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Chapter 1 – First Encounter
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Brat was late. Again.

He cursed under his breath as he navigated the narrow streets of the city, weaving between slow pedestrians and delivery bikes. The coffee shop had been easy enough to find on Google Maps, but finding a parking spot nearby? That had been an entirely different challenge. By the time he finally slid into a free space, he knew he’d blown any chance of looking calm and collected.

Stepping into the café, Brat’s senses were immediately assaulted with the comforting aroma of roasted beans, mingling with the sweet tang of pastries displayed under glass domes. The place had that perfect mix of cozy and bustling, the kind of spot people went to for morning rituals or stolen afternoons. Brat’s eyes scanned the tables, already searching for the man he’d agreed to meet—a man he didn’t even know well enough to call a friend, but whose name, Joshua, had been on his mind far too often for the past week.

Joshua.

Brat had seen him once before, at a mutual friend’s small dinner party. He remembered Joshua’s laugh first—deep and unrestrained, like it belonged entirely to him, not performed for anyone else. Then there were the sharp, thoughtful eyes, always attentive, scanning the room but somehow landing on Brat in a way that made him flush without reason. And now, here he was, waiting at a corner table, a cup of steaming black coffee in front of him, untouched, as if he had been sitting there for a while, patient and composed.

Brat hurried forward, trying not to trip over his own feet. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, voice a little too high, forcing a smile that felt like it might crack.

Joshua looked up, his expression easy and warm. “No worries,” he said, tilting his head. “I was just enjoying the calm before the storm.”

Brat raised an eyebrow. “The storm?”

“You,” Joshua said simply, and Brat’s stomach gave a lurch.

He cleared his throat. “Right. Of course. Storm.”

Joshua laughed softly, the kind of laugh that made everything around it feel lighter. “I like your honesty,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him. “Sit. Don’t let the coffee get lonely.”

Brat slid into the chair, his nerves a little more frayed than he wanted to admit. He tried to focus on the cup in front of him, the dark liquid swirling faintly as he set his hands on the table. “I’ve never been good at first dates,” he confessed, half to himself, half to Joshua.

Joshua leaned back slightly, resting an elbow on the table. “Good thing this isn’t exactly a date, then,” he said. “It’s coffee. Casual. No pressure.”

Brat felt himself relaxing just a bit. There was something in Joshua’s tone, a soft confidence that made him believe that maybe, just maybe, he could handle this.

They talked, at first about small things—the weather, the café, the absurd line outside the bakery next door. Brat found himself relaxing further, laughing when Joshua recounted a story about spilling coffee on his coworker’s new suit. There was a rhythm forming between them, one that didn’t feel forced, that didn’t make Brat’s chest tighten with anxiety.

Then the conversation shifted, subtly, almost imperceptibly. They talked about books they loved, movies that had stuck with them, songs that brought back memories. Brat was surprised to find how much he enjoyed listening to Joshua, not just for what he said, but how he said it—calm, attentive, interested.

“You seem... thoughtful,” Brat said finally, trying not to sound like he was analyzing Joshua too much.

Joshua smiled, a small curve of lips that made Brat’s heart stutter. “And you seem like someone who doesn’t give away your thoughts easily,” he replied. “Careful with them. Good reason to, I think.”

Brat tilted his head, considering. He hadn’t realized he was revealing anything at all, and yet, talking to Joshua felt safer than he expected. There was no judgment in those eyes, only curiosity. It was disarming, and for once, he didn’t feel the urge to defend himself.

They lingered over their coffee, the barista glancing occasionally, a quiet hum of conversation and espresso machines forming a gentle background to their own little bubble. Time passed faster than Brat realized, each minute threading them closer together in a way that felt natural, inevitable even.

At one point, Joshua reached out, brushing a loose strand of hair from Brat’s forehead. Brat froze, the simple contact sending a ripple of warmth through him. “Sorry,” Joshua said softly. “Didn’t mean to—”

“No,” Brat interrupted, voice barely above a whisper. “It’s... fine.”

Joshua’s gaze held his a moment longer, and in that silence, Brat felt something unspoken pass between them, something promising, something that made his chest tighten and flutter at the same time.

“Do you come here often?” Brat asked, a half-joke to mask the racing of his heart.

Joshua grinned, and it was impossible to look away. “I do now,” he said, and Brat’s stomach flipped.

They continued to talk, and somewhere between stories of childhood mischief and confessions of favorite cafés, Brat realized he didn’t want this conversation to end. Not yet. Not ever, if it could be avoided.

Eventually, they noticed the sky darkening outside. Brat glanced at his watch and groaned. “I should probably get going... I have work early tomorrow.”

Joshua’s expression softened. “Of course. But I hope this isn’t our last coffee together.”

Brat smiled, a genuine curve of lips that reached his eyes. “I hope not either.”

Joshua scribbled something on a napkin and slid it across the table. Brat picked it up: a phone number, followed by a simple, inviting message. “Text me. I’ll save you a cup.”

Brat tucked the napkin carefully into his pocket, feeling a strange, warm buzz in his chest. “I will,” he said, and meant it.

As he stepped back onto the busy street, the world suddenly felt sharper, brighter, like someone had cranked up the colors just a little. And though he tried not to, Brat found himself glancing back at the café window, hoping—without admitting it even to himself—that he might see Joshua’s familiar face again soon.

It was just coffee, he told himself. Just a casual meeting. But the way Joshua had looked at him, the way his laugh had lingered, told Brat something different. Something dangerous, something thrilling. Something that made him want to show up again, to see where this little spark might lead.

And deep down, he already knew he would.
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Chapter 2 – The Second Meeting
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Brat wasn’t planning to go back to the café so soon. He told himself it was coincidence, that it was a whim driven by a craving for something sweet to pair with his afternoon coffee. But as soon as he pushed the door open, the familiar scent of roasted beans and vanilla undertones hit him, and he paused, half-hoping, half-fearing that he might see Joshua again.

And there he was.

Joshua was sitting at the same corner table, laptop open, fingers tapping lightly on the keyboard. He glanced up, and for a moment, Brat thought his heart might leap entirely out of his chest. The recognition in Joshua’s eyes was immediate, like he’d been expecting this exact moment without knowing why.

“Back so soon?” Joshua asked, raising an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth tugging into a knowing smile.

Brat chuckled, brushing a hand through his hair. “Maybe I just really like the coffee,” he said, sliding into the chair across from Joshua before the moment could disappear. “Or maybe I’m terrible at resisting charm disguised as a customer.”

Joshua laughed softly, the sound like a warm melody threading through the hum of the café. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. “Though now I feel obligated to live up to the reputation.”

They ordered a second round, settling into a rhythm that felt surprisingly comfortable, like two dancers finding each other mid-step. This time, the conversation delved deeper. Brat talked about his job—long hours, endless emails, the small victories that often went unnoticed. Joshua shared his own work life, painting vivid pictures of late nights, tight deadlines, and occasional bursts of creativity that left him exhilarated and exhausted all at once.
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