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​Chapter 1: The Kiss That Changed Everything
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Maya Chen gripped Ethan Parker's shoulder with one hand and held his other hand firmly in hers, trying to ignore how warm his palm felt against her skin. She'd touched him a thousand times before—friendly hugs, playful punches, even falling asleep on his shoulder during movie nights—but something felt different tonight.

"You're hopeless," she said, laughing as he stumbled through another basic step. "How have you made it to twenty-four without learning how to slow dance?"

"Hey, I've managed just fine with my signature move." Ethan demonstrated his go-to dance floor technique—an enthusiastic but uncoordinated shoulder shimmy that made Maya snort with laughter.

"Oh my god, stop! You cannot do that on a first date. Rachel will run away screaming." Maya adjusted his posture for the hundredth time, pushing his shoulder back. "Stand straight, remember?"

The late afternoon sun streamed through Maya's apartment windows, casting everything in a warm golden glow. Her playlist of romantic songs—carefully curated for dance practice—filled the living room with soft melody. The furniture had been pushed against the walls to create a makeshift dance floor, and the air smelled like the chocolate chip cookies she'd stress-baked earlier.

"I still can't believe you're going on a date with Rachel from Marketing," Maya said, trying to keep her voice light. "Wasn't she dating that guy from Accounting like, two weeks ago?"

"That fizzled out," Ethan said, his blue eyes focused intently on his feet. "And she asked me, so..."

"Since when do you say yes to every girl who asks you out?"

"Since my best friend started telling me I need to 'put myself out there more’, remember?" He mimicked her voice perfectly, making her roll her eyes. "Your exact words, if I remember correctly."

"I didn't mean—" Maya started, then shook her head. "Never mind. From the start. One, two, three..."

They moved in slow circles around her living room. Ethan was actually improving, though he still held her a little too stiffly. Maya found herself hyper-aware of every point of contact between them—his hand on her waist, their clasped palms, the occasional brush of his chest against hers when he stepped too close.

"See? You're getting it," she said softly, looking up at him with an encouraging smile.

That was her mistake.

Ethan was already looking down at her, his expression unreadable. Their movement slowed, then stopped. Maya's heart began to race as she realized how close their faces were, how his eyes dropped to her lips for just a fraction of a second.

"Maya..." he whispered, and somehow they were moving closer, drawn together like magnets, and then—

Their lips met.

The kiss was soft, tentative, lasting only a few heartbeats. But it sent electricity coursing through Maya's entire body, making her fingers tingle where they still rested on his shoulder. She felt Ethan's sharp intake of breath, felt his hand tighten slightly on her waist.

Then her brain caught up with what was happening.

Maya jerked backward, breaking all contact. Her hand flew to her mouth. Ethan stood frozen, looking as shocked as she felt.

"I—I should go," she stammered.

"This is your apartment," Ethan pointed out, his voice rough.

"Right. Right! I meant... I need to... bathroom!" Maya practically sprinted down the hallway, slamming the bathroom door behind her. She leaned against it, heart pounding, and slid down to sit on the cold tile floor.

What had just happened?

More importantly, how was she supposed to face her best friend now that she knew exactly how his lips felt against hers?

Through the door, she heard Ethan's footsteps, followed by the sound of him gathering his things. "I should head out," he called, his voice strained. "Thanks for the... dance lesson."

The front door opened and closed, and Maya buried her face in her hands, groaning. Twenty-three years of carefully constructed friendship, and she'd just let one moment of weakness throw everything into chaos.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from Ethan: We should probably talk about that.

Maya stared at the message until her screen went dark. She had no idea how to respond. How could she explain something she didn't understand herself?
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​Chapter 2: Denial and Coffee Shop Chaos
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Maya spent exactly twenty-seven minutes the next morning trying to decide if she should skip her daily coffee run to Bean There, Done That. The cafe had been her and Ethan's meeting spot for years—ever since they discovered it during college finals week, bonding over their shared addiction to Sophie's caramel lattes.

"It's just coffee," she told her reflection firmly. "You've had coffee with him a thousand times."

But none of those times had been the morning after accidentally kissing him.

She changed her outfit three times before settling on a casual sweater and jeans—exactly what she'd wear any other day, because this was just any other day, right? Right.

The bell above the cafe door chimed as she pushed it open, and the familiar scent of coffee and freshly baked muffins wrapped around her like a warm hug. Sophie was already preparing Maya's usual order before she reached the counter.

"One overcomplicated coffee creation for my favorite customer," Sophie announced with a grin. "Double shot oat milk latte, sugar-free caramel, extra hot, with—"

"—with a splash of vanilla and cinnamon on top," a voice finished from behind Maya.

She jumped, nearly knocking over the tip jar. Ethan stood there, looking unfairly normal in his work clothes, as if he hadn't completely upended her world yesterday.

"You're late," he said, and was his voice always that deep? Had she just never noticed?

"Traffic," Maya lied, though they both knew she walked to the cafe.

Sophie looked between them, her green eyes narrowing. "Something's different," she declared, sliding Maya's drink across the counter. "You two are being weird."

"Nothing's different!" Maya said, too quickly. She grabbed her coffee and headed to their usual corner table, nearly tripping over her own feet in the process.

Ethan followed with his plain black coffee—boring and predictable, she'd always teased him, except now she was noticing how his fingers wrapped around the cup, and how his throat moved when he swallowed, and—

"So," he said, sitting across from her.

"So," she echoed, suddenly fascinated by the foam art in her latte.

"About yesterday—"

"How's the big date planning going?" Maya interrupted, her voice unnaturally bright. "Did you practice those dance moves more? Because seriously, that shoulder thing has to go."

Ethan's face did something complicated. "I cancelled with Rachel."

Maya's coffee cup froze halfway to her mouth. "What? Why?"

"Maya..."

"Because if this is about what happened—which was totally just a weird accident, by the way—you shouldn't let that—"

"Maya."

"—interfere with your dating life, because we were just practicing, and sometimes these things happen when people are in close proximity, and—"

"MAYA." Ethan reached across the table and caught her wildly gesturing hand in his. The touch sent sparks shooting up her arm, and she yanked back as if burned.

From behind the counter, Sophie called out, "Whatever you two are fighting about, can you fight louder? I can barely hear the juicy parts!"

"We're not fighting!" they shouted in unison, then looked at each other and quickly away.

Maya took a desperate sip of her latte, nearly scalding her tongue. When had the cafe gotten so warm? And when had Ethan started wearing that cologne that made him smell like cedar and something spicy and—

"Your hair's different," he said suddenly.

"What? No, it's not."

"You always wear it up on Thursdays because of your morning yoga class." He gestured to her loose waves. "It's down today."

Maya stared at him. Since when did Ethan Parker notice things like that?

"I... skipped yoga," she mumbled, touching her hair self-consciously.

"You never skip yoga."

"Yeah, well, I never kiss my best friend either, but apparently that's a thing I do now!" The words burst out before she could stop them, too loud in the morning quiet of the cafe.

Several heads turned their way. Sophie dropped a muffin.

Ethan's ears turned red, but he held Maya's gaze. "We should probably talk about that somewhere more private."

"There's nothing to talk about," Maya insisted, standing up so abruptly she almost knocked over her chair. "It was just a... a practice kiss. For your date. Which you should un-cancel, by the way. I'm sure Rachel will understand if you reschedule."

"Maya, wait—"

But she was already halfway to the door, her mostly full coffee abandoned on the table. Behind her, she heard Sophie say, "Okay, what did you do to my favorite customer, Parker?"

Maya burst out onto the sidewalk, gulping in the cool morning air. She was halfway down the block before she realized she was walking in the opposite direction of her office.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Sophie: 

Girl, we need to talk. Also, you left your coffee. Ethan's staring at it like it holds the secrets of the universe.

Maya turned off her phone and kept walking.

She was fine. Everything was fine. She just needed to avoid her best friend, their favorite cafe, and any situation involving close physical proximity for... oh, the rest of her life should do it.

Totally fine.
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