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Chapter 1 – The Coffee Spill
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The office was alive with its usual hum — the faint buzz of printers, the clicking of keyboards, and the steady whir of the air conditioner that never quite managed to keep up with the number of people inside. Morning sunlight spilled across cubicles, making the polished floor gleam. The aroma of coffee lingered everywhere, like the heartbeat of the place itself.

Amelia Carter walked in balancing a paper cup, a folder under one arm, and a phone in her hand, answering an email before she’d even reached her desk. Her steps were practiced and fast, her mind already running through the day’s tasks — client calls, a product review meeting, and somewhere in between, breathing if she was lucky.

She had only been at Larkin & Co. for a year, but she’d already gained a quiet reputation: dependable, organized, and calm under pressure. That was her armor. It kept her from standing out too much, from being noticed beyond her work. But as she rounded the corner toward the breakroom, that armor cracked in the simplest, most ridiculous way possible.

Because she collided head-on with someone.

Hot coffee splashed across her wrist, and the folder slid from her arm, pages scattering across the tile like startled birds.

“Oh no—” a voice started, deep and startled, followed by a flurry of movement. “I am so, so sorry.”

Amelia blinked, wincing at the sting on her hand, and looked up. The man crouching to gather her papers was none other than Ryan Blake — marketing analyst, known around the office for his easy grin and for always being the first to volunteer for team lunches. He was the kind of person who made everyone feel comfortable, which somehow made Amelia more self-conscious than she’d like to admit.

“It’s fine,” she said quickly, crouching to help him. “Totally my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“I was literally coming out of the breakroom like a bulldozer,” Ryan said, shaking his head. He picked up the folder and glanced at her wrist. “You burned yourself, didn’t you?”

“It’s nothing. Barely warm,” she lied, even as the faint red mark betrayed her.

Ryan straightened, concern flickering in his dark eyes. “At least rinse it. Come on.” He gestured toward the sink inside the breakroom.

Amelia hesitated. “Really, I’m—”

“Humor me,” he said with a small smile, already turning the faucet on.

The cool water was a relief, and she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Ryan handed her a few napkins from the counter, his usual confident energy softened into quiet attentiveness.

“You always drink that much coffee this early?” he asked, nodding toward her empty cup.

“Occupational hazard,” she replied dryly. “I’ve got three meetings before noon.”

“Sounds like a crime.”

“It feels like one.”

He grinned. “Well, consider me guilty of coffee assault. I owe you another one.”

She shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything.”

“Come on, that’s not how apologies work.” He leaned a little against the counter, casual but warm. “Besides, you might need caffeine therapy after this.”

She glanced at him, a reluctant smile tugging at her lips. “Caffeine therapy?”

“Highly specialized treatment. Involves good coffee and even better company.”

Her smile grew, but she quickly turned away, gathering the last of her scattered papers. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Ryan helped her, sliding the final sheet into the folder. Their fingers brushed briefly — nothing dramatic, just enough to make her pulse trip for half a second. She cleared her throat, stepping back.

“Thanks,” she said.

“No problem,” he replied, but his tone lingered, like he wanted to say something more. Then the office door opened behind them, and a few coworkers walked in, chatting loudly about some spreadsheet error. The spell broke.

Amelia retreated to her desk, trying to shake off the strange flicker of warmth that moment had left behind. It was ridiculous, she told herself. A simple accident. He was just being nice. That was who Ryan was — nice to everyone.

Still, when she glanced up a few minutes later, she caught him at his own desk across the room, already absorbed in work but with a faint smile still playing on his face.

—-
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BY NOON, THE MORNING’S chaos had mostly faded. Amelia buried herself in her reports, her wrist no longer stinging but marked faintly pink as a reminder of her clumsiness. She was reviewing a set of client feedback notes when a soft knock came at the edge of her cubicle.

Ryan leaned against the divider, holding out a cup from the coffee shop across the street. “Truce?”

Amelia blinked. “You really didn’t have to.”

“I know. That’s what makes it a good apology.”

She accepted it reluctantly, the warmth seeping through the cup to her fingers. “What’s in it?”

“Hazelnut latte, light foam, one sugar. I asked around. Apparently that’s your usual.”

Her brows lifted. “You asked around?”

He shrugged, pretending innocence. “I did some research. Analysts are good at that.”

She laughed softly. “You went through that much trouble for coffee?”

“Hey, when you nearly injure someone in a caffeine-related incident, you make amends properly.”

Amelia sipped, trying not to let the taste or the thought behind it affect her more than it should. “It’s good,” she admitted.

“Then my mission here is complete,” he said with mock solemnity.

She looked at him — the grin, the spark in his tone, the way he seemed effortlessly comfortable in every interaction. It was the opposite of her, always cautious, always measuring her words. But something about his ease made her feel... lighter.

“Thanks, Ryan,” she said quietly.

“Anytime,” he replied. And with that, he went back to his desk.

But “anytime” hung in her mind longer than it should have.

—-
[image: ]


LATER THAT AFTERNOON, the office gathered in the small meeting room for the product review session. It was the kind of meeting that usually dragged on — endless discussions about client engagement metrics and phrasing in ad campaigns. Amelia took her usual seat near the middle, notebook ready, pen poised.

Ryan sat diagonally across from her, tapping a pen lightly against his notepad. When their eyes met, he gave a quick, playful salute with his pen. She had to bite back a smile before focusing on the slides on the projector.

Halfway through the meeting, their manager, Lila, asked for last-minute revisions to the campaign timeline. “We’ll need the updated visuals and client notes by Thursday. Amelia, Ryan — can you two handle that together?”

Both looked up.

“Sure,” Amelia said after a beat.

Ryan nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Great. I trust you both,” Lila said, moving on.

The moment the meeting ended, Amelia gathered her things. Ryan caught up to her as they left.

“So,” he said, falling into step beside her, “looks like we’re teammates now.”

“Looks like it,” she replied.

“We could meet tomorrow morning, go through the visuals before the team sees them. You free around nine?”

She thought for a second, mentally checking her calendar. “Yeah, that works.”

“Perfect. I’ll bring coffee. Promise I won’t spill it this time.”

“You’ve said that before,” she teased.

He grinned. “And yet, you still agreed to work with me. That’s trust.”

She rolled her eyes lightly but smiled. “It’s professional courtesy.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.”

—-
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THE OFFICE SLOWLY EMPTIED as the afternoon turned into evening. Amelia stayed behind to finish a few reports. The hum of computers quieted, replaced by the occasional shuffle of papers. When she finally stretched and stood to leave, she noticed Ryan still at his desk, typing something intently.

“You’re still here?” she asked as she passed by.

“Just wrapping up a client forecast. You?”

“Same.”

He leaned back in his chair. “You want a walk to the subway? I’m heading that way.”

She hesitated. It wasn’t far, but the thought of walking with someone after a long day sounded... nice.

“Sure,” she said finally.

They stepped out into the crisp air, the city already glowing with early evening light. Cars rolled past, street vendors packed up for the night, and a faint smell of roasted chestnuts drifted through the air.

“So, Amelia,” Ryan began, hands in his pockets. “Serious question. How do you stay that calm during meetings? Everyone else starts panicking when Lila talks deadlines.”

“I panic internally,” she said with a small laugh. “You just can’t show it. The moment you do, everyone else starts to.”

“Ah, so it’s a leadership strategy.”

“More like survival.”

He chuckled. “You’d make a great manager.”

“I like staying in the background,” she said honestly. “It’s easier to do good work when no one’s watching.”

Ryan glanced at her, thoughtful. “I don’t know. I think people notice more than you think.”

The words hung between them — simple, sincere. She didn’t know how to respond, so she just smiled faintly and kept walking.

At the subway entrance, they paused.

“See you tomorrow?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “See you tomorrow.”

He gave her a small wave and turned down the opposite street.

As she descended the stairs, she realized her day had started with a mess — spilled coffee, embarrassment, and all — yet somehow ended with something that felt quietly new.

And somewhere between the morning chaos and the walk home, she had caught herself thinking about Ryan’s easy laugh and the way he’d said “anytime.”

It was nothing, she told herself again. Just friendliness. Just office banter.

But as she rode the train home, the faint smile on her face told another story.
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Chapter 2 – The Late-Night Deadline
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By Wednesday, the week had settled into its usual rhythm — early mornings, overbooked meetings, and the constant pressure of approaching deadlines. Larkin & Co. had the kind of energy that lived off urgency, and Amelia had learned how to keep up without losing her composure. But even she had to admit that this particular project was stretching her limits.

The product campaign she and Ryan had been assigned needed a complete visual overhaul. The client wanted fresh ideas, a softer tone, and a new direction that didn’t undo months of work already in motion. It was like trying to rebuild a bridge while people were still driving across it.

By six in the evening, most of the office lights had dimmed. The hum of conversation was gone, replaced by the tapping of a few keyboards. Amelia sat at her desk, reviewing mock-ups for the tenth time, trying to decide if the color palette looked too cold or too formal. Across the room, Ryan was still there — jacket off, sleeves rolled up, expression uncharacteristically serious as he studied a graph on his monitor.

She looked up. “You know you could’ve gone home an hour ago.”

He didn’t look away from the screen. “And leave my partner in crime to face the wrath of the client alone? Not a chance.”

Amelia smiled faintly. “I’m not sure this qualifies as a crime.”

“It does when we’re breaking every rule of sanity to meet this deadline,” he said, finally glancing



















[image: ]
































[image: ]




































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTS‘ELLING AUTHOR

KELAKKIYAR SIDDHAR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





