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I’ve had exactly twenty-seven Valentine’s Days in my life, and statistically speaking, twenty-six of them have been deeply unimpressive.

I remember being seven and giving a glitter-covered card to a girl named Marissa who immediately used it to wipe glue off her desk. That was my first experience with romantic rejection and arts and crafts trauma happening at the same time.

At thirteen, I tried to be “mysterious” and sent an anonymous Valentine’s note to my crush. She spent a week trying to figure out who it was, decided it was my best friend Tyler, and dated him for three months. Tyler bought me a soda as an apology, which felt generous but insufficient.

High school didn’t improve things.

Sophomore year, I saved up for two weeks to buy a heart-shaped box of chocolates for a girl in my history class. I placed it dramatically on her desk before school. Turns out... wrong desk. I accidentally confessed my feelings to a girl named Brenda who thought I was joking and gave the chocolates back because she was “cutting sugar.”

College was quieter. Less public humiliation, more private awkwardness. One year I went on a Valentine’s date with a girl I met in a philosophy class. We spent the entire dinner debating whether love was “a social construct designed to sell greeting cards.” She won the argument. I paid the bill. Romance: defeated.

So yeah, my Valentine’s résumé is mostly a collection of misunderstandings, mistimed confessions, and one very judgmental box of chocolates.

But here’s the weird part.

I still love Valentine’s Day.

I know. I know. That sounds like something a greeting card CEO would say, but hear me out.

There’s something about that day. The air feels different. People walk a little closer together. Strangers hold doors open longer. Flower shops look like they’ve exploded in the best possible way. Even the grumpiest customers at the coffee shop soften a little when ordering a mocha “for someone special.”

It’s like the whole world agrees, just for twenty-four hours, to be a slightly braver version of itself.

And I guess I’ve always hoped that one day, I’d be brave too.

Not movie-style brave. I’m not the guy who runs through airports or interrupts weddings. I once apologized to a chair after bumping into it. My bar for bravery is more like... making eye contact for longer than two seconds. Maybe saying how I feel before the moment passes. Revolutionary stuff.

Every year, I tell myself, Maybe this will be the one.

The one where I don’t overthink the text.
The one where I don’t assume she’s just being nice.
The one where I don’t spend Valentine’s night eating takeout and pretending I “like the quiet.”
Don’t get me wrong — I’m not miserable. I have a good life. I make coffee for a living in one of the coziest cities in the country. I know how to steam milk into a heart shape on top of a latte, which feels like a niche but meaningful life skill. I have regulars who tell me about their dogs, their jobs, their breakups, their proposals. I’ve watched first dates happen at corner tables and seen anniversary couples sit in the same seats year after year.

I’m surrounded by love stories.

I just haven’t had one of my own yet.

Still, every February, when the decorations go up and the grocery store suddenly triples its chocolate inventory, something in me sits up a little straighter.

Maybe this time, Christian.

Maybe this year, someone will walk into your life instead of just ordering a caramel macchiato and leaving.

I don’t know what love is supposed to look like when it finally shows up. Fireworks? Movie soundtrack? Slow motion hair flip in the rain?

Honestly, I’d settle for someone who laughs at my bad jokes and doesn’t think my cinnamon obsession is a personality flaw.

So here I am. Twenty-seven. Barista. Professional milk steamer. Full-time hopeless romantic with a part-time history of romantic disasters.

Valentine’s Day is ten days away.

And for the first time in a long time, I have this strange, stubborn feeling that something is about to change.

I just don’t know yet that love isn’t planning to walk through the front door.

It’s already standing behind the counter.
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Ten days before Valentine’s Day, Christian Blue burned his tongue on espresso and decided it was a sign.

Not a bad sign. Just... a sign that something in the universe had shifted slightly out of its usual alignment.

Or maybe he just drank too fast.

“Are you going to keep staring into space like a confused poet,” Jenny Sandler asked, “or are you going to hand me that milk pitcher before I drown in oat foam over here?”

Christian blinked and slid the stainless steel pitcher across the counter. “Sorry. I was thinking.”

“That’s always your first mistake.”

It was 8:12 a.m. at The Velvet Ember Café, which meant the morning rush had fully awakened. The shop glowed with warm amber light against the gray Seattle drizzle outside. Indie music hummed through the speakers, half-drowned by the hiss of steam wands and the low murmur of customers pretending not to eavesdrop on each other’s lives.

Christian moved automatically, muscle memory guiding him. Grind, tamp, pull. Steam, swirl, pour. His hands worked while his brain replayed the thought that had been lingering since he woke up.

Ten days until Valentine’s Day.

He didn’t know why that felt important this year. It just... did.

“Table five just winked at you,” Jenny said casually, not looking up from her latte art.

Christian didn’t react. “Customers blink. It’s a biological function.”

“Not that kind of blink.”

He sighed. “Jenny.”

“I’m just saying. There’s an energy shift.”

He glanced at her. “You can’t just say ‘energy shift’ like you’re a part-time witch.”

She set the cup down with a perfect foam tulip. “I absolutely can. I own crystals.”

“Of course you do.”

Before she could respond, the bell above the café door chimed.

Christian looked up out of habit.

And then immediately forgot how habits worked.

She walked in like she belonged in slow motion.

Tall. Effortlessly elegant. A long cream-colored coat draped over her shoulders, dark hair falling in a sleek wave down her back. She paused just inside the door, scanning the café with curious, observant eyes — not distracted by her phone like most people.

Her gaze landed on him.

And stayed there.

Christian looked behind him to make sure there wasn’t a more interesting person standing in his vicinity. There wasn’t. Just a display of biscotti and mild panic.

Jenny followed his line of sight. “Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh no.”

“What?”

“That is not a ‘just getting coffee’ outfit. That is a ‘main character enters the café’ outfit.”

“I hate when you narrate my life.”

“She’s coming to the counter. Stand up straight. Don’t say anything weird about cinnamon right away.”

“I don’t— I never—”

The woman stepped forward, offering a small, confident smile. Up close, her features were sharp but warm, eyes a rich hazel that seemed to take everything in at once.

“Hi,” she said. “Can I get a vanilla latte?”

Her voice was smooth, self-assured. The kind of voice that never said “um” and meant it.

“Yeah,” Christian said, then cleared his throat. “Yes. Of course. One vanilla latte.”

“Name?” Jenny asked, already reaching for a cup.

“Alina,” the woman said. “Alina Mirelle.”

Jenny wrote it down, then glanced at Christian with a look that said, Buckle up.

Christian focused very hard on not messing up milk, which was suddenly the most complicated substance on earth.

Alina leaned lightly on the counter while she waited, watching him with open curiosity instead of bored impatience.

“You make it look easy,” she said.

“It’s all an illusion,” he replied. “Behind this counter is pure chaos and mild fear.”

She laughed softly. “Good to know.”

He handed her the latte. Their fingers brushed for a brief second.

Static.

Not dramatic-movie lightning. Just a tiny jolt of awareness that lingered a little too long.

She took a sip and her eyebrows lifted. “Okay. That’s actually amazing.”

“Cinnamon,” he said automatically, then winced. “Sorry. I do that. I evangelize cinnamon.”

“I support this passion,” she said. “The world needs more harmless obsessions.”

Jenny made a loud fake coughing noise behind him that suspiciously sounded like “Flirrrting.”

Christian ignored her with the focus of a man defusing a bomb.

“So,” Alina said, “how long have you worked here?”

“Three years.”

“You must see a lot of first dates.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I can usually tell in the first thirty seconds. There’s a very specific smile people use when they’re pretending to be more interesting than they actually are.”

She grinned. “And what smile am I using?”

He froze. “I— I didn’t mean— not that you’re— I just—”

She laughed again, clearly enjoying this. “Relax. I’m teasing.”

He exhaled. “You’re very good at that.”

“I travel a lot for work,” she said. “Fashion consulting. New cities all the time. I like finding one coffee shop that feels... real.”

“And we passed the test?”

“So far,” she said, holding his gaze. “Mostly because of the barista.”

His brain shut off like someone hit a breaker switch.

Behind him, something clattered loudly.

Jenny had dropped a spoon.

On purpose.

Alina smiled, amused, then glanced at her watch. “I should go. But I’m glad I came in today.”

“Me too,” Christian said before he could stop himself.

There was a brief pause. Not awkward. Just charged with possibility.

“So,” she said lightly, “are you doing anything on Valentine’s Day?”

He blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Too forward?” she asked, though her expression suggested she already knew the answer was no.

“No, I just— that’s very direct.”

“I don’t like guessing games,” she said. “You seem interesting. I’ll still be in Seattle. We could have dinner.”

Dinner. Valentine’s Day. With a woman who walked like background music followed her.

Christian’s brain scrambled through seventeen reasons this was unrealistic, suspicious, or a social experiment.

Instead, what came out was, “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Her smile widened, pleased but not smug. She pulled a pen from her bag and wrote on a napkin, then slid it toward him.

“Text me,” she said.

“Okay.”

“Don’t overthink it.”

“...I make no promises.”

She laughed, gave him one last look — warm, confident, curious — and walked out into the soft gray rain.

The bell above the door chimed again.

Silence lingered for half a second.

Then Jenny slammed both hands on the counter.

“WHAT JUST HAPPENED.”

Christian stared at the napkin in his hand like it might explode. “I think... I have a Valentine’s date.”

Jenny leaned over the counter, squinting at the name and number. “Alina Mirelle. That is not a casual name. That is a woman who owns structured coats and makes eye contact on purpose.”

“I was just making coffee!”

“And now you’re making plans!” she said. “Ten days early! You’re ahead of schedule!”

“I didn’t know there was a schedule!”

“There is now,” she declared. “Operation: Do Not Ruin This.”

He laughed nervously. “That’s... not reassuring.”

Jenny softened just a little, bumping his shoulder with hers. “Hey. It’s good. You deserve a little chaos. The romantic kind.”

He looked at her, grateful for the familiar steadiness in her voice.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Maybe I do.”

Outside, the rain kept falling. Inside The Velvet Ember Café, the air felt just a little warmer.

And somewhere between the espresso machine and the front door, something had started that Christian Blue definitely, absolutely, was not prepared for.
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Nine days before Valentine’s Day, Christian Blue learned that there were worse things than being flirted with.

Like being psychologically understood before you’d had your second cup of coffee.

The Velvet Ember Café smelled like caramel syrup and fresh pastries, the morning rain painting soft streaks down the windows. Christian was mid-pour, carefully shaping a heart into a latte, when Jenny leaned close enough to whisper, “Your Valentine from yesterday still hasn’t texted you, has she?”

He didn’t look up. “It’s been twelve hours.”

“Twelve hours in crush time is three business days.”

“I hate that you measure my emotions in office terms.”

She grinned. “I manage your love life like a chaotic HR department.”

Before he could reply, the bell above the café door chimed.

Christian glanced up automatically.

The woman who stepped inside didn’t command attention the way Alina had. No dramatic coat. No slow-motion aura. She wore a soft gray sweater, dark jeans, and glasses that slid slightly down her nose as she looked around, like she was cataloguing the space.

Her presence was quiet. Grounded.

But when her eyes landed on Christian, they sharpened with interest.

“New character unlocked,” Jenny murmured.

“I’m not a video game,” Christian muttered.

“She’s walking toward you. Brace yourself emotionally.”

The woman stepped up to the counter and offered a small, thoughtful smile. “Hi. Can I get a flat white?”

“Yeah, of course,” Christian said. “Name?”

“Daphne. Daphne Solis.”

Jenny wrote it on the cup and slid it down the counter, eyebrows raised at Christian in exaggerated intrigue.

Daphne leaned against the counter while he worked, watching the process with genuine curiosity.

“You’re very precise,” she said.

He glanced up. “Occupational hazard.”

“No,” she said softly. “It’s more than that. You like getting things just right.”

He blinked. “I mean... nobody wants bad coffee.”

She tilted her head. “You also line up the cups so the logos face the same direction.”

He froze mid-reach.

Behind him, Jenny slowly turned her head like she’d just witnessed a magic trick.

Daphne smiled slightly. “Sorry. I notice small things. Psychology student. It’s a problem.”

“That’s not creepy at all,” Christian said faintly.

“I promise I use my powers for good.”

Jenny leaned over the counter. “Please tell me what my barista trauma is.”

Daphne looked at her. “You deflect with humor when things feel too real.”

Jenny straightened. “Okay, no, we don’t do that here.”

Christian laughed, a little nervously. “So... psychology, huh?”

“Grad school,” she said. “Clinical track.”

“That explains why I suddenly feel like I’m at an emotional check-up.”

She smiled. “You seem like someone who carries a lot in his head.”

He handed her the flat white. “Mostly coffee facts and song lyrics.”

“Creative,” she said. “And observant. You watch people a lot, don’t you?”

He hesitated. “Comes with the job.”

“Not like that,” she said gently. “You pay attention because you care.”

Something about the way she said it — not flirty, not teasing — made his chest feel oddly warm.

Jenny made a dramatic gagging noise. “Oh no. This one’s going to make eye contact and talk about feelings.”

Daphne laughed softly. “Coworker?”

“Unfortunately,” Christian said.

“Emotionally dependent best friend,” Jenny corrected.

Daphne took a sip of her drink, eyes lighting up. “This is really good.”

“Cinnamon,” Christian said.

Jenny slapped the counter. “HE SAID IT AGAIN.”

Daphne smiled at him over the rim of her cup. “I like that you have a thing.”

“A thing?”

“Yeah. Something small you care about for no practical reason.”

He shrugged. “Everyone has something.”

“Not everyone lets themselves,” she said.

There was a quiet beat between them. Not charged like yesterday. Softer. Steadier.

“So,” Daphne said after a moment, “I have a question.”

Christian laughed nervously. “That sentence is starting to scare me.”

She smiled. “Are you doing anything on Valentine’s Day?”

Jenny choked on air.

Christian stared at Daphne. “Is there a citywide memo I missed?”

She laughed. “Sorry. That was abrupt.”

“Little bit.”

“I just...” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “I moved here recently. I don’t know many people yet. And you seem easy to talk to.”

Jenny mouthed, SAY YES.

Christian’s brain screamed, You already have plans.

His mouth said, “I’d like that.”

Jenny dropped her forehead onto the counter in silent hysteria.

Daphne smiled, relieved. “Good. Here.” She took his pen and wrote her number on a receipt. “Text me when you’re off work sometime.”

“Okay,” he said, taking it carefully, like it might reveal his secrets too.

She gave him one last warm, searching look. “Try not to overthink today.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” he admitted.

“I figured,” she said, amused, and headed for the door.

The bell chimed. She was gone.

Jenny slowly lifted her head. “You now have two Valentine’s dates.”

Christian looked at the two pieces of paper in his hands.

Alina Mirelle.
Daphne Solis.
Two different energies. Two different smiles. Two very real possibilities.

“I didn’t plan this,” he said weakly.

Jenny narrowed her eyes. “You have accidental main character syndrome.”

“I just make coffee!”

“And apparently emotional connections!”

He leaned back against the counter, dazed. “Is this normal?”

“No,” Jenny said. “But it is entertaining.”

He looked down at the numbers again, heart racing with a mix of excitement and mild terror.

Behind the sarcasm, Jenny watched him quietly for a second longer than usual.

Then she grabbed a milk pitcher and bumped his shoulder. “Okay, Romeo. Focus. Table four wants extra foam and emotional stability.”

He laughed. “We’re out of the second one.”

“Yeah,” she said lightly. “We’ve been out for a while.”
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