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The rain lashed against the panes of glass, turning the city into a watercolor painting of bleeding lights. Inside the secluded Victorian cabin, the air was warm, thick with the scent of petrichor, old books, and the clean, unmistakable musk of another man. Liam’s hands were on him, one tangled in the hair at the nape of his neck, the other splayed wide across his shoulder blades, pulling him closer until not a sliver of air could pass between them. Their kiss wasn't gentle; it was a starving, desperate thing, a clash of teeth and tongues that tasted of red wine and surrender.

"God, I've wanted this," Liam groaned against his mouth, his voice a rough, beautiful broken thing. He bit down on Connor's lower lip, a sharp, possessive sting that made a low moan tear from Connor's throat. This was it. This was the moment. The feverish build-up, the perfect a-ha moment where the dialogue fell away and pure, searing need took over. Liam's fingers moved down, tracing the line of his spine, urging the already ridiculously soft merino wool shirt from his trousers. His knuckles grazed the sensitive skin just above Connor’s hips, and Connor arched into the touch like a pleading thing. 

This was the moment the book promised, the moment his readers waited for.

Then the spell, meticulously woven over ninety thousand words, began to fray. The scene in Jacob's mind stuttered. The vibrant, sensory-rich world of the novel—the slick wet of the rain, the woodsmoke clinging to Liam's jacket, the heat radiating from his skin—melted away like a fog in a harsh spotlight, replaced by the unyielding glare of a 27-inch MacBook Pro screen.

He archaed into the touch.

The red squiggle of a spell-checker’s accusation was a stark scream against the blank page. Jacob’s weary fingers hovered over the keyboard. A-r-c-h-e-d. He backspaced, corrected the typo, but the action was mechanical. The damage was done. The moment was broken. The fantasy had a leak, and the cold, damp air of reality was seeping in.

His knuckles grazed the sensitive skin just above Connor's hips, and Connor arched into the touch like a begging thing.

He reread the sentence, a fresh wave of disgust washing over him. A begging thing. Truly? It sounded like something from a parody, a clichéd, panting mess of a line that wouldn't pass muster in one of the bargain-bin eBooks he used to dissect for "research" when he was first starting out. His characters, Connor and Liam, deserved better than a hackneyed descriptor he’d scraped from the bottom of his own literary barrel. More than that, his readers deserved better. They had made his career, and he was repaying them with amateur-hour dreck.

Jacob slumped back in his expensive but secretly uncomfortable ergonomic chair, the victory chair, his agent called it. Looked like victory felt a lot like permanent spine curvature and existential dread. He pinched the bridge of his nose, his fingers smelling faintly of ink and stale coffee. For seven years, he had been J.E. Finn, moderately successful author of respectable M/M romance. Indie publishing had given him a life he’d only dreamed of during his decade-long, soul-crushing stint in corporate marketing. He had the rent-controlled Lincoln Park apartment, the freedom to write full-time, and a quarterly royalty check that was, most of the time, enough. He had beat the system, escaped the rat race. So why did he feel like he was still running on a wheel, getting nowhere, only now with the added pressure of five hundred strangers a day sending him polite emails asking when the next book would be out?

He pushed away from the desk, the chair’s wheels stuttering over the warped floorboards of his apartment and stood. The kitchen clock read 3:17 AM. Another night lost to the gaping maw of Chapter Fourteen. His novel, tentatively titled Surrender the Night, was his attempt at a darker, more psychologically complex romance, a departure from the lighter, rom-com-with-heat that had made his name. His publisher—the lean, mean entity of himself—had bet a significant advance on it, an advance that was now mostly just a figure on a spreadsheet that he was systematically failing to earn back.

The problem wasn't the plot; the outline was solid, checked and rechecked by a ruthless freelance editor he paid by the hour. The problem wasn't the secondary characters; they were vivid and three-dimensional. The problem was this. The heat. The connective tissue of physical intimacy that should be the natural culmination of Connor and Liam’s emotional journey. It was meant to be explosive, a cathartic release for two stubborn, wounded men who had fought their attraction for two hundred and fifty pages. Instead, it felt like an instruction manual written by someone who had only ever seen a diagram of a car engine. The parts were all there, named correctly and in the right order, but there was no soul. No spark.

Jacob went to his window, the floorboards groaning under his weight. Below, Wells Street was a smear of reflected neon on wet asphalt. A solitary taxi haunted the intersection, its vacant light a forlorn yellow eye in the dark. The city was quiet, finally breathing after a long, saturated day. He loved Chicago, loved its brutalist optimism and stubborn refusal to be prettier than it was. But tonight, its sprawling indifference felt like a judgment. It was a city of millions, a teeming ecosystem of potential connections, but for him, it was an island. His world had shrunk to the oppressive circumference of these four rooms, a world made entirely of words.

His reflection stared back at him from the dark glass—a pale, bloated ghost of a man. Forty-five. It wasn't old, not really. It was just... settled. The settled age. The age by which most people had built a life. A partner. A shared history. A designated parking spot. Jacob had user agreements for his software, but no permanence in his life. He saw the strain in his own eyes; the permanent tension etched around his mouth. His hair, once a respectable dark brown, was now a gunmetal gray, particularly at the temples, a map of all the nights he'd sat right here, in this exact spot, staring at a screen, wrestling with sentences. His body, once a lean runner's build from obsessive predawn jogs along the lakefront, had softened around the middle into the plushy armor of a man who thought creativity could be fueled by angst and fettuccine alfredo alone.

The self-loathing was a familiar companion now, a toxic friend that whispered in his ear during the long, solitary hours. Look at you. it would hiss. Writing epics about men who would burn the world down for a single kiss when you can't even work up the courage to ask the cute guy at the bakery if he's single. He thought of Liam, his hero in Surrender the Night, a projection of everything Jacob wasn't: confident, fearless, emotionally present. Liam saw what he wanted and went after it. Jacob saw what he wanted, built an elaborate fantasy world around it, and then critiqued it until the fantasy collapsed under the weight of its own thesaurus-driven prose.

The irony was a physical taste in his mouth, bitter as burnt coffee. He, J.E. Finn, purveyor of happily-ever-afters, master of the meet-cute, composer of the climactic confession of love, hadn't been on a real date in over a year. A "real date" being defined loosely as two men, mutually interested, sharing a meal and the possibility of a second one. His last attempt had been with Miguel, a handsome sommelier from a wine bar in River North. The conversation had been stilted, a transactional exchange of personal data that felt less like a connection and more like two 1040-EZ forms trying to mate. Miguel had been polite, Jacob had been anxious, and at the end of the evening, a handshake had seemed like the only appropriate, pathologically non-committal gesture. He was an architect of emotional catharsis who was emotionally constipated.

The unmade bed in the next room was an accusation. The sheets, a high-thread-count, slate grey Perennial that he'd bought himself for his forty-second birthday, were pulled into a nest of loneliness on one side. Across from it, the bunched-up covers where his cats, Bartholomew and Atticus, were currently slumbering, were the only testament to warmth in the room. He had intended the bed, with its minimalist headboard and engineered-wood frame, to be a place of passion and shared dreams. Instead, it was a monument to pristine, unwasted potential, a beautiful, empty stage. He was a man who could describe the exact shade of desire in a character's eyes but couldn't bring himself to make eye contact with a handsome stranger for more than three seconds.

A restlessness, feral and sharp, began to prick beneath his skin. He couldn't sit here anymore. He couldn't bear the silent judgment of the blinking cursor or the hollow echo of his own thoughts filling the apartment. The words weren't here. The spark wasn't here. Maybe the problem was the air itself. Maybe it had stagnated, become too thick with self-doubt and the ghosts of unsent texts.

Moving with a sudden sense of purpose, he grabbed a worn waxed-canvas jacket from the back of his kitchen chair and slid his feet into his Dun loafers. He didn't bother with a hat; the cold shock of the rain would be a penance. Patting his pockets, he felt for his keys, his phone, and his wallet—the holy trinity of the urban male’s existence. Satisfied, he picked up his MacBook and flicked the lock on his apartment door; the deadbolt sliding home with a definitive, final thud.

He descended the three flights of stairs, his hand trailing on the cool, grimy banister, each step taking him further from the suffocating weight of his failure. He pushed out the heavy front door and immediately into the cleansing chill of the Chicago night. The rain had softened to a fine mist that drifted through the orange glow of the streetlamps, veiling the world in a layer of soft focus. He pulled his collar up, the damp wool a comforting weight against his neck, and began to walk.

His feet knew the way by heart. It wasn't a long walk, just six blocks down Wells and a left onto Armitage. The pedestrian traffic was nil, the city at rest. In the space between buildings, he could hear the L train rumbling across the river, a distant, metallic beast on its sleepless pilgrimage. He passed darkened boutiques, their window displays like frosted dioramas, and the quiet, expectant storefronts of restaurants that would soon be clanging to life. There was a peace in the city at this hour, a hushed quality that made him feel less like a ghost and more like a privileged observer, privy to a side of Chicago most people only ever saw through bleary, sleep-deprived eyes.

He reached the corner of Armitage and Hoyne and saw it: "The Common Grind." The sign, a tasteful script in neon against a dark matte background, cast a warm, buttery light onto the wet sidewalk. It was a local coffee shop, the kind that roasted its own beans, sold ceramic mugs made by local potters, and employed baristas who had more subtle ink than a history textbook. It had been his writing haven for years, the place he'd written his first breakthrough novel, fueled by countless flat whites and the background hum of city life slowing down. At 3:30 in the morning, however, it was different. It became a sanctuary for the sleepless, the third-shifters, the dreamers.

A small brass bell chimed as he pushed the door open, the sound magically cheerful in the profound quiet. The wave of warmth that hit him was laced with the formidable, aromatic intoxication of fresh-ground coffee, a smell so potent and wonderful it felt like a physical gift. The shop was largely empty. A shadowy figure sat hunched over a laptop in the far corner, screen glare illuminating a gaunt face—a graduate student, most likely, wrestling with a dissertation. A young EMT, still in her uniform, was quietly dozing in a cozy armchair, her boots neatly placed side-by-side on the floor. They were all travelers in the night, passing through this waypoint of warmth and caffeine before returning to their respective battles.

Jacob walked up to the counter, his rubber soles making a soft squeaking sound on the polished concrete floor. And then he saw him.

Jacob had catalogued him before, of course, from the safe distance of his corner booth. The baristas at The Common Grind were a revolving door of beautiful, effervescent youth—a cyclone of tattoo trends and genre-bending playlists that made Jacob, at forty-five, feel positively geological. But Tyler was a constant. He’d always been there, his name a detail Jacob had absorbed from the ambient noise of the shop. Jacob, in the detached, clinical way of his profession, had classified him: a perfect romantic lead for a younger story. No older than twenty-five, with a cascade of dark curls falling boyishly over his forehead, and eyes the color of rich soil after a hard rain. There was a lithe, wiry grace in the corded muscles of his forearms as he worked the machine, and a smile—rare, genuine, and devastating—that could have powered the lights on the Magnificent Mile. All of this, Jacob had firmly told himself, was professional data collection. Observation. Nothing more.

But tonight, the protective glass of his detachment shattered. There were no crowds, only the stark fluorescent lights and the vast, quiet dark of the city outside. Tyler was wiping down the chrome, the worn cotton of his Ramones t-shirt stretched taut across his shoulders, emphasizing the lean, sculpted muscle of his back. The standard-issue black apron, tied low and casual, did nothing to hide the firm, perfect curve of his ass, a detail so roguishly assured it had been the subject of more of Jacob’s guilty, stolen glances than he’d ever admit. As Jacob approached, Tyler looked up, and their eyes met in the warm, coffee-scented air. In that instant, the buffer of space vanished. The subject of his quiet observation was no longer a character study; he was a breathtaking, flesh-and-blood man looking directly at him.

"Late night," Tyler said, his voice a low, pleasant rumble. He wasn't asking; he was stating a fact, an acknowledgement of their shared membership in this secret, middle-of-the-night club.

"They all are, lately," Jacob replied, the words feeling clumsy and foreign as they came out of his mouth. He ran a hand through his damp hair. "A flat white, please."

"No problem." Tyler's movements were fluid, a calming ballet of portafilters and tampers and steaming wands. The frothing of the milk was a soft hiss, a counterpoint to the low jazz trio playing from the shop's speakers. Jacob watched him, the muscles in his back shifting as he rinsed a pitcher. There was a focus about him, a Zen-like calm in his movements that Jacob envied. He, too, could move with that kind of purposeful grace... when ordering a coffee. But when asked to execute a simple, emotionally honest scene of two men falling into each other's arms, he turned into a clanking, graceless fool.

The silence stretched, just long enough to become awkward, filled only by the percussive sounds of drink-making. Jacob felt the old anxiety prickle. He should say something. A small human connection. The beans are smelling particularly good tonight. No, too obsessed with product. Slow night? Too inane. I like your t-shirt. Stalkerish.

But before he could settle on a suitable platitude, Tyler beat him to it.

"Working on a new book?" he asked, glancing over his shoulder as he poured the thick, velvety microfoam over the espresso.

It was such a simple question, one any observant person could have asked. Jacob almost always had a notebook, or more likely these days, his MacBook, and sat in the corner scribbling or typing with an intense, rarely-satisfied focus. But the way Tyler asked it, there was something more. It wasn't just an observation; it was genuine, uninhibited curiosity. It was as if he weren't a serving wench in his castle but a fellow traveler, intrigued by the pilgrimage.

"I'm trying," Jacob admitted, the vulnerability in his own voice surprising him. "It's fighting back a bit."

"Fighting back's the worst," Tyler said, turning to place the finished flat white in a ceramic mug on the counter in front of him. "My final poetry portfolio felt like that last semester. Like every line was a puzzle piece from the wrong box."

The admission stopped Jacob cold. Poetry. He wrote commercial genre fiction, marketed with covers featuring chiseled torsos and taglines full of daring promises. Tyler wrote poetry. There was an authenticity to that, a purity that felt completely out of Jacob's league. Suddenly, his insecurity, a small, rabid animal usually kept on a tight leash, began to strain at its chain.

"You're a poet?" Jacob heard himself say, and he cringed internally at the patronizing wonder in his tone.

Tyler only smiled, a small, easy curve of his lips that reached his soil-colored eyes. It wasn't a condescending smile, or a smug one. It was a genuine, earnest expression. "Something like that. It's more of a screaming-into-the-void hobby at this point. Four dollars, even."

Jacob fumbled with his wallet, pulling out a credit card with fingers that suddenly felt too thick. He tapped it on the reader, a "Thank you" appearing on the tiny screen. He picked up the mug, the ceramic warm and solid against his cold palms.

"That's the key," Jacob managed, his voice sounding stiff even to his own ears. What was he, some pretentious art-school professor? He tried to salvage it. "The process of... I don't know, screaming onto the page. Getting it out."

"Thanks," Tyler chuckled, a soft, pleasant sound. He gave a little nod towards the empty corner booth, Jacob's usual booth. "Your fort awaits. Hope the battle goes better tonight."

"Thanks," Jacob mumbled, feeling the heat of a blush creeping up his neck. He turned and made his way to the booth, settling into the familiar embrace of the worn leather. He placed the mug on the table and let his gaze, surreptitiously, drift back to the counter. Tyler was methodically cleaning, putting things in order for the morning rush, lost in his own world. A stray curl had fallen across his forehead, and in the warm light of the espresso machine, his face held a gentle intensity that made something in Jacob's chest ache.

He was an indie author, and a barista who wrote poetry was probably the most overwritten trope in the history of his genre. But this wasn't a book. This was his life, a life that had become so insulated and self-referential that a simple, kind interaction with a stranger half his age felt like a plot twist.

Jacob opened his laptop. The screen came back to life, the document frozen on that ghastly, soulless sentence: Connor arched into the touch like a begging thing. He stared at it, and for the first time, he didn't just see his failure. He saw the core of the problem. He was trying to write about connection from a place of total isolation. He was trying to describe the heat of a flame from inside an ice cave.

He looked back up at the counter. At the quiet poet who made a flat white with thoughtful grace. He didn't have a sudden epiphany. He didn't have the key to the perfect love scene. But as he brought the warm mug to his lips and took that first, rich, bitter sip of coffee, the thought that emerged was different from the others. It wasn't a plan. It wasn't a solution. It was just a single, small, real, un-typed word that settled in his mind, clearer than anything he'd managed to put on the page all week.

Maybe.
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The Fortress of Booths
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The rain had softened by the time I pushed open the heavy door to The Common Grind, yielding to a fine, needling mist that clung to my hair and the shoulders of my worn canvas jacket. A small brass bell, tarnished with age, chimed its greeting, a sound as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. At 4:12 AM, the shop was a sanctuary for the city’s wakeful cast-offs and professional insomniacs. The rich, intoxicating scent of fresh-ground coffee—a scent that had become more reliable to me than the scent of my own home—washed over me, a silent promise of focus and, if I was lucky, a fleeting sense of belonging.

My world for the next six hours would be this booth. Tucked into the far-left corner, it was a decrepit leather affair that had conformed over years to the shape of countless readers and writers, its back worn smooth as a river stone. It was my command post, my fortress, and occasionally, my confessional. From this vantage point, the entire establishment unfurled before me like a stage, and I, J.E. Finn, was its silent, unpaid critic.

I shrugged off my jacket, the damp fabric a familiar weight on my shoulders, and settled into the booth. The leather groaned a welcome. I placed my 27-inch MacBook Pro on the table, its silver surface a sleek, alien object against the scuffed wood. I ran through the familiar setup ritual, a process I could do in my sleep: plug the power cord into the wall, open my manuscript, and observe one of the new day’s baristas. This morning there was Keaton, all gauged septum and full-sleeve tattoos that told a story of artistic rebellion and parental disappointment. I was ancient. I was geological. I was a Roman aqueduct, functional and worn down, while they were glittering new condo towers.

And then, there was Tyler.

The nagging swell of anxiety that had dogged me from my apartment began to subside, replaced by the low-level, obsessive focus that had fueled my career for seven years. Tyler was different from the Keatons. He was the shop’s anchor, its quiet constant. While the others cycled through in transient bursts of hipster creativity, Tyler was always here, a fixture as reliable as the espresso machine he commanded.

He was twenty-five, I had discerned. Maybe twenty-six at the absolute oldest. He had a cascade of dark, unruly curls that fell perpetually across his forehead, sometimes obscuring the fact that his eyes were the color of rich soil after a hard rain. He wasn’t classically handsome; he was interesting. His features were a little asymmetrical, his nose just a touch too strong, his mouth a perfect, natural rose. He had a lithe, wiry strength in his frame, built not from a gym but from some inherent, restless energy. He was, in the detached, clinical way of my profession, the perfect romantic lead for a story about a younger man. He was the living embodiment of the hopeful, vibrant characters I wrote about but no longer felt a part of.

That had been my party line for the last six months, a neat little categorization I kept filed away in my mental archives: Tyler, Barista, Age 25, Tertiary Character, Source for Dialogue/Authenticity. It was a lie, of course. A flimsy piece of rationalization I repeatedly presented to the disapproving tribunal of my own conscience. I wasn’t just observing. I was fixating.

From the veil of my corner, I watched him now. It was our shared ritual. I would sit, and he would work, and in the space between us, a kind of silent cathedral was built. He was a storm of controlled motion. The swipe of a damp cloth across the counter, the precise tamp of the portafilter, the fierce hiss of the steam wand. It was a ballet, and he danced it with a focus that bordered on Zen. I envied him that focus. He was present in his body, in his moment. I was a ghost tethered to a keyboard, barely inhabiting my own skin.

I focused on the details. The worn-thin cotton of his faded Ramones t-shirt stretched taut across the slope of his shoulder. The stark black apron tied low on his hips, a casual, roguish detail that did absolutely nothing to hide the firm, high curve of his ass. I’d noticed that, of course. That was the kind of poison that could curdle in a lonely man’s mind, the kind of detail you collected like a crime scene photographer. A forbidden snapshot you’d analyze later in the sterile dark of your own apartment. The sheer, unapologetic physical perfection of him made me feel like a deflated party balloon.

Not that he’d ever notice. To him, I was just “the writer in the corner.” A necessity. A predictable source of revenue. I paid with my credit card, sat for six hours, and left a generous tip in the jar. It was a transaction. Until last night, it had been the only kind of interaction I allowed myself.

Last night, the transaction had become a conversation. A real one. He had seen me, not as a customer, but as a person. Working on a new book? The question had echoed in my mind all day as I’d tortured myself with my kludgy prose. The vulnerability I’d felt admitting my failure, It’s fighting back a bit, was still raw, an exposed nerve. And then... poetry. Of course, he wrote poetry. It was so perfect it was painful. It was the final nail in the coffin of my own perceived inadequacy. He didn’t just have the body and the face; he had the soul.

I opened my laptop. The screen came to life, a stark, white void illuminated by the soft glow of the Edison bulbs hanging from the ceiling. There it was. Chapter Fourteen. And the godawful sentence that had been the anchor of my despair: Connor arched into the touch like a begging thing. I highlighted it. I stared at it. I let the self-loathing wash over me in its familiar, acrid tide.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard, ready to do battle. I was paid to write about passion. I was paid to articulate the inexpressible thrill of human connection. I created men who would burn the world down for a single kiss. I was an architect of emotional catharsis, a purveyor of happily-ever-afters. And I couldn’t write a single convincing sentence about a man getting his back rubbed without sounding like a pre-teen fanfic writer.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to summon the scene. Liam and Connor in the cabin. The rain. The taste of red wine. I pictured it, tried to crawl back inside the fantasy I had so painstakingly built. But the images were flat, like a transparency laid over the reality of this room. Over the smell of espresso and the quiet hum of the refrigerator and the sight of Tyler, his brow furrowed in concentration as he rinsed a steaming pitcher.

My own prose was the cage. My desperation was the lock. And I, for the life of me, couldn't find the key.

I watched Tyler’s hands. They were deft, sure. He’d knock the portafilter against the bar and the spent puck of coffee grounds would fall into the trash with a neat thwump. There was no wasted motion. No hesitation. A stark contrast to the halting, second-guessing stutter of my own creative process. Everything he did was purposeful. When he made someone a latte, he made them a latte. He didn't stand around wondering if the milk was too foamy or if the extraction time was philosophically sound.

He finished cleaning his station and moved to the pastry case, restocking the few remaining croissants and scones. He leaned over the glass, the faded denim of his jeans pulling tight across powerful thigh muscles, and my gaze, treacherous and autonomous, followed. It was a professional athlete's body disguised in poet's clothing. It was a level of raw physical grace that seemed almost unfair. I felt a pang of something hot and bitter. Envy, pure and simple. He possessed the very confidence and ease of being that I struggled to write about, let alone embody.

God, when was the last time I’d felt that? That simple, physical certainty? Before the corporate drone-hive, before the solitude of the writing life had calcified around me. Back in college, maybe? Running along the lakefront, feeling the burn in my lungs, the thrum of my own heartbeat a steady, defiant drum against the morning sky. That felt like a lifetime ago. Another man's life.

I took a sip of the flat white he’d made me five minutes ago. It was perfect, of course. Smooth, velvety, with just the right hint of acidity at the end. It was an act of quiet craftsmanship. It was what I was supposed to be doing, but with words. Instead, I was assembling clumsy sentences out of spare parts and failed ambitions.

I couldn't write the sex scene. I couldn't write the story of two men coming together because I had no frame of reference for what that felt like anymore. Not the Hollywood version, the grand gesture, the thunderclap of realization. The real version. The quiet version. The version that happened in fluorescent-lit rooms at four in the morning. What did Liam say after the kiss? What did Connor do with his hands? I knew the mechanics, of course. I could diagram the encounter with clinical precision. But I didn't know the texture of it. The messy, awkward, beautiful, human truth.

So, I did what I always did when I was truly, deeply stuck. I gave up. I minimized the word document for Surrender the Night and opened a new, blank page. I labeled it: GRIND NOTES.

Subject: Tyler. Pronouns: He/Him. Occupation: Barista, Poet, Unwitting Muse.

I stared at the line. It felt too reductive. Too much like the analytical tripe I used to force myself to write. I deleted it. I started again.

4:32 AM. He just used a slightly different angle to tamp the espresso. A 15-degree twist. He also hums when he thinks no one is listening. Not a song, just a single, low, vibrating note. It’s a B-flat, I think.

I typed for twenty minutes straight. I didn’t write fiction. I didn't plot. I didn't outline. I simply recorded. The sound he made when he stirred a drink with a wooden stirrer. The way a loose curl would fall into his eye and he’d hook it back with his thumb without missing a beat in his conversation with Keaton. The flecks of gold in his brown eyes when he caught the morning light filtering through the front window. I was a forensic anthropologist, piecing together a man from the smallest artifacts of his existence. This was research. This was work. I needed to keep telling myself that.

“You ever gonna write that book, or just a seven-hundred-page Yelp review?”

I jolted so hard my knee slammed into the underside of the table. A hot, sharp bloom of pain shot up my thigh. I looked up, blinking, and my breath hitched. Tyler was standing by my booth, not behind the counter, but right here. In my space. He was holding a glass of ice water in one hand and a mild, amused expression on his face.

He gestured with the glass towards my screen. "Caught you. Was just wondering if you needed a refill, but it looks like you’re on a roll." His gaze drifted down to the screen, and I felt a jolt of pure, unadulterated panic. He wasn’t supposed to see the raw data. He wasn’t supposed to see the source code.

I narrowed my eyes. "It's... observation. It's how I work. Eavesdropping, taking notes. That's the job." Instantly, I regretted the defensive edge in my voice.

But Tyler didn’t look offended. If anything, he looked more intrigued. He leaned a little closer, a subtle movement that made the air between us feel charged and electric. I could smell the clean scent of soap on his skin, the faint, ghost of coffee grounds. He wasn’t looking at me; he was looking at my screen.

“'A single, low, vibrating note. It’s a B-flat, I think,'” he read, his voice a soft murmur. "That's... incredibly specific. And a little creepy." He looked up at me then, and a slow smile spread across his face. It wasn't the polite, customer-service smile. This one was different. It was sly. It was genuine. It reached his soil-colored eyes and made them crinkle at the corners. "I'm kidding. Mostly."

I felt the heat rise in my neck, a fool’s blush that I couldn't control. I didn’t know what to say. I’d been caught. De-listed from the shadows and pinned into the stark, unforgiving light.

"So," he continued, his voice dropping to that lower register I could feel in my own sternum. "What's the verdict? Based on all your... data... what kind of character am I?"

The question hung in the air between us, fragile and dangerous. This was the opening. This was the pivot. I could give him the professional, sanitized answer. Oh, you know, you're a great source of dialogue. Very fresh perspective. It was safe. It was pathetic. It was the lie I'd been telling myself for months.

Or I could tell him the truth.

I looked at him. Really looked at him. At the ridiculous curls and the serious mouth and the warmth in his eyes that I had only ever seen from across the room. I thought of my novel, of Connor and Liam, of the flat, soulless words on the page that refused to come to life. I thought of the empty apartment and the made bed for one. I thought of the bitter loneliness that was my oldest and most constant companion.

And then I thought of that single, small, real word that had settled in my mind just last night. Maybe.

My voice came out quieter than I expected, rougher.

"I don't know," I said. "I'm still trying to figure that out."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2
A Line of Inquiry
[image: ]


He didn't leave.

He stood there for a beat that stretched into three, his hip casually resting against the edge of my table, the water glass condensing a ring on the worn wood. The silence wasn't awkward; it was attentive. He was actually waiting for my answer. The epicenter of my existence, which usually encompassed the thirteen square feet of this booth, had suddenly and violently expanded to include him. The air felt different, thicker with the scent of his soap and the low hum of the pastry case refrigerator.

"I'm still trying to figure that out," I’d managed to say, my voice a foreign rasp.

A slow, considering smile touched Tyler's lips, and he straightened up, but didn't move away. He took a slow sip from his own glass of water, his eyes never leaving mine. He had no idea what his casual proximity was doing to my nervous system. It felt like a live wire, buzzing and dangerous.

"Fair enough," he said. "Complicated characters take work. You can't just sketch them in." He gestured with his chin towards my laptop. "So, who are they? The ones you can't figure out?"

My fingers instinctively curled inward, a useless, protective gesture over the keyboard. This was it. The point of no return. I had spent months building this fortress of observation, of professional detachment, and in one well-intentioned question, Tyler had kicked the door clean off its hinges. I could shut it. I could give him a polite, brush-off summary and retreat into my shell.

But then I saw his eyes. Not just their color, but the genuine, unforced curiosity in them. He wasn't just making small talk to pass the time. He was a fellow creator, a fellow puzzler, and he was genuinely interested in the puzzle I was trying to solve.

"His name is Connor," I heard myself say, the words feeling thick and clumsy in my mouth. I took a sip of my flat white, the liquid a welcome distraction. "The protagonist. And the other man... his name is Liam. They're stuck in a cabin, up in Michigan. During a massive storm."

The corner of Tyler's mouth quirked up. "Quarantine, then."

I blinked. "More or less. It's... it's supposed to be the moment when all the tension they've been ignoring for two hundred and fifty pages finally boils over. When the talking stops."

"The classic setup," Tyler nodded, a philosopher of plot. "All potential energy. The tension is everything. It's the reason a guitar string makes a sound."

My eyebrows must have shot up, because he chuckled, a low, pleasant sound.

"Poetry," he said simply, by way of explanation. "It's all tension and release. So, what's the problem? Why aren't they boiling?"

He sat down. Not across from me, not yet. He just perched on the edge of the opposite bench, angled towards me, closing the distance but leaving me an exit. My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird. He was in the
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