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      I'm nursing a black coffee, the steam curling up like the slow rise of dawn as I scan the room. The café's a mishmash of chipped mugs and mismatched chairs, and it's got this comforting hum that lets me fade into the wallpaper, unnoticed and unbothered.

      My fingers trace the rim of my cup, circling without intent, while my eyes flicker across the room, always watching—habit, I guess.

      Then she bursts in, a burst of life against the monotony, like a high-definition scene cutting through static.

      The door swings open with confidence, and this pretty little brunette struts into the café like she owns the joint. She's a kaleidoscope of color in this drab palette, her vibrant energy impossible to ignore. It’s not just the bold prints that wrap around her or the way she moves—like music turned to flesh and bone—it’s everything.

      She's topped off with a hat, stylish as hell, tilted just so. It’s one of those wide-brimmed numbers that scream 'I’ve got flair' louder than words ever could. Her hair spills out from underneath it, long strands that catch the light and throw it back with a shine.

      "Hey, handsome," she greets the barista, voice bubbling over like champagne. "Hit me with the usual."

      Everyone's grinning now, caught up in her wake, and I can't help but notice how she's like a damn sunray in this place. She’s all warmth and light, weaving through the tables, leaving laughter trailing behind her like a scarf.

      My hand stops its mindless path. Instead, I grip the mug tight, a lifeline in a suddenly too-bright world. I know this isn't my scene, but there's something about her—like a puzzle I want to solve or a code I need to crack.

      Yeah, she's definitely got my attention.

      I look away and internally chide myself. I have no business gawking over her. Hell, I don’t even know her.

      And that’s what I’m doing when it happens. I’m trying my damndest to not look at her when a scalding wave of coffee crashes against my chest, seeping through the fabric of my shirt. The shock of it has me on my feet in an instant, coffee mug clattering to the table, a few splashes jumping out to mark the white surface like a crime scene.

      "Shit! I am so, so sorry!" The pretty little brunette's voice is a frantic symphony, her hands fluttering in the air like wild birds. Her eyes are wide saucers of oh-my-god-what-did-I-just-do, and she's biting her lip in a way that should be illegal.

      My skin prickles beneath the soaked shirt, anger and surprise warring for dominance. My jaw clenches as I peel the fabric from my skin, dark with wetness and damn uncomfortable. "It's fine," I lie through gritted teeth, my voice low and restrained. It's not fine. But what can I do? Unleash hell over an accident?

      "Here, let me help." She's already pulling napkins from the holder, dabbing at the stain on my shirt like she's trying to erase the mistake. I catch her wrist, gentle but firm. "Don't."

      "Really, I'm so embarrassed. Let me pay for your shirt or dry cleaning or...anything?" Her offer tumbles out in a rush, the words tripping over each other in their haste to make up for the disaster.

      "Let it go." My fingers release her wrist, and I force a half-smile that doesn't quite reach my eyes. "Accidents happen."

      She steps back, a flush creeping up her neck, painting her cheeks in shades of mortification. She's a mess of apologies, and damn if that doesn't soften the annoyance simmering in my gut.

      "Can I at least buy you another coffee?" There's hope in her voice now, a tentative bridge extended across the chasm of our clumsy introduction.

      "Sure," I relent with a shrug, watching as she turns to signal the barista, her hat still jauntily perched atop her head, as if it hasn't just witnessed the debacle.

      I sit back down, rolling my shoulders to release the tension. The annoyance lingers, a bitter aftertaste, but there's something about those expressive brown eyes, that messy cascade of apologetic words, that hooks into me, refuses to let go.

      "Another round on me," she says, sliding into the chair opposite mine. "And this time, I promise to keep the coffee in the cup."

      "Promise, huh?" I drawl, the corner of my mouth twitching. Maybe it's the heat of the coffee still clinging to my skin, or maybe it's her, but I'm suddenly aware of every detail—the way her fingers curl around the mug, the quick dart of her tongue as she licks a drop of latte from her lip.

      "Scout's honor." She crosses her heart, and I can't help but chuckle.
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