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The espresso machine hissed as I wiped down the counter for the third time in an hour. The shop was dead, just like always at this time of day–too late for the morning rush, too early for the lunch crowd. The bell above the door barely made a sound when it opened, but I felt the shift in the air anyway. A draft curled around my ankles, laced with something sharp. Motor oil. Leather. I looked up. He filled the doorway, shoulders broad enough to block out the weak afternoon sunlight. Dark jeans, scuffed boots, a jacket that had seen better days. His hands were rough, fingers calloused, knuckles scarred–like he’d spent more time using them than washing them. And his eyes–fuck–locked right onto mine. No one ever looked at me like that. Not for more than a second. Not like they were peeling back every layer I’d ever wrapped around myself. My pulse kicked. 

»Black coffee,« he said. Low voice, gravel-edged. I swallowed, my fingers tightening around the rag. 

»Hot or iced?«

His mouth twitched, just barely. 

»Hot.«

I turned away before my hands could shake, but I felt his stare all the way down my spine. Heavy. Unflinching. I grabbed a cup, punched it into the machine, and tried like hell to ignore the way my skin prickled. 

»You new here?«

His voice slid over me like a touch. 

»No.«

I didn’t look up. 

»Just quiet.«

»Hm.«

A beat. 

»Ellie.«

I froze. My name tag. Right. When I risked a glance back, he was leaning against the counter, arms crossed, watching me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t quite solve. The scent of him was everywhere now–oil, leather, something heated and male that made my lungs tighten. 

»Tyson,« he offered, like it was supposed to mean something to me. I handed him the coffee. Our fingers brushed. A jolt of heat shot straight to my stomach. He held my gaze as he took the first sip, throat working as he swallowed. 

»Good.«

I barely nodded. He didn’t leave. Just stood there, sipping, watching. Every second stretched too long, too tight. 

»You always this nervous, Ellie?«

Yes. 

»No.«

His teeth flashed, white against the shadow of his stubble. 

»Liar.«

I clenched my jaw. He grinned wider. Then he tossed a bill on the counter–way too much–and turned to go. But at the door, he paused, looked back. 

»See you tomorrow.«

Not a question. A promise. The bell jingled. The door shut. And for the first time in months, I felt something.

The bell above the door had barely stopped ringing, but my skin still hummed like he’d left an electric charge in the air. I curled my fingers against my palm, the ghost of his touch still warm against my skin. Calloused. Rough. The kind of hands that knew exactly how to use themselves. I grabbed the rag again, scrubbing at a nonexistent stain on the counter, my pulse still tripping over itself. What the hell was that? His coffee sat half-finished where he’d left it, steam curling lazily into the air. He hadn’t even drunk it all. Just took a sip, watched me like prey, and walked out. See you tomorrow. Not maybe. Not if I’m in the area. Tomorrow. Like he already owned the space behind my ribs. I exhaled, slow, forcing myself to breathe. My body didn’t listen. My thighs pressed together, a slow, aching throb settling low in my stomach. I wasn’t supposed to react like this. Not to men like him. Men who looked like they could snap me in half without breaking a sweat. Men who walked into a room and made the air feel heavier, hotter. Men who smelled like trouble. I glanced at the door again, half-expecting him to still be there–leaning against the frame, arms crossed, watching me squirm. But the street outside was empty. The coffee shop was silent. And yet, I could still feel him. -—The rest of the shift crawled by, every customer a blur of polite smiles and empty small talk. None of them made my breath catch. None of them made my fingers tremble when I handed them their change. By the time I locked up, the sun had dipped low, painting the sidewalk in long shadows. I stepped outside, the cool air a relief against my flushed skin. Then I saw it. A motorcycle. Black, gleaming, parked right across the street like a dare. My stomach twisted. I knew it was his. Just like I knew, without a doubt, that he hadn’t gone far. I turned on my heel and walked the other way, heart pounding. Tomorrow. That single word curled around me, dark and promising. And God help me, I was already counting the hours.

The moment I locked the café door behind me, the night air hit my skin like a slow exhale–cool, but not enough to smother the heat still coiled in my stomach. I turned my key in the lock, my fingers unsteady. And then I heard it. A low, frustrated growl–mechanical, angry. The sound of an engine refusing to turn over. My head snapped up. Tyson. He was bent over his motorcycle, his back to me, muscles straining under his leather jacket as he tried–and failed–to kickstart the beast between his legs. The streetlamp caught the sweat at his temples, the way his jaw tightened with each attempt. Every movement was sharp, controlled. Like he was holding back something far more dangerous than annoyance. I should have walked away. I didn’t. Instead, I stood there, my breath shallow, watching the way his grip tightened on the handlebars–white-knuckled, possessive. And then, as if he’d felt me staring, his head turned. Dark eyes locked onto mine. 

»Problem?«

I managed, nodding toward the bike. My voice came out steadier than I expected. His lips quirked, slow, deliberate. 

»You tell me, Ellie.«

The way he said my name–like he was already used to the taste of it. Like he’d been saying it for years. I swallowed. 

»Looks like you’re stranded.«

»Looks like I am.«

He straightened, wiping his hands on his jeans, his gaze never leaving my face. 

»Lucky for me, you’re still here.«

Lucky. Right. I fought the urge to shift under his stare. The air between us was thick, charged–like the moment before a storm breaks. 

»I could call a tow,« I offered. He took a step toward me. 

»Or you could give me a ride.«

A ride. The words curled inside me, intimate, heavy. My pulse jumped. 

»In my car,« I clarified, my voice firmer than I felt. His grin was all teeth. 

»That’s what I said.«

Bullshit. I exhaled sharply, forcing my legs to move. 

»Fine. But I’m not waiting around while you flirt with me instead of fixing your bike.«

»Who said anything about flirting?«

Another step. Close enough now that I could smell leather and gasoline and him–something deep, something that made my mouth water. I tilted my chin up, refusing to back down. 

»You don’t need to say it.«

His laughter was low, rough. 

»You’re right. I don’t.«

The words hung between us, a challenge. A promise. I turned before I could do something stupid–like touch him. 

»My car’s this way.«

»Lead the way, sweetheart.«

The nickname shouldn’t have sent a shiver down my spine. It did. I walked faster, my thighs brushing together with every step, the ache between them impossible to ignore. Behind me, his boots were steady, unhurried. Like he already knew I wasn’t going to run. And God, I wanted to. But more than that I wanted him to follow. -—. .
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Chapter 2
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The coffee shop smelled like burnt beans and sugar–comforting in the same way a bad habit was. I wiped down the counter for the third time in an hour, my fingers sticky from syrup spills, my shoulders tight with the kind of exhaustion that came from being on your feet all day. The bell above the door jingled, and I didn’t bother looking up. 

»You’re still here.«

That voice. I froze, my rag pressing too hard against the stainless steel. Deep, rough. The kind of voice that didn’t ask for attention–it took it. My pulse jumped before I could stop it. Tyson leaned against the counter, elbows planted, his jacket creaking as he shifted. The scent of leather and something darker–oil, maybe–drifted between us. His knuckles were bruised, grease smeared across the back of his hand like he’d been elbow-deep in an engine before walking in here. 
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