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Preface

Some touches begin as accidental. Some glances are practice for secrets. In a neat suburban row of lawns and polite waves, Nathan and Amber are balancing the small, brittle rules everyone pretends to follow. But there’s always a moment — a hand that lingers, a breath that comes too close — when the rules blur and something warmer takes over. This is that electric inch between two people who have to decide whether to step back or step forward.
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Chapter 1 — Close Proximity

Amber had left the back door cracked open because the house felt too quiet; a soft hum of a late summer morning seeped in — cicadas, a distant lawnmower, the soft clink of her mug against the saucer. She stood at the island, leaning on one hip, phone face-down where she couldn’t be distracted by it. There was a small, familiar buzz in the center of her chest that she’d been pretending was nothing.

The walk from the driveway to the kitchen was short, but Nathan somehow made the shortness feel like an approach. He appeared in the doorway with the kind of easy stride that looked like he was halfway through one of his jokes. The grey tee he wore hugged his shoulders in an arrangement that made her appreciate the way fabric could draw lines. He had that soft, practical scent — soap and something woody — and a smile that always sat dangerously close to being indulgent.

“Morning,” he said, and the word landed low and warm.

“Mmm… morning,” Amber answered, letting the hum in her voice wash out long enough for him to hear the little wish behind it. She shifted her weight, and the silk of her robe whispered against the smooth of her thigh. The world narrowed for a second to the two of them and the space they occupied.

Nathan crossed to the counter with casual intent. When his hand brushed hers reaching for the sugar, it lingered — not awkward, and not entirely accidental. Fingers met like a small live wire.

Amber felt it in the small places: the quick spike in her pulse, the way the breath between her ribs softened, the impression of his palm warm against the back of her hand. “Careful,” she said, teasing, letting the caution sound like an invitation. “That’s dangerously close.”

He looked up, eyes finding hers, a slow smile widening. “Wasn’t planning on staying that far away,” he admitted, voice dipping in a way that made the kitchen seem suddenly private. He let his thumb graze her knuckles, a small, deliberate pressure. The gesture was nothing — and everything.

There was a moment when both of them held the silence like it was a question. Amber couldn’t help the small sound that escaped — barely a breath, almost a moan — and it made Nathan’s gaze darken just enough that she felt seen. He inhaled, and the air between them tightened.

“You’re playing with me,” he said softly.

“You started it,” she shot back, cheeky and breathless at once. “You walked in looking like you planned to cause trouble.”

He laughed, the sound low. “Maybe I did. Maybe I wanted to see if you’d let me.”

Amber let her shoulder brush his as she reached for the mug and the brush was plain as an accident. Her robe slid a fraction, revealing the faint line where silk met skin. Nathan’s hand lifted, not to correct, but to steady the mug — and in that small steadying touch his fingers curved to the subtle architecture of her wrist. The contact lasted the microsecond it takes to decide. It was intimate in the way that a secret handshake can be intimate — recognitions instead of confessions.

Heat pooled under Amber’s ribs. She felt the prickle across her skin, the small bloom of awareness centered at her collarbone. “You know,” she murmured, close enough that he heard the softness of the words, “this is how things get dangerous.”

Nathan’s answer was a near-whisper. “I like dangerous,” he said. The admission sat between them, honest and edged.

They stood like that for a breath more, the kitchen fading to the background and the two of them the focus of a private orbit. Outside, a lawnmower droned on, the neighborhood continuing its bright, oblivious routine. Inside, the air hummed with possibility — with all the small ways hands could travel if people let them.
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