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The front door clicked shut, the sound final and hollow in the quiet suburban house. Another day done. Another paycheck earned. I dropped my keys in the ceramic bowl Chloe’s mom gave us, the one that says “HOME.” I was home. So why did I feel like I was just arriving at a stage set for a life I was only renting?

I could hear the flicker of the TV in the living room, the canned laughter from some sitcom she loved. Chloe was curled on the couch, a fuzzy blanket over her legs, her wine glass on the coaster. She looked up and smiled, that same sweet, predictable smile I’d been kissing for twelve years.

“Rough one?” she asked.

“The usual,” I said, leaning down to kiss her forehead. It smelled like her lavender shampoo. It was the smell of my life. “Russel fucked up the pastry order again. Ended up throwing out half the almond croissants.”

“Ugh, again?” she clucked sympathetically, turning back to the TV. The crisis was averted. Another conversation neatly filed under Work.

That’s all our conversations were lately. Neatly filed. The clutter of our unspoken lives was shoved into the corners where the light didn't reach.

My real life didn’t start until I pulled my car into the back lot of The Grind, the smell of roasted beans and detergent washing the day off me. My real life was behind the espresso machine, a river of steam and scalding milk. And it had a name: Marco.

He wasn't just a barista; he was the electrical current that ran through the place. Twenty-two to my thirty-three, all sharp angles and effortless grace. He wore his blond hair a little too long, his jeans a little too tight, and he moved behind the counter like it was a dance floor. He was chaos. He was possibility.

I saw him before he saw me that morning. He was on a stepladder, refilling the vanilla syrup, his back to me. The cafe wasn't open yet, just the two of us and the low hum of the refrigerators. And his ass. Christ. He wore these worn, black skinny jeans that looked like they’d been painted on. They cupped the two high, tight globes of his ass perfectly, the seam diving right down the middle, disappearing into a shadow that made my mouth go dry. I’d seen women’s asses. I’ve touched them, held them, gotten lost in them. But I’d never seen one that looked so... perfect. So sculpted. Like it belonged on a statue.

An unwelcome, jagged heat started low in my gut. I looked away, focusing on wiping down the already clean counter, my heart beating a little too fast.

“Morning, boss,” he said, hopping off the ladder. He landed with a soft thud, that energetic, contained agility he had.

“Morning, Marco.” I didn’t look at him. I focused on the grain of the countertops.

“So,” he began, his voice a low, teasing rumble as he tied his apron around his waist. “Chloe kept you up late?”

“Normal night,” I grunted. I busied myself with the portafilter, tamping the grounds with my fist. I could feel his eyes on me. I always felt his eyes on me. It was like being at the center of a storm that hadn't broken yet.

“’Normal night’,” he repeated, and I could hear the smirk in his voice. He leaned against the counter next to me, his elbow brushing mine. I froze. “In my world, ‘normal night’ doesn’t leave you looking like you wrestled a bear and lost. Fun, though.”

I risked a glance at him, and my gaze caught on his lips. Oh, god. His lips. They weren't thick or thin, but the lower one was full and had a perfect, defined cupid’s bow, and a faint cleft right in the center. It was the kind of mouth that looked built for sin. The kind of mouth that... that would look incredible wrapped around a-

Stop it. Liam. Stop.

I felt a flush crawl up my neck. I slammed the portafilter into the group head and hit the button. The machine roared to life, the hiss of the espresso shot a welcome, punishing noise. I’d watch that mouth all day. I’d watch him bite that lower lip in concentration, I’d watch it stretch into a knowing grin when he told a stupid joke, I’d watch it wrap around the straw of his iced coffee during his break. I watched it more than I should.

He didn't move away. He just stood there, a presence so vibrant and alive it made my own skin feel paper-thin. “Your hands are shaking, man,” he said softly, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “You’re not just tired, are you? You’re restless.”

I wanted to lie. I wanted to push him away and tell him to do his job. But I just stared at the dark, liquid gold filling the shot glass, my body buzzing with a static charge I didn't know how to discharge. He wasn’t wrong.

The machine finished its roar, and I was left with only the frantic thumping of my own heart. Marco was still there, a solid, warm presence beside me. I busied myself knocking the puck of used coffee into the knock-box, the clatter too loud in the silence.

“You’re pacing in your own skin,” Marco said, his voice softer now, less teasing. It was a statement of fact. “Chasing a feeling you can’t catch.”

I straightened up, wiping my hands on my apron. “And you’re a walking nightmare of a self-help book. Just... tell me about your latest disaster. Who was the poor sucker this time? The accountant with the sensible car and the trust fund?”

It was our rhythm. He’d tell me about his disastrous attempts to find a decent guy in this city, and I’d listen, the sound of my own unsettled life fading into the background of his. It was safe. It was about him.

A huge, dramatic sigh escaped him. He hopped onto the counter, sitting on the edge, his long legs dangling. “Jeremy,” he said, the name dripping with weary disdain. “Thirty. Graphic designer. Great apartment. Terrible, terrible personality.”

“Let me guess,” I grunted, rinsing a pitcher. “Narcissist? Misogynist?” I always went for the safe, easy labels.

“Worse,” he said, his voice dropping conspiratorially. He leaned forward, his animated face telling the story. “Jeremy’s a... bottom.”

The word hung in the air between us. I knew what it was, theoretically. But hearing him say it, so casually, made it feel foreign and clinical.

“So?” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. I grabbed the bottle of sanitizer. My hand felt clumsy. “What’s the big deal?”

“Big deal?” Marco’s eyebrows shot up. “Liam, Liam, Liam. I’m not a doctor, I’m a starving artist. I can't be fixing their cars and repairing their hearts all day.” He smiled, but it was tired. “The point is, all the guys out there... they all want the same thing. They want someone to... you know.”

“No,” I said, the word out before I could stop it. I kept scrubbing the pitcher. “I don’t know. Explain it to me. What are bottoms?”

Marco stared at me. For a second, the teasing, energetic facade fell away, and he looked at me with an expression of genuine, unshielded confusion. He must have seen the naked, embarrassing honesty on my face. A slow, dawning comprehension spread across his features, followed by something that looked dangerously like pity.

He leaned in closer, his voice a low, gentle murmur, the teacher talking to the slowest kid in class. “A bottom, Liam,” he whispered, his breath warm against my ear, “is the one who... takes it. He’s the one who gets fucked.”

My entire central nervous system shut down and rebooted in a single, blistering second. I gripped the edge of the sink so hard my knuckles went white. Takes it. The words echoed in the sterile quiet of the cafe. I couldn’t form a single thought. My brain, which had been leaning on the word, just sagged.

He saw the panic. Of course he saw it. He didn’t pull back. Instead, he nudged me with his knee. “Hey. It’s okay. It’s just a word.”

“I...” I started, but my throat was a desert. “I just... didn’t know that was... a thing.” It was the stupidest sentence ever spoken by a human being.

Marco let out a soft breath of air, almost a laugh. “Oh, you sweet, summer child,” he murmured, but there was no mockery in it now, only a strange, tender amusement. He slid off the counter, his movements suddenly slower, more deliberate. He came to stand directly behind me, so close I could feel the heat radiating from his chest through my shirt. He didn't touch me. Not quite.

“Some guys need to be in control,” he said, his voice barely a rumble now, a vibration I felt more than heard. “They need to be the one driving, the one holding on. And some guys... they need to let go. They need to feel... filled up. Possessed. They need someone else to take over for a while.” His gaze met mine in the chrome reflection of the espresso machine. Our eyes locked in the distorted metal. “Does that make sense?”

I couldn’t answer. My reflection just stared back, wide-eyed and cornered. The glass pitcher slipped from my numb fingers and clattered into the stainless-steel sink, the sound like a gunshot in the small space.

Marco just watched me. A slow, knowing smile began to form on his lips. It wasn’t a smirk. It was... triumphant. Like he’d just been handed a key. And he knew exactly which door it unlocked.

My knuckles were still white where I gripped the edge of the sink. The world had shrunk to this small, steamy space, to the reflection of my wild eyes and Marco’s calm, knowing ones behind me. His words—filled up, possessed—were branded on the inside of my skull.

My mouth, completely detached from my brain, formed the question. It was a whisper, a raw and desperate thing.

“Are you... are you a bottom?”

Marco’s reflection in the chrome didn’t flinch
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