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​Chapter One: Spiritually Aligned Oats
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The morning rush at Vivian's coffee shop hit like it always did—predictable as clockwork, chaotic as a thunderstorm. Linsay had their rhythm down to muscle memory by now: steam wand hissing, espresso machine gurgling, the comfortable weight of the portafilter in their hand. Their fingers moved without thinking, tamping grounds with just the right pressure, twisting, locking, pulling shots that came out perfect amber.

"Oat milk latte, extra hot, two pumps vanilla," they called, sliding the cup across the counter.

The customer—a regular in designer athleisure who never remembered to say thank you—grabbed it without looking up from her phone. Linsay's smile didn't falter. Seven years of customer service had taught them that some people treated baristas like furniture that dispensed caffeine. It used to sting. Now it was just weather.

"Next," they said.

The line stretched to the door. Tuesday mornings were always like this, that particular collision of people who'd overslept and people who treated 8 AM coffee like a religious ritual. Linsay glanced at the clock—8:47—and calculated. If the rush kept this pace, they'd have maybe twenty-five minutes to breathe before the mid-morning crowd hit.

From the corner of their eye, they caught Mika moving through his own choreography at the register. He had this way of existing in a space that made him easy to miss if you weren't paying attention—which Linsay absolutely was not doing, thank you very much. They definitely weren't noticing how his hair fell into his eyes when he ducked his head to read order screens, or how he smiled at every customer like they were doing him a personal favor by being there.

"Grande cold brew, room for cream," Mika's voice carried over the noise, warm and even. He remembered everyone's name within three visits. It was slightly annoying how good he was at that.

"Coming up," Bex called from the cold brew station, her lavender hair catching the morning light. She'd shaved a new design into her undercut last week—tiny stars that matched her constellation of ear piercings. "Mrs. Rivera, your usual?"

The older woman settled into her customary spot by the window, her silver bun neat as always. "You know me too well, mija."

Linsay reached for the next order ticket and frowned. "Bex, what's 'spiritual oat milk'?"

"Oh my god." Bex's grin was pure chaos. "That guy. Dude asked if our oat milk was made from spiritually aligned oats."

"From what?"

"Spiritually. Aligned. Oats." Bex enunciated each word like she was savoring them. "I asked him what that meant and he said, and I quote, 'oats that have been grown with intentionality to maintain their vibrational frequency.' I told him ours were locally sourced from very mindful oats."

Despite herself, Linsay snorted. "You didn't."

"I absolutely did. He seemed pleased." Bex bounced on her toes, already pulling a shot for the next order. "He's coming back tomorrow to ask about our conscious coffee beans."

"Our what?"

"I'm workshopping it."

From the register, Mika caught Linsay's eye and his mouth quirked—not quite a smile, more like he was trying not to laugh and failing. Something warm flickered in Linsay's chest, quick and unbidden. They looked away, focusing very intently on dosing espresso.

This was fine. This was completely normal. Coworkers had inside jokes. Coworkers made eye contact and shared moments of mutual amusement at customers' expense. It didn't mean anything that Mika's almost-smile made them feel like they'd swallowed summer.

"Linsay." Vivian's voice cut through their thoughts. Their boss stood at the end of the bar, holding a tray of fresh-baked scones. At fifty-six, Vivian moved with the kind of calm competence that made chaos reorganize itself in her presence. "When you have a moment?"

"Sure thing."

The rush ebbed around 9:15, the way it always did. Linsay wiped down their station, muscle memory guiding their hands while their brain wandered. The shop had emptied to its mid-morning usuals: Mrs. Rivera with her book, a laptop person camped at the corner table, a couple sharing a muffin and talking in low voices about whether they could afford the deposit on an apartment.

Vivian was restocking the pastry case. "How are you doing?"

"Fine. Good." Linsay folded their bar towel into precise thirds. "Rush wasn't too bad."

"Mmm." Vivian didn't look up from arranging scones, but Linsay knew that particular tone. It was the one that meant I'm asking about your actual wellbeing, not your ability to pour lattes. "Your cousin called yesterday. The landline."

Linsay's hands stilled. "Topher?"

"He said he wanted to 'check in.' Asked if you were doing okay." Vivian's voice was carefully neutral. "Mentioned something about a family dinner this weekend."

"Did he." It wasn't a question.

"I told him you'd call him back if you wanted to talk." Vivian finally glanced up, her expression kind without being pitying. "You don't owe anyone your time, dear. Not even family."

The thing about Vivian was that she'd given Linsay this job five years ago when they'd been fresh out of a bad year and barely holding it together. She'd taken one look at Linsay's resume—spotty work history, fresh name change, a careful pronoun correction delivered with braced shoulders—and said, "Can you start Monday?" She'd never asked intrusive questions. Never made Linsay explain or justify or prove they were worth the space they took up.

"Thanks," Linsay said quietly. "I'll... I'll think about it."

"That's all you need to do." Vivian straightened, brushing crumbs from her hands. "Oh, and Mika brought you something. It's in the back."

Before Linsay could ask what, Vivian was already moving toward the office, leaving them standing there with a clean bar and a growing sense of curiosity they absolutely were not going to examine too closely.

The back room smelled like coffee beans and cardboard. Linsay's messenger bag hung on its usual hook, their flannel jacket draped over it. And on the small table where they took breaks, wrapped in parchment paper, sat a chocolate croissant from the fancy bakery three blocks over.

A Post-it note was stuck to the paper: Saw these on my run this morning. Thought you might want one. – M

Linsay picked up the croissant, warm enough that it must have been recent. Mika had gone for a run before his shift—he did that sometimes, showed up with slightly damp hair and color in his cheeks—and he'd thought of them. Had remembered that Linsay had mentioned, once, maybe a month ago, that the chocolate croissants from Flour & Salt were perfect.

They should not be standing in the back room holding a pastry like it was proof of something significant. This was just Mika being thoughtful. Mika was thoughtful with everyone. He remembered Bex's favorite energy drink flavor. He asked Vivian about her daughter without being prompted. This didn't mean anything.

Except it felt like it meant something, standing there with flaky pastry in their hands and warmth spreading through their chest that had nothing to do with the coffee shop's perpetually overworked heating system.

The door chimed. Linsay set the croissant down carefully and headed back to the floor.

Mika was at the espresso machine now, Bex having swapped to register. He glanced up when Linsay emerged, something uncertain flickering across his face. "Hey. Did you find—?"

"The croissant. Yeah." Linsay stepped up to the bar beside him, close enough to smell his detergent—something clean and uncomplicated. "Thank you. You didn't have to do that."

"I know. I wanted to." He pulled a shot, watching the espresso stream into the cup with more attention than strictly necessary. "You mentioned them a while back. I was in the neighborhood."

"Three blocks is in the neighborhood?"

"It's a generous definition of neighborhood." The corner of his mouth twitched. "How's your morning been?"

"Spiritually aligned."

That got him. His laugh was quiet, more exhale than sound, but his whole face changed when he laughed—eyes crinkling, the careful guardedness he usually carried loosening just enough to show the person underneath.

Linsay's heart did something complicated.

"Bex is a menace," Mika said, still smiling.

"Bex is my favorite person."

"She literally told that guy our oats were mindful."

"Our oats are extremely mindful. They meditate daily."

This time when Mika laughed, Linsay let themselves watch. Just for a second. Just long enough to memorize the way happiness looked on him, open and unguarded and aimed—impossibly—at them.

The door chimed again. The spell broke. Mika turned back to his shot, Linsay moved to the grinder, and the morning continued its familiar pattern. But something had shifted, subtle as steam, in the space between them.



The lunch rush came and went. By 2 PM, the shop had settled into its afternoon lull—the peaceful hour when the only customers were people with nowhere urgent to be. Linsay was restocking cups when Mrs. Rivera approached the counter, her book tucked under her arm.

"Mija," she said, in that tone that meant she was about to say something pointed while maintaining plausible deniability, "how long have you worked here?"

"Five years. Almost six."

"And Mika?"

"About two." Linsay kept their voice carefully neutral. "Why?"

Mrs. Rivera's smile was the definition of innocence. "Just curious. You two work well together. That's rare, you know. That kind of rhythm."

Behind the register, Bex made a noise that might have been a cough or might have been a poorly suppressed laugh. Linsay shot her a look. Bex examined the ceiling with deep fascination.

"We're good coworkers," Linsay said.

"Mmm." Mrs. Rivera's eyes—sharp despite her wire-rimmed glasses—held the knowing amusement of someone who'd lived long enough to recognize subtext. "Good coworkers. Of course." She patted Linsay's hand. "Have a lovely afternoon, dear."

When she'd settled back at her window seat, Bex leaned across the counter. "She knows."

"Knows what?"

"That you're—" Bex made a complex gesture that somehow encompassed Linsay's entire existence, "—about Mika."

"I'm not about Mika."

"Linsay. Light of my life. Apple of my eye. You literally smiled at a croissant."

"It's a good croissant."

"You're blushing."

"I'm not—" Linsay pressed their hands to their cheeks. Warm. Dammit. "It's hot in here."

"Uh-huh." Bex's grin was shit-eating. "Look, I'm just saying, if you wanted to, you know, do something about the whole—" another gesture, "—situation, I would be extremely supportive. Also I would win the office pool."

"There's an office pool?"

"Vivian started it. She thinks by New Year's. I've got money on Thanksgiving weekend because emotional vulnerability pairs well with family stress."

Linsay stared at her. "You're all betting on my love life?"

"Love life implies you have one. We're betting on when you'll start having one." Bex softened slightly. "But seriously, Linsay. He brought you a croissant because he was thinking about you. At 6 AM. On his day off. While running."

"He's thoughtful."

"He's into you."

"He's not—" Linsay stopped. The door had chimed, and Mika was coming back from his break, jacket slung over his shoulder. He caught Linsay's eye and smiled—easy, uncomplicated, the kind of smile that said hello, I'm happy to see you without requiring any translation.

Linsay's heart kicked against their ribs.

"Yeah," Bex said quietly, following their gaze. "Totally not into you."



The afternoon passed in the familiar rhythm of coffee shop hours. Linsay made drinks, wiped counters, restocked supplies. Normal. Fine. They were not thinking about croissants or smiles or the way Mika's hands looked when he tamped espresso, careful and sure.

At 4:30, during a lull, Mika appeared at their elbow with two cups. "Break time?"

"I'm good."

"Linsay." He set one cup down in front of them. "When's the last time you sat down?"

"I sat down at... I mean, there was..." They couldn't actually remember. "I'm fine standing."

"Humor me." He was already moving toward the back room, carrying his own cup. After a beat, Linsay followed.

The break room was small—barely more than a storage closet with delusions of grandeur—but it had a table and two chairs and a door that closed. Mika settled into one chair, long legs stretched out, and Linsay took the other.

They picked up their cup. Lavender latte. Their comfort order, the one they made for themselves on bad days when the world felt too loud and their skin felt too tight. Mika had made it exactly right—temperature, sweetness, the precise ratio of espresso to milk.

"How did you...?"

"I pay attention." He said it simply, like it wasn't a revelation. Like it wasn't proof of something Linsay's brain was trying very hard not to name.

They sipped their latte. Perfect. Of course it was perfect.

"So," Mika said, cradling his own cup—black coffee, always, the expensive single-origin stuff Vivian kept for herself—"Topher called the shop."

Linsay's shoulders tensed. "Vivian told you?"

"No. I answered the phone yesterday when you were in the back." He paused. "He seemed... insistent."

"That's one word for it."

"You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."

The thing was, with most people, that would be a polite fiction. A conversational escape hatch offered with the quiet expectation that Linsay would take it, would smile and change the subject and keep their mess contained. But Mika's voice held no expectation. He meant it. If Linsay said "I don't want to talk about it," he would let it drop and they could sit here in comfortable silence and that would be okay.

Which was maybe why Linsay said, "He wants me to come to a family dinner."

Mika nodded. Waited.

"My family's... they're not bad people. They're just—" Linsay wrapped both hands around their cup, grounding themself in the warmth. "They're trying. Topher especially. But trying looks like a lot of questions I don't want to answer. A lot of 'I'm just trying to understand' and 'help me get it right' and it's just... exhausting. You know?"

"Yeah," Mika said quietly. "I know."

He did. His family wasn't the same kind of exhausting, but Linsay had heard enough stories—Piper's relentless matchmaking, his parents' gentle concern that always felt adjacent to disapproval—to know that he understood the particular weight of being loved by people who couldn't quite figure out how to love you right.

"You don't have to go," Mika said.

"I know."

"But you're thinking about it anyway."

Linsay huffed a laugh. "Trying to decide if it's worth the emotional labor."

"Is it?"

"I don't know." They traced the rim of their cup. "Topher's my only family left in the city. Since Ren..." They stopped. Ren was a whole other complicated knot they didn't want to unravel right now.

"Since Ren left," Mika finished gently.

"Yeah."

They sat in silence. Not awkward—just shared space, shared air, the kind of quiet that felt less like absence and more like presence. Through the door, the shop hummed with ambient noise: espresso machine, low music, the distant murmur of customers.

"For what it's worth," Mika said, "whatever you decide, it's the right call. You know what you need better than anyone else."

Linsay looked at him. Really looked—at the genuine certainty in his expression, the way he sat angled toward them like they were the only thing worth paying attention to. No judgment. No expectation. Just belief.

"Thank you," they said, and meant it for more than just this conversation.

"Anytime." Mika smiled. "Seriously. Anytime."

The moment stretched between them, gentle and weighted with possibility. Linsay could feel it in the air, that particular electricity that meant something could happen—a confession, a question, a line crossed from safe into scary.

The break room door swung open. Bex stuck her head in, eyes bright with mischief. "Hate to interrupt whatever this is, but we've got customers and I literally cannot make a macchiato to save my life."

"I've shown you three times," Linsay said.

"And yet my brain refuses to retain the information. It's a medical mystery." She vanished back into the shop.

Mika stood, offered Linsay his hand. They took it—his palm warm, his grip steady—and let him pull them to their feet. They stood there, close enough to count his eyelashes, hands still clasped.

"Back to the chaos?" Mika said.

"Back to the chaos."

But neither of them moved. Not yet. For one more breath, they stood in the break room of a coffee shop that smelled like vanilla and possibility, hands linked, edges of something unspoken trembling in the air between them.

Then Bex called "Linsay, seriously, I'm going to start crying," and the moment dissolved.

Mika squeezed their hand once before letting go. "Come on. Let's go save her from herself."



The rest of the shift passed in a blur of steaming milk and easy banter. By closing time, Linsay's feet ached in the good way, the way that meant they'd been too busy to notice the hours passing.

Mika locked the front door while Linsay counted the register. Bex was in the back, supposedly cleaning but more likely on her phone. Vivian had left at six, trusting them to close up—she always did on Tuesdays.

"Drawer's even," Linsay called.

"Nice." Mika appeared at the counter, keys in hand. "You want a ride home?"

Linsay's apartment was a twenty-minute walk or a five-minute drive. They usually walked—liked the decompression time, the way the city shifted from work mode to evening mode. But it was cold out, and getting dark earlier now that October had arrived, and the offer was tempting.

"If you don't mind?"

"I offered, didn't I?"

His car was a beat-up Honda Civic that had seen better decades. The passenger seat was clear, but the back was a chaos of reusable shopping bags, a gym bag, a sketchbook Linsay had never seen him use. Mika noticed them noticing.

"I keep meaning to clean it out," he said.

"No judgment. You should see my apartment."

"Somehow I doubt it's worse than my car."
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