours. My lower-Manhattan clientele is willing to pay six dollars for a slice of my gourmet fruit pie, or nine bucks for a lunchtime meat pie. We sell out nearly every day.

      But my costs are high, too. Gourmet ingredients cost a fortune. And I have trouble hiring enough help. I had a terrific staff in place before Lily—my assistant baker—fell in love with Keisha—my barista. It was all well and good until they decided to ditch city life to work on a billionaire’s yacht. I lost two terrific employees in one day.

      That was a month ago, and I’ve been struggling ever since. In the first place, I think of Posy’s Pie Shop like a family. So losing Lily and Keisha hurt. Since then, I’ve already hired and fired three people. That hurt, too, since it felt like firing family members.

      But one of them was stealing from me and two were chronically late. That’s family for you.

      "Where's Jerry?" I ask Ginny, who’s measuring out flour for tomorrow's first batch of pastry.

      “Out back,” she says. “Vaping, probably.”

      “No, I'm not!” Jerry's voice pipes up from just outside the screen door. “I’m reading comics on my tablet!”

      Jerry never lies to me. “Jerry, honey, it's time to clean the kitchen. You can read comics after four, okay?”

      “Okay, Posy!” The backdoor bangs open and Jerry appears, all smiles. He has Down syndrome, and I employ him through a program that matches men and women with special challenges to businesses that can hire them. He comes in every day at one o’clock to restock things like napkins and cups, and to wash dishes.

      He is the nicest guy you will ever meet, and it was a lucky day when I agreed to give him a try in my shop. He is, however, prone to distraction. Not a single day goes by that he doesn’t wander away from a sink full of dishes just to catch up on comics.

      That's just the cost of doing business with Jerry. Everyone is flawed in his own way, right? Just like in a real family.

      "Posy!" calls Teagan from the counter out front.

      Crap. “Is it time for you to leave?” I call out.

      Teagan is a baker, too. She makes the world-class donuts I buy wholesale to supplement my early morning offerings. But because I’m in such dire need of help, and because Teagan has expensive taste in shoes, I've talked her into working the counter for me a few hours a day, too, on a temporary basis.

      “I’m leaving in fifteen,” Teagan calls. "But there's somebody here about your barista job."

      “Wait, really?” I drop the metal mixing bowl I’d been holding and grab the nearest towel to wipe off my hands. “Don't let her leave! I'll be right there! Ginny,” I bark. “Listen for the oven timer.”

      “Yes, master,” she says. Ignoring the sarcasm, I dash through the kitchen door, hope in my heart.

      I make it as far as the cash register, and then pull up short. There’s someone standing by the counter, all right. But it isn't a woman, like I expected. It's a man. His back is to me, because he’s reading the menu that’s chalked onto my gold-framed board at the front. So I don't quite have the whole picture yet.

      But some people make a big impression even from the back, and this gentleman is one of them. The first thing I notice is his confident posture. Straight spine. Shoulders back. Like he’s ready to take on the world.

      And, fine, there’s also his spectacular ass. I don’t usually look at asses, but this one is seriously muscular. The fabric of his slim-cut jeans is strained by sculpted thighs and that perfect butt.

      The top half of him is just as promising. His T-shirt clings in all the right places to a sturdy set of gym-sculpted back muscles and impressive biceps. His hair is blond, and lighter at the ends, as if he’s spent the last few months on a beach somewhere. And as he turns a rugged chin in my direction, I brace myself. It’s bad form to drool on job applicants, right?

      Then I finally get a look at this man’s face. Those piercing green eyes and two days’ worth of scruff are handsome enough to turn heads. As a matter of fact, he used to turn mine. Because I know this face, even if I haven’t seen it for fifteen years. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that Gunnar Scott is still drop-dead gorgeous.

      Oh my goodness, cry my hormones. We were not prepared for this reunion!

      I look down at myself. Smudgy apron. Check. Flour on my T-shirt. Check. Old jeans and ragged sneakers. Check and check.

      That just figures, because Gunnar Scott is that guy—the one who taught me how forceful desire can feel. The first man who ever turned me into the human embodiment of a hormone rush just by entering a room.

      But we were rivals. We spent an entire summer trying to outdo each other at Paxton’s Bar and Bistro. We both wanted a job that was rightfully mine. But my asshole father made me compete for it anyway.

      Once upon a time, my dad inherited Paxton’s from his father, who inherited it from his father. I wanted so badly to prove that I could continue the family tradition. I busted my ass that summer, trying to impress my father and earn that promotion.

      But Gunnar Scott was a fierce competitor. He even used flattery as a distraction technique. It worked, too. I lost my head whenever he turned those cool green eyes on me. All he had to do was say, “Nice job with the lemon wedges,” and I’d melt like butter. I lived for watching him move around the bar with casual confidence, mixing drinks and chatting up the regulars. Or when he sliced limes, and the muscles bulged in his forearms …

      Yeah, it never took much to distract me. And maybe nothing has changed, because Gunnar’s startling presence has gummed up my brain. Instead of behaving like a confident business owner, I’m just staring at him like a stunned rabbit.

      “Posy,” he says in a rich voice that sounds way too familiar. “Nice to see you again.”

      I gulp. Nice is a strange choice of words. We were never very nice to each other. I covered up my raging crush with a chilly demeanor. Or I tried to, anyway. And he was the overconfident macho man who assumed he knew everything there was to know about bartending. Naturally, I argued with everything he said.

      And whenever he changed tactics—to flirting with me instead of defeating me—it always turned me into a blabbering idiot. “Are you here for pie?” I blurt suddenly.

      Oh dear! My hormones pipe up again. We’re thirty-four years old, and it’s still happening.

      “No, I’m not, although I hear the pie is excellent.” His smile is silky. It’s the smile that used to get the women sitting at the bar to throw down bigger tips. I used to think of it as his loverboy smile. “I’m here for the barista job.” He puts a folder on the counter. “I filled out your application.”

      Holy cannoli. “What? No way. You couldn’t possibly be a barista.” The man was a straight-A student at Columbia. And he was ruthless. I would have assumed he was running a company. Or a small country.

      “What are you saying?” His smile fades fast. “Are you questioning my career choice? Is there something wrong with working as a barista?”

      “No. No. Nope,” I say quickly, as self-preservation kicks in. There’s no need to offend the rest of my staff. But it just doesn’t add up. Gunnar had big plans for himself. He put himself through college, double majoring in political science and applied math.

      I don’t know why I remember his majors, damn it. It’s not like I care.

      “Do you have a job opening or not?” he asks, frowning.

      “She totally has an opening!” Teagan says loudly. She’s leaning against the counter, like a plant bending toward the sun. “She needs it bad.”

      Gunnar’s loverboy smile returns. Of course it does—now that he has an audience.

      And I have the unhelpful urge to smack Teagan. Women always lose their minds for Gunnar. At least until they get to know him. Then they can’t decide whether to kiss him or choke him.

      Or maybe that’s just me. “Do you have, uh, references?” I ask, still trying to get my head around this strange turn of events.

      “Sure. I’ve got one.” He flips the folder open to his application, where he’s listed Joe’s Cafe, which is apparently in Venice Beach, California. “Joe is waiting for your call,” Gunnar says. “I told him I was applying for jobs on the East Coast.”

      “You’ve moved back here?” I ask, stupidly. Because of course he is. I need to get a grip on the hormone rush that this maddening man always gives me. You’d think I’d have grown out of it. But nope! The hormones of a divorced, lonely woman are apparently easy prey. Is it hot in here?

      “I’ve been on the West Coast for several years. It’s been a while since I lived in New York,” Gunnar is saying. “Thought I’d give it another try. Are you going to consider my application?” Those pale green eyes bore into me.

      No, is my first reaction. And my second one, too. I do not need to turn into a quivering mass of uncertainty every day. I used to bicker with Gunnar as a way of keeping my game face on. We used to prank each other, too. But I don’t have the energy for any of that at this stage of my life.

      “Posy,” he says in that hunky voice of his. “I know we didn’t always get along, but I’m a hard worker. I won’t screw this up.”

      Get out of my brain. “Look,” I sigh. “How about you come in for a couple days on a trial basis? But you can’t get up to any of your old tricks. If you replace all the sugar dispensers with salt, I may not be responsible for my actions.”

      He snorts. “I wouldn’t have done that if you didn’t make all my drinks wrong for an entire shift. The Shirley Temple with olives was my personal favorite.”

      Teagan gasps, and then giggles. “Posy, really?”

      “It was a different lifetime,” I say quickly, as my neck begins to heat. “Just kids’ pranks.”

      “Totally,” he says, aiming one of those loverboy smiles at me.

      I look down at his application again, just to avoid that dangerous smile. “This work history is a little thin, Gunn. What have you been doing with the rest of your time?”

      “This and that.” He shrugs, and since I’m not looking him in the eye, I can only see his abs tighten.

      And, wow. That’s a seriously impressive body he has. I’ll bet he spent the last decade at the gym. But now here he is, in my shop of all places? The coincidence is just strange. “Are you applying to other coffee shops?”

      “Of course. I applied at Starbucks first, because they’re known for their excellent benefits. But it’s an online application. I might as well throw my resume down a well, right?” He sighs. “Besides, the coffee at Starbucks is not top quality. I’d rather work someplace that really cares about the product, you know?” He shrugs again, and I catalog the lift of his impressive shoulders. “And I’m right over on Sullivan Street. So it wasn’t hard to find this place—and there was a Help Wanted sign right in the window! Actually⁠—”

      He turns and strides over to the window on those long, muscular legs. He plucks the sign off the glass and balls it up right in front of me. Like it’s a done deal. But I haven’t actually hired him yet! The balls on this man. I’m speechless.

      He isn’t, unfortunately. “Why don’t you show me around? I’m at your disposal.” Then he takes my wadded-up sign and tosses it right into the recycling bin. It lands dead center like a perfect three-pointer at Madison Square Garden.

      Teagan sighs happily. “Welcome aboard, Gunnar,” she says.

      “Teagan!” I squeak at my employee. “That’s my decision, don’t you think?”

      “Of course it is,” Gunnar says, leaning that rocking body against my counter. “But she won’t be wrong. I’m here to impress you. Just like old times.”

      I let out a growl of displeasure. Gunnar Scott is too confident for his own good. And suddenly it’s easy to remember how you can lust after someone and also fight with them all the time. His confidence always annoyed me because I didn’t have enough of my own. And it irks me that women melt like butter at everything he says.

      Although there was one fateful moment when I melted like butter, too. It was just a single kiss. But what a kiss.

      “Well. I’ve got to run,” Teagan says, untying her apron. “You can start by introducing Gunnar to Lola.” That’s the name of our finicky old espresso machine.

      “Now?” I ask stupidly.

      “You know you need the help behind the counter, Posy. I don’t have any more hours to give you.” She drops her apron on a hook, giving Gunnar a flirty smile. Then she ducks into the back for her pocketbook.

      None of this is okay with me. But I’m so desperate to hire help, that I already know I’ll give Gunnar a try. I can’t afford not to.

      “Right.” I sigh. “Gunnar, let me introduce you to Lola.”

      “Your espresso machine is a woman?”

      “She’s too beautiful to be a man.” I place a hand on Lola’s red enamel curves. “And that’s handy, in this case. Because we both know how much attention you like to give females. Now let’s get started.”
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      “Cool, cool,” I say, waving a hand in the direction of the espresso machine. “Show me all your moves. You always liked things to be done in a very particular way.”

      My voice is flip, but I can hardly believe that I’m sliding behind the counter with Posy Paxton. It’s like sliding back in time. Posy always was a perfectionist. She liked order and precision, which made it difficult to teach her to tend bar. She liked to count out the correct number of ice cubes for each glass. She used to measure every single ingredient with the care of a pharmacist, which slowed her down.

      It was cute, but really fucking inefficient. “Show me exactly how you like the espresso to be made. Don’t leave out any details, because I know how your mind works.”

      When I glance up, though, the look in her eye practically knocks me on my ass. It’s a look that asks a hundred questions. Like, what are you doing here? And, how much am I going to regret this?

      I can’t tell her the first thing. It’s none of her business. And whether I quit this job, or she fires me, her regrets are sure to pile up fast. But that’s not a problem I can solve. My job is to find a killer and then get the hell out of her coffee shop.

      But standing this close to her affects me more than I’d like to admit. Sometimes, after a long absence, people tell each other you haven’t changed a bit. But Posy has. Her features have softened. She looks more womanly than the angular, skinny girl she was at nineteen. But some things haven’t changed at all. Her posture is straight and perfect, as if she’s squaring for a fight. And her eyes are still so bright that I feel like she can see right through me.

      I’d forgotten how it feels to have a moment of her complete attention. I used to crave it. I spent entire shifts behind the bar trying to get the prettiest girl on the Upper East Side to laugh at my jokes. Whenever she turned to me with a smile, it felt like I’d won a prize.

      It wasn’t mutual, though. Not really. And I’d better not forget it.

      It won’t be easy to stop staring at her, though. Not with all that ancient history churning around in my gut. And not with Posy looking scrumptious, even in a flour-covered apron. She’s wearing one of those sleeveless T-shirts that seem designed to focus a man’s attention on the expanse of skin on a woman’s smooth arms. And then there are those tight jeans she’s wearing …

      “Okay,” she says, clearing her throat. “Let’s begin.” The frosty sound of her voice brings me back to reality. It doesn’t matter how appealing she is, or how much I used to enjoy sparring with her. I’m going to have to call her “boss” now. That’s going to chafe worse than a sweaty pair of briefs after a ten-mile run. This woman kissed me, and then she got me fired from a job I’d taught her.

      I guess I’m not over that, either. Thanks, Max. Great assignment.

      Arms folded, I gird my loins and wait for Posy to explain the espresso machine.

      “This is a fully manual machine,” she says, laying a hand on its red enamel side. “Italian, of course."

      "Of course," I repeat. The Paxton family only settles for the very best. They throw away the things that don’t meet their standards.

      Like me, apparently.

      "Have you used a fully manual machine before?" she asks.

      “No,” I say quickly. “At Joe’s we used, uh, something more automatic.”

      Posy rolls her eyes, which tells me that I’ve just admitted to the barista equivalent of being unable to drive a stick shift. But the joke is still on her. Because there is no Joe’s Cafe at all. In my line of work, you have to be an excellent liar or you die. I don't even feel guilty about it.

      “So, talk to me like I've never touched an espresso machine before.” Because I haven’t. “I’ll learn best if I can hear you describe everything in the master's own words.”

      Her spine straightens a little bit, and I give myself a silent high five. Praise will turn Posy into putty in my hands. The twenty-one-year-old version of me hadn’t learned this lesson yet. That kid had a lot going for him, sure, but I can't say I was ever any good at standing back and letting Posy be the expert, even if it was her family's restaurant.

      She'd never even held down a job before that summer, which bugged me to no end. Whereas I'd been working my way up the ranks at Paxton’s since I turned sixteen. I started as a dishwasher and mop guy. I brought the garbage into the alley, no matter how smelly and gross. I scraped the food off the plates and made them sparkle again.

      It literally took me years to work my way up to the best-paid job in the room: bartender. And then Posy walked in one day like the Park Avenue princess that she was, and was handed an equivalent job to mine. And sure—she was a fast learner. But she was also full of ideas and opinions, some of them brilliant, many of them naïve. It drove me bonkers.

      To be fair, part of what drove me bonkers was her trim body and perky breasts. Not only did I have to work with the boss's opinionated daughter, I had to navigate her fresh, flowery scent and her delicious cleavage.

      I spent that entire summer vacillating between fascination, annoyance, and lust, sometimes experiencing all three at the same time. It's not a comfortable way to live.

      “Naturally, we grind as we go, for the freshest experience," Posy says now.

      “Grind as we go.” I repeat. “Got it.” And then I give her a wink. An actual wink, like a sleazy asshole. The same thing happened when I was twenty-one, damn it. I turned into a slightly louder, more obnoxious version of myself whenever she walked into the room.

      She flips the largest switch. As the machine roars to life, I start to count. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi. Then she flips it off again.

      Three seconds. Fine. A monkey could learn this.

      Next, Posy grabs the handle of one of those espresso thingies and holds the basket part under the chute. She uses her thumb to swish a lever back and forth three times, as a tidy pile of coffee grounds fills the little cup, making a rounded shape. Like a breast.

      Three seconds on the grinder. Three swishes of the lever. Make a coffee titty. Got it.

      She grabs a round little tool and uses it to press the grinds down flat. “Lola is a little fussy about the fill,” she tells me. “Too little and the water runs through too fast. Too much, and she squirts out the sides. The trick is to fill her up nice and tight, right up to the lip.”

      I try to hold it back, but it’s no use. A laugh escapes from my chest.

      “What?” she demands.

      “Never mind,” I say quickly.

      “Seriously?” Posy's eyes narrow. “You’re thirty-five years old, and you still hear sexual innuendo everywhere?”

      “Thirty-six. And it’s just the way I’m made. Carry on.”

      Teagan—the girl who’s supposed to be leaving—snickers.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Posy demands of her.

      “Yeah. But it’s more fun watching him learn to make espresso drinks.” She gives me a wink. “Maybe we’ll work together next week.”

      “Hope so,” I say cheerfully. Because that will mean that Posy hasn’t fired me yet.

      Although I think she’d like to. Her eyes turn to slits as Teagan and I engage in some low-key flirting before the woman finally heads out the door.

      “Can you pay attention to what we’re doing, Loverboy?” Posy asks, and the question is full of vinegar.

      “I was already paying attention,” I promise. “I haven’t missed a thing. Let’s see you put it into—” I gesture vaguely toward the machine. “—The thinger dinger.”

      “The thinger dinger?” She gives me a sideways glance.

      “At Joe’s Cafe we always joked around,” I say smoothly.

      Posy sighs. Then she glides toward the espresso machine, lifting one smooth arm to fit the filter arm into one of the espresso machine’s ports.

      The assignment is a cupcake, Duff had told me. I’m starting to see why. The Italian coffee machine is beautiful, and so is the woman using it. It’s her confidence that always used to turn me on. I like the way she manhandles the part into place.

      Is barista porn a thing? I'll have to check it out tonight on pornhub. I could learn a few tricks and get off at the same time.

      Two birds, one stone.

      Posy flips the switch, and the machine hums as espresso begins to fill the cup. “Our standard pour for a latte or a cappuccino is two ounces. Every drink is a double.”

      “Two ounces. Sure. That’s how we did things at Joe’s.”

      A few seconds later she flips off the machine, plucks the cup off the ledge and hands it to me.

      “Beautiful.” I peer into the cup, taking care to note the depth of the coffee in the cup.

      “Aren't you going to taste it?” She asks when I hand it back.

      God, no. “It smells great,” I say, and I guess that’s true. The scent of coffee is so much better than the taste. “I was waiting until after you fizzle the milk.”

      “Fizzle. What do they teach baristas in California?” She grabs a little metal jug and shows it to me. "We use about a nine ounce pour for a latte." She grabs a gallon of milk out of a reach-in fridge below the bar. Then she tips it into a metal jug with the practiced ease of someone who does this a lot.

      “Nine ounces,” I repeat. “Don’t you want to measure those out one at a time?”

      “What? That would take forev—” she stops abruptly and levels me with a glare. “Very funny. But I’ve learned a few things in the last fifteen years, Gunnar.”

      “Me too, gorgeous. Maybe I can show you sometime.” The ridiculous words just fall out of my mouth before I can stop them. “I meant behind the bar. Carry on. I’m ready for the swirly milk part.”

      She gives me another dubious look and continues the job.

      Then things start to happen faster than I can absorb. “Purge the steamer arm.” She turns a knob and the machine makes a loud squawk. “And go.” She twists something, and the arm begins to hiss and shriek. Posy holds the jug in a way that makes it hard for me to see. But mere seconds later she shuts it off, wipes it with a towel, somehow makes it hiss again, then whacks the jug on the counter twice.

      And all the while she’s speaking a string of coffee lingo. She says something about foam and temperature and “polishing” the milk.

      “You could do a heart or a fern, whatever design you have nailed,” she says inexplicably. She’s pouring the milk and twisting the cup and talking a blue streak. “And voila.”

      I look down at the cup she’s handed me. “That’s a fucking rose,” I say, shocked.

      “It’s my signature design.”

      “A rose. In milk.” It’s got layers of white petals, stretching toward a coffee sky.

      “The guy who taught me espresso drinks was a great artist. But like I said, it’s fine if you can only manage a heart, or a tulip. Everyone starts somewhere.”

      “Cool,” I say.

      I’m so fucked.

      The bell on the door jingles, and three women walk in, approaching the counter. “Hi! Wow—are you the new guy?” one of them asks, smiling.

      “I am,” I announce, hoping that I already have the job.

      “Well, this is exciting,” one of the women says.

      Posy grumbles something under her breath. It sounds like help me, Jesus.

      “Could I please have a mint tea for here, and a slice of the Dutch apple?” She bats her eyelashes at me.

      “You handle the drinks,” Posy grunts. “We’ll go over the cash register and pricing in a minute.”

      “Of course. One mint tea, coming right up. Where’s, uh, the hot water?”

      Posy blinks at me, and I know right away that I’ve asked a stupid question. Then she points to a random switch on the espresso machine.

      It says “water” above it. Live and learn. “Right. I knew that.”

      Posy shoots me a disbelieving look. Then she grabs a spatula and cuts a gorgeous apple pie with slightly more violence than is strictly necessary.

      I find the mint tea bags on a shelf on the bar back and serve up the woman’s beverage with a smile and a wink. Her cheeks flush in appreciation. “What can I get you?” I ask her friends.

      And that’s when the wheels come off. This woman wants a “skinny mocha.” I have no idea what that is. I look around helplessly for a second, hoping the information just falls into place.

      With a low growl, Posy plunks a bottle down in front of me. Chocolate syrup. Oh, okay. Then Posy’s eyes flip toward the espresso grinder. So I realize the chocolate is going into her coffee.

      So I put some chocolate into a cup, and then grind three seconds worth of coffee. But when I dispense it, my coffee titty is misshapen. So the tamper thinger can’t make a nice, flat surface, either. This means I’m struggling to put the shot into the espresso machine. I practically wrench my arm off getting it in there.

      This is Max’s fault, I remind myself. It’s a mismatch of skills. I could put together an entire room full of weaponry without so much as a hiccup. But I don’t know shit about coffee. I’m going to write that up in my letter of resignation, probably.

      To Max. Not Posy.

      When I flip the switch on the espresso machine, the first thing I see are coffee grounds dribbling over the side. That can’t be good. But luckily, coffee follows. Maybe nobody will notice.

      And now the chocolate has changed the volume measurement, so I can’t tell how much is two ounces. So I flip it off at will, and then swirl the contents of the cup and flex my pecs at the same time.

      The woman across the counter lets out a little sigh of happiness. There’s more than one way to please a customer. I take the opportunity to flex my biceps when I take the milk out of the fridge. And then—while the milk frother thingie makes a horrible squealing noise—I address my customer. “That scarf really brings out your eyes.”

      “This old thing?” she says with a toss of her hair.

      When I shut off the frother, Posy is making a gagging sound. The milk in the jug is peppered by giant bubbles instead of smooth foam, unfortunately. But I pour it over the coffee in two blobs. I don’t even try to make a design. It looks like ... Huh. It looks like a butt. Go figure.

      Even so, I pass it to the customer with a big smile. “Enjoy!”

      “Thank you so much,” she says, pushing a bill into the tip jar.

      “You have a nice day! Who’s next?”

      Another woman steps forward. She’s really interesting looking, too, with dark hair and giant brown eyes that look familiar to me. She’s wearing an artistic kimono-style top and about a million bracelets on her smooth wrists. “Posy, hello! How are you?”

      “Great, thanks,” Posy says in an uncharacteristic clipped voice. “What can Gunnar pour for you? The usual?”

      “Not exactly,” she says
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