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Chapter 1 — The Morning He Walked In
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The scent of warm croissants and freshly ground espresso drifted through Café de la Llum, the small but vibrant shop tucked between two old stone buildings in the heart of Barcelona’s Gothic Quarter. Morning sunlight spilled through the front windows, painting soft golden stripes across the tiled floor. It was early—too early for tourists—and that was exactly how Juan liked it.

At twenty-four, he had already made the café his world. He wiped down the counter with practiced ease, humming softly along with the gentle guitar music playing from the speakers. The shop was quiet, peaceful, and his to shape however he wished. Outside, small scooters zipped past, and the city slowly woke up.

The bell above the door jingled.

Juan looked up, expecting a local neighbor.

Instead, a young man with messy blond hair and wide ocean-blue eyes stepped inside. Backlit by the morning sun, he looked almost unreal—like he had wandered out of a postcard instead of off the street.

Mike, twenty-one, a student from London spending a semester abroad, paused at the entrance as if unsure he belonged here. A backpack hung off one shoulder, and he scanned the room with a mix of curiosity and hesitation.

Juan felt a strange flutter in his chest.

He smiled warmly. “Buenos días. First time here?”

Mike nodded, stepping forward. “Yeah. I... uh... just arrived in the city yesterday. I’m still trying to figure out where to get coffee without getting lost.”

Juan laughed softly—light, warm, inviting. “Then you found the right place. Sit anywhere you like.”

Mike chose a table near the window, setting his backpack on the chair. He looked around the café with visible admiration—the mosaic tiles, the handwritten menu chalked on the wall, the vintage espresso machine polished until it gleamed.

Juan approached with a notebook in hand. “What can I get you?”

Mike glanced at the pastries behind the glass counter. “What do you recommend?”

Juan tapped his chin dramatically. “If you want something sweet, our ensaimada is the best. If you want something strong, our espresso will wake the dead. And if you want something simple and beautiful”—his eyes flicked to Mike—“try the cortado.”

Mike blushed at the subtle flirtation he wasn’t sure was real. “Cortado, then.”

Juan gave a short, pleased nod and went to prepare it. As he worked, he felt the weight of Mike’s gaze lingering on him, warm and curious.

When he returned with the small cup, Mike looked up and smiled. “You make it look like art.”

Juan placed the cup down gently. “Coffee is art,” he said, leaning slightly closer. “And breakfast is the best part of the day.”

Mike swallowed, suddenly shy. “I might come here often... if that’s okay.”

Juan’s smile softened—slow, almost intimate. “I’d like that.”

The bell above the door rang again as another customer entered, breaking the moment. But something had already shifted in the air—quiet, electric, promising.

Mike took his first sip of the cortado and exhaled softly, looking at Juan as if he were realizing something dangerous and exciting:

This café might become more than a place for breakfast.

It might become the place where everything begins.
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Chapter 2 — The Student Who Returns
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The next morning, Juan was wiping down tables when the bell over the door chimed. He expected the usual elderly neighbor who always arrived at precisely 8:05.

But instead, there he was again.

Mike.

Same backpack. Same shy smile. Same wide-eyed look of someone still falling in love with Barcelona—or maybe with something, or someone, inside the café.

“Buenos días,” Juan greeted, unable to stop the way his lips curved.

Mike approached the counter a bit more confidently. “Morning. I, uh... thought I’d come back. To try something new. And because your coffee was incredible. Obviously.”

Juan raised a brow, pleasantly amused. “Obviously.”

Mike chuckled awkwardly and rubbed the back of his neck. “And... the café is nice. Really nice.”

“You mean I’m nice,” Juan said teasingly, leaning one elbow on the counter.

Mike’s cheeks flushed pink. “Maybe.”

Juan’s laughter was soft, warm, the kind that washed over you like sunlight. “Sit anywhere. I’ll bring you something special today.”

Mike hesitated. “What if I don’t like surprises?”

Juan tilted his head. “You’ll like this one.”

Mike sat at the same table as the day before—near the window, where the sun fell perfectly onto his shoulders, turning his blond hair into a halo. The café was a little busier today, but still relaxed: a couple of students with laptops, a middle-aged man reading a newspaper, a tourist couple studying a map.

Juan brought over a plate with a simple but perfect breakfast: toasted bread drizzled with olive oil, fresh tomato rubbed across it, and just a hint of salt. Pan con tomate—a Barcelona morning classic.

Mike stared at it like it was a work of art. “I’ve never had this before.”

“Then your real Barcelona experience starts now,” Juan said, gently setting it down.

Mike took a bite. His eyes widened. “Wow.”

“Told you,” Juan said, pulling the chair opposite him and sitting for a moment—something he rarely did during work hours.

Mike blinked. “You’re... sitting?”

Juan shrugged casually. “I have a minute.”

The truth was he didn’t. But he wanted to. Something about Mike’s soft curiosity, his hesitant smiles, made Juan feel like slowing down.

“So,” Juan said, leaning back slightly. “What brings you to Barcelona? Holiday?”

Mike shook his head. “Studying abroad. Literature program. I always wanted to see this city. But I didn’t realize how overwhelming it can be.”

Juan nodded knowingly. “The Gothic Quarter can be a maze.”

“A beautiful maze,” Mike said, eyes drifting around the café. “...especially places like this.”

Juan felt that same flutter as yesterday.

“And what about you?” Mike asked. “How did you end up running a café at twenty-four?”

Juan’s eyes softened. “It was my father’s dream. When he passed, I decided to make it real. For him. For me.”

Mike’s expression shifted—respect, understanding. “That’s... beautiful, actually.”

Their eyes held longer than either of them expected.

Then a loud clatter from the kitchen broke the moment.

Juan stood quickly. “Duty calls. Enjoy your breakfast.”

Mike nodded. “Thanks, Juan.”

As Juan walked away, he felt Mike’s gaze still on him.

As Mike finished eating, he realized something new and undeniable:

He didn’t come back for the coffee.
He came back for Juan.
And he would come back again.
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Chapter 3 — The Invitation That Wasn’t Planned

[image: ]


The next few days settled into an unexpected rhythm.

Juan would unlock the café early, letting the scent of freshly baked pastries fill the air. And almost like clockwork, Mike would appear at the door—sometimes with messy hair, sometimes with a book tucked under his arm, always with that shy smile that made something warm bloom in Juan’s chest.

But on the fourth morning, something different happened.

Mike entered the café looking slightly flustered, cheeks pink from rushing. “I—sorry—I got lost again,” he said breathlessly.

Juan chuckled. “The Gothic Quarter does that on purpose.”

Mike dropped into his usual chair. “It feels like every street tries to trick me.”

Juan leaned over the counter. “I can give you directions, you know.”

Mike opened his mouth, then hesitated. “Actually... I kind of like getting lost.”

Juan raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Why’s that?”

“Because... I always end up here.”

The softness in his voice hit Juan deeper than expected.

Trying not to look too affected, he grabbed a cup and began preparing Mike’s cortado. “You’re becoming a regular, you know. Soon I’ll have to put your name on a loyalty card.”

Mike grinned as Juan brought the coffee to his table. “Do I get a free hug after ten drinks?”

The teasing caught Juan off guard—in a good way. “Is that what you want?”

Mike choked on air. “I—I mean—I wasn’t—”

Juan laughed, the sound warm and bright. “Relax, cariño. I know you’re joking.”

Mike buried his face in his hands. “I’ll never joke again.”

“Oh no, don’t say that. I like it when you try,” Juan teased.

Mike peeked at Juan between his fingers, smiling helplessly. “Try?”

“Trying to flirt,” Juan clarified, leaning down slightly. “It’s cute.”

Mike flushed a deeper red, but he didn’t look away.

Juan stood back up before the moment became too intense and turned toward the counter, pretending to check something. But the truth was simple: he liked this boy far more than he should.

Later, as Mike finished his breakfast and packed his bag, Juan found himself speaking before he could think twice.

“Hey... Mike.”

Mike looked up. “Yeah?”

Juan hesitated.
He never hesitated—not with customers, not with life. But this wasn’t just a customer. And this wasn’t just life.
“Are you doing anything this evening?”

Mike froze. “Um... no. Why?”

Juan rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly feeling oddly shy. “There’s a small local concert tonight. Flamenco-fusion. My friend’s band. You might like it.”

Mike blinked. “Is... is this... like... are you asking me on a—”

Juan cut in quickly. “Not a date. Unless you want it to be. I just thought—”
He stopped, exhaled, and tried again, more honest this time.
“I’d like to get to know you outside the café.”
Mike’s heartbeat thundered in his ears.

“I’d really like that,” he said softly. “Yeah. Let
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