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It was still snowing, but it was warm and cozy indoors. The gloominess of the day seemed unable to penetrate the threshold of the modest coffee house, where several people were taking refuge from the cold weather, enjoying hot drinks and sweet treats while talking or working. Vanya looked up from the table he was serving as a shiny shape slowly came to a stop across the window. It was a slick black car, quite new and fancy, the kind he’d only seen in movies –or driving by on streets– but never had a chance to buy himself. And it was now parked right outside.

Out came a driver, complete with a black uniform and a matching hat, and opened the back door to a well-dressed man. Vanya looked on as if in trance. It was like watching a movie star exit a limousine. The man that came out was tall, with wide shoulders and a strong frame. The dark suit he wore seemed bespoken, clearly tailored to a perfect fit. The sunglasses that adorned his face were just the right size, just the right shape, to compliment his features. He was no expert, but the leather shoes looked like they were made of real leather, and a poor choice to be wearing out on such a snowy day. The short hair was slicked back, completing the perfect businessman look. Except, that was, for the designer beard. The stubble made him look just a little rugged, just a little unkempt.

He shouldn’t have been this surprised, he knew. They’d had wealthy customers before, they were but blocks away from the business district after all, but none had ever arrived complete with a driver. Maybe, he thought, the man wasn’t coming to the shop. Maybe he was going somewhere else. There was a fancy enough restaurant across the street, and the guy seemed distracted enough now, having pulled out an equally pricey phone...

He might have wondered all day about the man, had a waitress not bumped her elbow to his back in passing. She looked back at him over her shoulder with a cheeky grin.

“Are you planning on working today or will you just stand there staring?”

He snorted and moved after her, back to the counter where another round of orders awaited.

“What’s it to you?” he asked, teasing her “It’s not like you can fire me.”

“I’ll still tell on you with the boss,” she joked, smirking. When he rolled his eyes in response, she teased further, giving him a playfully wide-eyed look “If you fire yourself, does that mean I get to be the owner?”

Vanya had to hold back from rolling his eyes again, instead focusing on placing everything on the tray. “No.”

She sighed in disappointment. “That’s too bad. When you’re done with that, you can see to table five, they’ve been waving your way for ten minutes now."

It was an exaggeration of course, but Vanya sighed and nodded, calling her bossy before taking the order to the right table and finally seeing to the new arrivals at table five.

"What's so exciting about that guy anyway?" Sasha asked once they returned from serving their respective tables. Vanya looked back outside. The car remained, but the man was gone. It took him a moment to realize the stranger had entered the coffee shop and was now sitting near the windows. The sunglasses were now gone and he could plainly see his slanted eyes.

"Nothing, really." He answered at length. "I mean, the car just caught my eye." His statement was met with a raised brow.

"Since when are you into cars?"

“Always,” He said defiantly.

“Please, you can’t tell a truck from a bike,” she joked. “Here, I’ll be super nice to you and let you tend to him, even though he’s at one of my tables.” And with that, she walked off with another full tray.

Vanya looked back towards the well-dressed stranger, then shrugged and approached his table. It was hard not to let his mind wander. It did that sometimes, making up little stories about the customers that arrived, just to entertain himself; he’d done this since he’d been just a child, first coming through the doors into this same shop, watching all the interesting people around, each one with a different story to tell... This one, with his good looks and his expensive suit, he fancied as some sort of spy. Perhaps one that was to have a secret meeting there. He shook his head and thought he really had to stop daydreaming. It was just not healthy.

With his best smile, he said, “Welcome to Café Lov. May I take your order?”

The man didn’t even look up. He was busy checking something on his phone.

“Coffee, black.”

“Could I offer you some cake with that? We have the house’s special–”

“No,” was the simple answer, the manners curt.

Vanya tried not to sigh. Saying ‘thank you’ didn’t cost a thing, yet people seemed to forget even that simple pleasantry.

“Very well,” he offered, smile fading a little, taking a step back to fetch the order. Just as he was about to step out of hearing range, the man spoke again.

“Is the owner in?”

Vanya wondered if the guy had purposefully waited until he was moving away just to make him walk back. He still turned and retraced his steps. “Yes, sir.”

“I’d like a word with him.”

Again Vanya nodded and headed off. Since he was going to be a dick, Vanya figured he could well make him wait a bit to see the owner. When finally he brought the coffee back to the Asian man, he let himself plop down on the chair across from him. The expression that greeted him: the arched brow and stern stare, were amusing enough to be worth the curiosity making him wait had caused.

“What are you doing?” the man asked.

“You said you wanted a word with the owner, I’m the owner.” Vanya explained.

He waited patiently as those dark brown eyes surveyed him, up and down, appraising, likely trying to figure out if he was telling the truth or pulling his leg.

“You’re the owner?” he asked again.

Vanya took his turn to raise a brow. “Owner, waiter, barista. I’m a man of many talents. What did you want to talk about?”

The man paused, then reached in his pocket to pull out a business card, which he extended to Vanya.

“My name is Tatsuya Tobe. I represent a company that’s interested in purchasing your property.”

Vanya took the card, read it, but said, “My property is not for sale.”

“We are aware of that,” Tatsuya said “But our company believes we can provide you with an offer that will change your mind.”

“I highly doubt that,” Vanya said just as the man extended a second paper, this one folded in half. Vanya raised a brow and took it, unfolding it, other brow arching just like the first as he read the number scribbled on the note, eyes widening slightly, briefly. That was a lot of money... more than he’d paid for the place himself... and yet he still couldn’t bring himself to sell it. Very slowly, he folded the note and slid it back.

“Like I said,” he repeated “My café is not for sale.”

“If that’s not enough,” Tatsuya said, taking the note back and opening it to scribble a new number on it, “my company is prepared to raise the offer.”

“Look, I’m uh... I don’t want to be rude, but my café is simply not for sale. No matter the offer, I just have no interest in selling it.”

“Everything has a price, Mr. Orlov,”

It was obvious this man had done his research before coming to the café, but perhaps he’d not done enough of it, seeing as he kept insisting when Vanya had already refused him.

“Not this.”

The man extended the folded note again. Vanya hesitated, eyeing the paper and finally too curious not to take it and unfold it, well aware this might seem like encouragement, but unable to stop himself. He tried not to gape at the numbers on the paper. He quickly folded it back and this time sharply held the note back to the man.

“I’m sorry, this is a very generous offer for sure, but it just doesn’t matter how much you write down, I have no plans to sell.” Having said this, Vanya stood. “Enjoy your coffee.”

“I’m sure we could reach a satisfying agreement... ”

“I’m sure we couldn’t. If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Tatsuya pursed his lips slightly, a light frown creasing his forehead, yet Vanya ignored the man’s discontent and retreated back into his work. At least he’d intended to do so until the man spoke up again.

“It would be in your best interest to sell to us, Mr. Orlov. I’m sure you’ll realize soon.”

Perhaps it’d been the cold, flat way in which the man had spoken, but the statement did not sit well with Vanya, who turned on his heels to face him.

“Are you threatening me?” he asked.

Tatsuya, who had just reached to have a sip of his coffee, stopped halfway and gave him a slightly curious look. The nearby patrons had also turned their attention to them at Vanya raising his voice and asking such a thing.

“I’m merely stating a fact,” Tatsuya said calmly. “With our offer you could–”

But it was too late. Something about that statement had simply not done it for Vanya, and now he was just too angry.

“Get out,” he said, pointing the businessman to the door. “Get out now.”

Tatsuya gave him a long up and down look, as if measuring him for battle. Vanya was about the same height as the man, though Tatsuya seemed to have a bit more muscle than him. All the same, Vanya was ready for a fight, where Tatsuya did not seem interested in one. The businessman got up, fished for some money in his wallet and, after dropping it on the table next to the unfinished coffee, started towards the door.

“We’ll meet again, I’m sure,” he said as parting words.

Vanya glared at this. “Out!”

The call was quite unnecessary, as Tatsuya was already out the door.

As he stalked back to the counter, Vanya muttered soft curses in his mother tongue. Sasha, his dear little sister, appeared by his side shortly after. His good friend and barista, who had been manning the counter, also approached them.

“What’s with that guy?” Tom asked, “What did he tell you to rattle you like this?”

“Nothing,” Vanya grumbled. “He wanted to buy us out, I said no.”

Sasha frowned, reaching up to pat his back. “I thought I heard something about a threat.”

“With your volume, half the shop heard it,” Tom said with a snort of mild amusement.

Vanya half glared at Tom, but his gaze softened when he looked at his sister; her wrinkled brow and pursed lips, and the way she was looking at him with worry clear in her eyes. He didn’t want her to look this worried.

“It was nothing, just a misunderstanding. I overreacted,” he said, which might have been true “He was just not taking a no for an answer, so I got defensive. Let’s all just get back to work.”

Sasha didn’t look overly convinced, but she obeyed; he was still her boss too, after all. Later she could talk to him and make sure everything was really alright.
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Tatsuya eased into one of the comfortable leather seats of the car. Pulling out his phone, he unlocked it and flipped his way to the file he’d been sent earlier.

Ivan Orlov. Thirty-one. Single. Son of Russian immigrants, parents dead, one sibling. He’d acquired the coffee shop precisely six months ago. Tatsuya kind of wished the file had come with a photo, he would have been spared the initial surprise of finding the owner waiting tables too; but then, he should have assumed Orlov to be involved. According to the file the man had needed a loan to purchase the property, that couldn’t leave too much money for hiring help. It was probably a family operation. Tatsuya knew he’d been a bit hasty in his initial assumption now. He’d thought offering the man enough to pay over the loan and still have enough to get himself a new piece of property elsewhere to start his business over would be enough. It usually was. People could usually be convinced simply – the money was generally enough, sometimes a bit of a verbal cue, a hint that it was more than enough to take their business elsewhere and starting over would be much easier with that amount and the experience they’d acquired.
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