
  
  
      
        
          HYDE

          
		      
          Ari Roper

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Ari Roper 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Train
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Say Yeah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Takeout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Bars
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Public Space
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Murder Boards
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The Precinct
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Axes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Wardrobe Wars
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Consent
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Daylight, Pants
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Brutal Honesty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Knots & Things
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Working Edges
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Harlequin
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Batter, Breathing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Sunday, Strings, Sugar
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Hyde
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Quiet Car
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Neutral Ground
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Lines on the Door
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Alarms and Answers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Rose Glass, Rearview
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Lilith
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Falsetto
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        The Voices in my Head
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        🔪
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Rules
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Shirtlessness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Cross-Stitch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Severin
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Pain
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        HCU
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Date Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  [image: ]




  
  

one

The Train


Celeste





The man across from me is fine, which is exactly how trouble introduces itself. 

He’s thirty-something in a suit that did its best, knees pasted together, hands gripping a briefcase like it’s the last rung on a ladder. Fine posture. Fine smile. Fine eyes fixed on nothing. The kind of fine that hums like a transformer right before it pops.

The car is a catalogue of ordinary weird: a demon in a transit vest scrolling union emails, a vampire with a UV patch and noise-cancelling headphones, a fae courier peeling glitter from a permit sticker. An MTA poster above our heads says REPORT SUSPECTED OVERRUN TO HCU in friendly letters, like you can RSVP to safety.

My phone buzzes against my thigh.



8 sharp? also maybe avoid “Hyde” in the teaser. “persona” tests warmer. —N





The tunnel breathes. The train rocks. The man’s hands tighten. There’s a tremor in his jaw that isn’t caffeine and a wrongness in his breathing—too shallow, like he’s bracing for a wave only he can see.

“Hey,” I say, pitching my voice like a colleague at a water cooler as I take a step closer to him. “Can I borrow your time for a weird question?”

He blinks at me. The briefcase creaks. “Sorry?”

“Name one true thing in the next five seconds,” I say, like it’s a game. “I’ll go first: the train smells like pennies.”

He opens his mouth. Nothing. Closes it. His throat works.

My phone buzzes again.



we could do lighter next week? fae-parking-fines segment? love you —N





“Okay,” I say, still smiling, keeping the carriage’s edge-of-night energy on my side. “Too weird. Try this—four in, six out.” I breathe with him, counting quiet. “On the exhale, pick a boring truth. Shoes are black. Ad on the wall is blue. I am sitting.”

He drags air into his lungs like it might break him. On six, a word: “Bench.”

“Strong choice.” I nod solemnly. “Underrated truth.”

A demon glances up over his vest, takes in nothing more interesting than two humans trying to be people, and goes back to his phone. The vampire scratches his wrist where the patch peeks out. The fae courier is on his third permit sticker. Nobody else hears the transformer hum.

“Do you have something you touch when it gets… loud?” I ask. “Ring, coin, lucky receipt. Doesn’t have to be mystical.”

He blinks hard. The tremor eases. He pats his pockets with the frantic precision of a man looking for a passport. Comes up with a subway card and a crumpled photo. The photo is a child with too-big teeth and a gap-toothed grin.

“Perfect,” I say. “Tether works better if it’s honest. On the next inhale, name her. On the exhale, tell me one thing she likes.”

“Ellie,” he says, voice scraping. “Dinosaurs.”

“Excellent taste.” I lower my voice to where only he and the hum can hear. “Here’s the pattern. Four in, say her name. Six out, say dinosaurs. Don’t force calm; invite it. You don’t owe this train a performance.”

He nods too fast. Starts again. Inhale. “Ellie.” Exhale. “Dinosaurs.” The tremor in his jaw settles into a human tic. The transformer hum drops to a steady current.

My phone lights.



stop leaving me on read. —N





I put my phone on do-not-disturb with a thumb he can’t see. “What’s your exit?” I ask him.

“Fifty-Seventh,” he says. “Lawyers.” The word is the worst thing he’s said all day. “I’ve never had a—” He fumbles. “Change. I’ve never… I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Meeting lawyers doesn’t make you guilty,” I say. “Meeting a doctor doesn’t make you sick.” The line’s too neat; I let it be useful instead of clever. “Keep the breathing in your back pocket. If someone tries to hand you a feeling that isn’t yours, don’t sign for it.”

His mouth twitches like a smile got lost on the way to his face. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me.” I tip my head toward the poster. “You’re doing all the work.”

His eyes flick to the sign and back, the fine cracking. “Are you—” He swallows. “Do you have to… tell them?”

“Report suspected Overrun,” I quote, traceless. “Key word’s suspected. You’re not Overrunning. You’re a person on a train breathing in public.” A beat. “They won’t hear about this from me.”

He shuts his eyes. Opens them. Something eases in his shoulders that isn’t the rocking of the car.

“Thank you,” he says again, softer, like he means the part I didn’t say: I see you; I won’t make you smaller to fit someone else’s form.

We ride. The demon gets off at Lexington, tapping his badge against the scanner like he’s blessing it. The fae courier sticks his final permit on straight and looks proud. A busker hums two bars and thinks better of it.

“Ellie,” the man says under his breath; “dinosaurs.” He’s not asking me to listen, but I do anyway.

Noah’s name brightens my screen through the Do Not Disturb like a siren slips past a side street.



call me?





I tuck the phone deeper into my coat and let the city be loud without me for three more stops.

At Fifty-Seventh, the man stands and clutches his briefcase with intent instead of panic. He hesitates in the doorway. “If I— If it gets bad again—”

“Bench,” I say. “Ellie. Dinosaurs. And tell someone who doesn’t benefit from your denial.”

He blinks. “That’s… specific.”

“Specific beats scared,” I say, and the doors dunnn-chime him out into the platform.

The train pulls away. A teenager across the aisle is watching me like I just did a magic trick. I give her the most boring smile I own. She rolls her eyes and goes back to her phone.

I take his seat and let my head rest against the cool window and watch our reflected car unspool across tile and dark. I am a good girl. I am ambitious. I am the kind of woman who says please and then does it her way anyway. I moved into a sleek apartment a month ago because a man I like said come home to me every night, and I kept my studio downtown because some parts of me need a locked door and a red light.

My phone pings one last time as we slide into Columbus Circle.



also: dinner idea—piccata? you do it best. 





I smile despite myself. He will have bought lemons and the good olive oil and the wrong kind of parsley. He will have meant well. He will want notes on my notes.

The PA crackles. A recorded voice thanks us for choosing public transit like we had any other choice. I stand. The train doors yawn open on a rush of air that smells like metal and decisions.

On the platform, a new poster flaps on fresh tape. HYDE SEASON, it says in block letters. KNOW THE SIGNS. Below it: four neat bullet points about triggers and tethers written by people who have never had to breathe on six in a car full of strangers.

I don’t take a picture. I already know the signs.


      [image: ]By the time I climb the narrow stairs to the coworking space, the hallway smells like old books and fresh coffee—the combo that convinced me to buy a punch card here in the first place. A neon sign over the reception desk reads THE NOISE NEST; a whiteboard lists today’s bookings in different handwritings. Booth 3: Under the Skin—4:00–6:00. Booth 1 has a voice actor doing dragon growls. Booth 5 is a teenage band with aspirations and a kick drum problem.

“Finally,” a voice calls from the lounge. “I was about to file a missing persons report under devastatingly late and alarmingly cute.”

I grin. “Hi, Rae.”

Rae unfolds from a couch that has seen things, tablet in hand, socks proudly mismatched. Her hair’s in space buns; her T-shirt says CONTENT IS A LOVE LANGUAGE.

“You look like a highlighter,” she says, sweeping me head to toe. “In a good way. Celeste, those pants could land planes.”

“Thank you,” I say, smoothing neon pink. “The world is gray. I am not.”

She squints at my earrings. “New?”

“Vintage. Little suns. For the vibe.”

Rae flashes my phone, already open to my socials—like a badge. “Vibe is vibing. Comments are feral. I handled the weird ones, left you the sweet ones. There’s a thread arguing whether your pendant is a Tether or Etsy.”

“It can be both,” I say, signing the daily check-in at the desk. The studio manager lifts two fingers in greeting; somewhere down the hall, someone tests a synth that sounds like a UFO trying to apologize.

Rae walks me toward Booth 3. The rooms are all glass and foam—soundproof fishbowls with IKEA desks and microphones that cost as much as rent used to. “I snagged your favorite booth,” she says. “The chair that doesn’t squeak, the good lamp, and the rug that looks like a taxi. You’ve got it till six. After you, there’s a crypto bro who whispers. We respect the hustle, we do not respect the whisper.”

“Bless you,” I say, dropping my tote on the little side table and pulling out my pop filter like a talisman. The familiar click of the door seal steadies me.

Rae props herself in the doorway and starts rapid-firing updates. “I queued three clips from five-hundred for reels—crying stays; humans love humans. Updated the linktree, scheduled the newsletter draft for tomorrow, and bullied the sponsor about alt text. Also, your line ‘handled with extreme care’ is already a meme. Do we slap it on a mug or let the people have this one?”

“Let them have it,” I say, clipping my pop filter onto the studio’s Shure like we share a secret. “We’re benevolent.”

“Benevolent, but not stupid,” she mutters, making a note anyway. Then, softer: “How are you, Celeste?”

I catch the name like a marble she rolls across the floor. “Good,” I lie gently. “Train was a lot. City’s a tuning fork.”

Rae studies my face like only a best friend is allowed. “You want me in the lounge during the record or do you want your church?”

“My church,” I say, shrugging off my coat and draping it over the spare chair like a friendly flag. “Sit for five while I reset my brain.”

She flops onto the booth’s little sofa and swipes through analytics. “Logistics: you’ve got the booth until six, then the whisperer. I left ginger chews in the drawer because you forget to eat when you mean it. Your water bottle is actually full—don’t look at me like that—and I bribed the drummer in Five to avoid blast beats from four to five. I promised him a shoutout in the credits of God.”

“Reasonable deal,” I say, booting the interface. LEDs wake up in a friendly row.

“Oh, and one more thing,” she says, eyeing me with theatrical gravitas. “Serious question: are you color-blocking as self-defense, or are you just allergic to beige?”

“Yes,” I say.

She grins, then scrolls. “Comments are good-bad. Proud of you. This helped my sister. I cried in my car. I flagged one creep and a guy who demanded the brand of your lip color like it owed him money.”

“What did you tell him?”

“‘It’s called Boundaries.’ Shade: No.”

I laugh, the kind that knocks the edge off the day. “I’d wear that.”

“Obviously.” She taps her tablet. “Okay. Do you want me to push your calendar block? It still says ‘record at four’ even though it is currently… not four.”

“I’ll make it work.” I set my notes in their spot, adjust the mic height, adjust my expectations. The booth leans toward me, eager.

Rae hesitates at the door, hand on the knob. “Hey. You know you don’t have to take his notes the second he sends them, right? The show is yours. He gets ratings; you get receipts.”

“I know,” I say, and mean it at least ninety percent. “He thinks he’s helping.”

“He is,” she concedes. “Just… not always the way you want.”

We hold each other’s gaze a beat. She breaks it first, as designed.

“Okay. I’m out of your hair. Text if you need me, yell if the whisperer starts early, or light the Rae Signal.” She mimes a bat in the sky, then grimaces. “Bad example. You get it.”

“Thanks, Rae,” I say. 

She salutes with the tablet. “Go make good noise.”

The door snugs shut. The quiet returns—church-quiet. I take off my bright coat and tuck my pendant under the collarbone where it lives. In the booth glass, a blonde in citrus colors looks back at me and decides to be brave.

I slide on the headphones, touch the fader, and let the city press its ear to the window.

Red light. On air.








  
  

two

Say Yeah


Adrian





The bullpen sounds like relief: chairs sighing, printers coughing, somebody finally laughing into a paper cup. 

I tab through the last of the transport paperwork until the cursor stops judging me. Containment Order 14-13c, signed. Chain of custody on the knife, sealed. Body-cam dump, syncing. The blue progress bar crawls like a hungover snail. Thursday night, and the room’s a low amber—bad coffee, wet boots, and the collective exhale that follows not dying.

“Detective Petrovic.” Benji Kwan drops into the opposite chair, spins once, and parks himself with surgical aim. His tie is an act of violence against pattern. The nameplate on his desk reads B. KWAN, but someone taped a sticky note over it: TRIVIA NIGHT CHAMPION (UNDEFEATED). He wears it like a commendation.

“Don’t,” I say without looking up.

“Don’t what?” He snaps his fingers. “Oh right—‘Don’t make the containment logs a personality test.’ Too late. I scored myself a ninety-eight in ‘Gets It Done.’”

“Dock ten for the tie,” I mutter.

Marco Santoro saunters by, forty percent mustache and sixty percent bakery. He deposits a grease-stained bag on my keyboard, then leans on Kwan’s monitor like it’s a countertop. The sticky note over his own nameplate says SNACKRIFICE in block letters. Accurate.

“Heroes,” Marco announces. “I bring the offering of garlic knots.” He pats his chest. “Don’t say I never bleed for you.”

“You never bleed for us,” Kwan says.

“Emotionally.”

“Emotionally,” Kwan agrees, deadpan.

I nudge the bag off my space; it plops onto a stack of forms. “Where’d you get these? We confiscate a food truck?”

“Nearly.” Marco grins. “Demon vendor on Houston, union badge and everything. Fries that make you believe in municipal government.”

I make a note to avoid that corner on patrol; I’d like my arteries to see retirement. The progress bar finally pings. Video: uploaded.

Across the room, someone whoops at nothing in particular. Somebody else claps for the concept of going home. The whiteboard has been half-erased, case numbers smudged into ghosts. There’s a dent in the far wall nobody admits to. Above us: humming fluorescent absolution.

“South Pier took the package?” Kwan asks, nosing at my screen like a horse at a salt lick.

“They did.” I click the box that says Transferred. The system freezes. I click again. The system considers forgiveness. “Contained at nineteen-forty-two, no injuries. Overrun confirmed by two HCU medics, consent logs negative. He’ll see a tribunal when they—”

“Do you always narrate to your computer,” Marco asks, “or am I special?”

I sit back. Stretch my neck. “You’re a cautionary tale.”

Kwan slurps at his coffee with the energy of a man who will live forever or not at all. “On the bright side, no one got stabbed with anything exotic this time. Thursday miracle.”

Marco flops into the spare chair and kicks it into a wobble. “Speak for yourself. Succubus tried to tip me in phone numbers.”

“Did you log it as attempted bribery,” I ask, “or community outreach?”

“I logged it as I don’t get paid enough to be this desirable.” He chews. Thinks. “Also as bribery, because rules. Speaking of—” He taps the screen with a knuckle. “Look at you, chaining custody like it’s foreplay.”

“Chain of custody is foreplay,” Kwan says solemnly. “If you do it right.”

I should tell them to cut it out; I don’t. The room needs banter the way lungs need oxygen after a sprint. We got our guy contained. Nobody bled. The paper cuts will heal.

Lieutenant Vega appears at the edge of my monitor, a coffee in each hand and exhaustion arranged politely around his eyes. He does the round of desks, dropping praise like pocket change. “Morales, nice work on the neighbor canvass. Jain, your affidavit looked like it finished grad school. Santoro, stop eating in my crime scenes.”

“Victimless crime,” Marco mutters around a knot. Vega flicks his ear on principle.

The lieutenant stops at our cluster, cocks his head at my screen. “Is that the last of it?”

“Transport logged,” I say. “Evidence locked. Footage uploaded. Report drafted for your review.”

He looks at me like I’ve just turned water into coffee. “Remind me to clone you.”

“No leopard can change his spots,” Kwan intones. “But Petrovic can itemize them.”

Vega smiles, the quick, real kind that hasn’t completely given up yet. “Good work today. Seriously. Clean grab, clean transfer. Go home. Try sleep.”

“Define ‘try,’” Marco says.

Vega salutes us with a paper cup that may have legally been coffee at some point. “I’m out. Don’t burn the place down, and if you do, log it.”

He disappears into the hall with the loose-hipped shuffle of a man who’s talked on too many radios for one lifetime.

Kwan immediately swivels toward me. “Drinks.”

“No,” I say.

Marco gasps. “He always says no. Try yeah sometime. It’s a simple word. Just open with tongue on the palate—Y—and let it—”

“No,” I repeat, but it’s already weaker. My inbox is a wall of angry red. My apartment is a couch with good intentions that I never sit on. My dinner is whatever the fridge has decided to ferment this week. The bullpen hums like a beehive with the queen out for a walk.

“Come on,” Kwan says. “One beer. One story about the time Santoro got catfished by a vampire with a MySpace.”

“That was a mentor-mentee situation gone awry,” Marco says, wounded. “Also, she was very NGO-adjacent.”

“See?” Kwan spreads his hands. “We are a public service.”

I close out the report, set the case file to Pending—Tribunal, and check the clock. It stares back like a dare. Thursday night. The city glows at the edges like it’s thinking about rain.

My browser flashes a news tab I forgot to close—headlines, opinion takes, a link to a podcast I listen to with the volume low. I minimize it before anybody sees. “Fine.”

“Fine?” Marco’s up like a shot. “You heard it here first, folks. Detective ‘Nah’ Petrovic said ‘fine.’”

Kwan is already in his coat, which implies premeditation. “To Finnerty’s or The Phlebotomist?”

“The Phleb’s trivia night is Wednesdays,” Marco says. “Finnerty’s has the pool table that slants right when the Knicks lose.”

“We’re detectives,” Kwan says. “We love an unfair table.”

“Finnerty’s,” I decide, because it’s close and the bartender likes rules. I swing my jacket on and sweep the last of the paper into a square a librarian would salute. I check the locks, check the status lights, check the habit of checking. The habit checks me back.

We step into the corridor’s fluorescent dusk, then out into the real one. The precinct spits us onto the street like a coin, and the city takes us like a vending machine, rattling, deciding if we paid enough. Sirens far off, a bus desperate to be anywhere else, a sidewalk vendor selling legal hellwater to people who mistake adrenaline for personality.

“Seriously, though,” Kwan says as we fall into our usual triangle, two steps behind Marco and his nose for carbs. “You did good today.”

“We did our jobs,” I say.

“Same thing,” Kwan says, which is the kind of thing you say when you still believe in synonyms.

Marco elbows me. “You see the way that Hyde looked at you when you read the consent log? Like he recognized the words. Like he recognized you.”

“Marco,” I warn.

“What? I’m saying you have presence. Like a disappointed librarian who can bench press.”

“Petrovic has that… what’s the word.” Kwan snaps. “Gravity.”

“Mass attracts mass,” Marco says sagely. “That or he just didn’t like my face.”

“Occam’s razor,” I say.

“Occam can bite me,” Marco says. “Occam never had my face.”

We hit Finnerty’s in under five. The sign has lost two bulbs and hasn’t noticed. Inside, the air is old wood and salt, glass polishes, bad music at a volume that forgives, a bartender who bares his teeth at Marco like a dog who’s met children.

“Usual?” he asks.

“Yeah, T,” Marco says. “Three and a bowl of pretzels that taste like case law.”

We take the corner table with the least amount of terrifying graffiti. Kwan arranges the coasters into a Mondrian. I sit where I can see the door because superstition is a hydra you don’t feed after midnight.

“Toast,” Marco declares when the beers land. He lifts his glass. “To a quiet Thursday and a quieter Friday.”

“Don’t you dare,” I say. “You’ll summon paperwork.”

He winks. “Live dangerously.”

We clink. The first sip tastes like permission. The second tastes like relief. The third tastes like the bad idea I’ll deny later if anyone asks.

Kwan leans in, voice dropping to gossip pitch. “Okay, boys. Real question. What do you do when the succubus tips you in phone numbers?”

“Log it,” I say. “Then wash your hands.”

“Text back ‘thank you for supporting small business,’” Marco says, dead serious, then ruins it by grinning. “Kidding. I’m kidding.”

“Are you?” Kwan says.

“Mostly.”

We laugh. It’s easy. It’s the kind of easy that makes you think it will always be like this: the case closed, the jokes leaning on each other, the city outside agreeing to behave.

My phone vibrates against the table. I open it, habit before thought. The lockscreen fills with a thumbnail of a woman in citrus colors, a caption I’ve read in lower volumes, and a red dot that means LIVE.

Kwan follows my eyes. “Who’s that?”

“No one,” I say too quickly, and click the screen dark. “Podcast.”

Marco snorts. “Petrovic, you and your homework. Who listens to work after work?”

“People who like being good at it,” I say, and swallow a mouthful of beer that tastes exactly like a deflection.

Kwan considers me, head tilted. He clocks more than he lets on. He lets it go, because that’s our agreement: we don’t poke each other’s tender parts in public.

Marco drags the pretzel bowl closer and grimaces. “These do taste like case law.”

“Unfortunately,” I say.

We talk about the Knicks. About a precinct in Queens that painted their break room a color that might be a hate crime. About Kwan’s latest doomed attempt at dating someone who lists their star chart before their allergies. I answer when I should. I listen when I can. The room breathes around us. Outside, the city keeps inventing reasons to call 911 and promising to be better in the morning.

By the second round, the knot in my shoulders has downgraded from stone to rope. I let myself picture going home to my couch and the book I’ve been pretending to read and the quiet that doesn’t feel like punishment. I let myself imagine a Friday that doesn’t start with an alarm at an hour God forgot.

Kwan raises an eyebrow at me over the rim of his glass. “You’re thinking about going home,” he says.

“I’m thinking about not falling asleep at this table,” I say.

“Growth,” Marco says. “Our boy’s learning boundaries.”

The bartender flicks the TV over the bar to a station with teeth. A familiar hair and a familiar tie fill the screen. The chyron does its self-important crawl. I look away. I don’t need noise I can’t arrest.

“Okay,” I say, standing before I talk myself out of it. “One more, then I’m out.”

“Atta boy,” Marco says. “Say yeah again. It looks good on you.”

He’s not wrong. It does. But so does no. So does enough. So does a report with clean lines and a case closed without a body bag.

My phone hums again. The lockscreen flares citrus. I put it face-down, pick up my glass, and let the night be simple for ten more minutes.
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Takeout


Celeste





Itry to think our apartment when the elevator opens, not Noah’s place with my boxes in the spare room. My name isn’t on the buzzer yet. My sweaters are still in a moving box labeled “WINTER / DO NOT CRUSH” tucked behind a ring light.

“It’s eight,” he calls from the sofa when the door clicks. He stands up with that hallway smile—soft, camera-ready. “Hey, star.”

“Sorry I’m late,” I lift the warm paper bag. “Long day. I grabbed dinner.”

“Nice,” he says, taking the bag—two hands, exaggerated careful—as if I brought him a prop. He sets it on the island and kisses my forehead. Sweet. Easy. “Chinese is great… tomorrow. Soaks better. Saves us money.”

“Saves us—tomorrow?”

He gestures at the counter like a reveal on his show. Lemons, capers, parsley, pounded chicken, the good olive oil I ration. The ceramic pan is already out like a cue card. “I hit Russo’s. Got everything for piccata. You do it best.”

The smell of chili oil slips out of the takeout bag and punches me in the stomach. “I’m really tired, Noah.”

“I know,” he says, softening his voice the way he does when calming guests on set. “Babe, we said weekly date night. I blocked time for this. Told my producer I was unavailable.” He gives a little laugh that says big sacrifice. “I’ve been thinking about your sauce all day. Please?”

It’s reasonable, tiny, dressed like thoughtfulness. Saying no would feel like punishing a puppy. I glance at the bag. He glances at my glance.

“Salt bomb,” he says, wrinkling his nose, then smoothing it like that was impolite. “You’ll hate yourself tomorrow. Voice gets puffy. Come on—let’s do the thing we said we’d do.”

“Okay,” I say, because I am a good girl and we made a plan. “Okay.”

“You’re the best.” He kisses me, quick. “I’ll get out of your hair so you can work your magic.”

“Do you want to—”

He’s already in the living room, flicking on the soft playlist he keeps for evenings: piano, strings, no lyrics to compete with his voice when he talks over it. The TV wakes to a muted panel tearing apart a headline; a familiar tie in a familiar square smiles from the replay. “Ceramic pan, yeah?” he calls. “Looks better on the plate. And the small white bowls; the big ones photograph flat.”

I line the lemons like little suns and pretend I didn’t hear photograph. Oil ripples in the pan. Garlic breathes. My stomach answers.

“Caught your opener,” he says, strolling back far enough to lean in the doorway, not far enough to help. “Strong. One note—Hydes are human is… loaded. Legal says ‘people’ tests warmer. Sponsors get jumpy.”

“Noted,” I say, because that is the easiest word in the world.

“And maybe let’s trim the crying from the feed? Keep it for the long cut. You’re strongest when you’re polished.” He smiles like this is a compliment. “Use the under-cabinet light; it’s softer. And the parsley—chop finer. Remember last time? Rustic is great for us, not for the internet.”

He’s sweet about it. He is always sweet about it. He slides the takeout bag to the fridge, opens the door with his hip, tucks the cartons behind a jar of artisanal pickles and a row of sparkling waters like I won’t see them there.

“I paid over the phone,” I say, mostly to the pan.

“I’ll Venmo you,” he says, already walking away. “Or, wait—don’t I owe you for last week? Send a summary. My brain’s oatmeal.”

I dredge the chicken. Tap. Breathe. The ceramic pan doesn’t hold heat like I want. It thinks it’s being helpful. The scent of lemon tries to be enough.

From the couch: “God, look at this lower third. ‘Vampire Burn Crisis.’ We need better copy. I pitched ‘Receipts Over Rumors’ today.” He angles his phone to capture the TV, then angles it at me for a second. “Say hi?”

I look up with my mouth full of steam. He laughs. “Okay, not that. Hair’s… cute, though.” He flicks to selfie camera and talks to his followers about “date night with the best piccata in the city,” adds a winky face, and pockets his phone without tagging me.

“Wine?” he asks, popping a bottle. He pours, sets my glass just out of reach, then steps away before I can say thank you. “Ceramic, babe—watch the heat. It scorches. Oh, and the small plates? The gray ones make the sauce pop.”

I turn the burner down. Add capers. Swirl the pan to the color that means right. The takeout bag sweats into the paper like a secret.

“You should change that teaser line, by the way,” he says. “‘Potential Hyde’ is accusatory. ‘Someone exploring a persona’ is gentler. Brand-safe.” He lounges with his ankles crossed, every inch of him relaxed. “I’m just trying to protect your long game, you know?”

“I know,” I say, because it’s true. He thinks he is.

He lifts his glass toward me like he’s toasting an idea he had first. “And God, marry me just to lock down the sauce.” A laugh. A look, quick and assessing, to see if I’ll catch the joke the right way.

I plate the chicken like a person who goes gentle on plates for a living. Wipe the rim because presentation matters. Spoon the sauce until it gleams because he likes it that way.

“Pretty,” he says, coming in just long enough to snap a photo from above. “Angle left. There.” He kisses my cheek and the kiss lands like an attaboy. “That’s my girl.”

The playlist swells. The TV mouths an outrage with perfect teeth. My boxes sit where I left them, a skyline of cardboard in the spare room with the door pushed almost-but-not-closed.

I set the plates on the table. He waits for me to sit before he does, like manners can fix a shape. We eat. He narrates his day in hero angles—burn ward, donation crisis, interns who need saving from their verbs. He tells me about a hashtag he started that trended for half an hour. He tells me how tired he is of people not understanding how media works. He says he’s proud of me for being “measured,” then slides in, almost absentmindedly, “say people instead of human next time—words matter.”

Before I can answer, he’s already lifting his phone to photograph the plate. “Hold,” he murmurs, tilting the lamp, nudging my glass two centimeters. “Shadow’s better here.” A quick burst of shots. Captioning mode. Thumb flying. “Do we like ‘date night with the city’s best piccata’ or is that thirsty?” He doesn’t wait. He posts. The phone vibrates immediately—likes stacking, DMs blooming.

“So,” I try, “your segment—”

“Hang on.” He’s smiling at the screen, tapping replies. “God, this guy again. ‘Fake crisis.’ People are unhinged.” Three more pings. He laughs, small and mean. “I can land this in two tweets.”

I cut a piece of chicken, let it sit on my fork until it goes cold. His phone dings and whirrs; mine is face-down and quiet. “Can we… turn phones off and talk?” I ask, keeping it soft so it doesn’t sound like a test I’m failing him at.

He blinks, guilty for a beat, then flips his screen face-down. “Absolutely. What do you want to talk about?” His watch lights up with a line of text; he thumbs the crown until it goes black. “I’m here. Talk.”

“I want to do a few segments on the wolf shifters in the area,” I say, careful but excited. “Not gore, not gotchas—community pieces. How they manage cycles, what licensing actually looks like, how pack structure interfaces with city rules. Human—people—interest.” I can’t help the grin. “I’ve already got two who’ll sit down with me.”

He stares. Then laughs like I said I’m taking up skydiving from the fire escape. “Babe, no. Absolutely not. You have to stop interviewing like this. You’re going to get yourself hurt.”

“They’re licensed,” I say. “They’re not boogeymen. I meet in public, I have a code word and an exit plan—”

“They can smell fear and sue you when it goes wrong,” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose like he’s the one being reasonable for both of us. “These people don’t do media training. They’ll twist you. Or someone will. And it’s not just you—think about sponsors. Think about escalation. You poke at nests, nests poke back.”

“I’m careful,” I say. “I’m good at careful.”

“You’re good at being lovable,” he corrects, like it’s a favor. “Do the parking-fine fae thing we talked about. Light. Shareable. No one gets bit.”

“I don’t platform fear,” I say. “That’s the whole point.”

He exhales through a smile. “I’m just saying… you don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Do the smart thing.” His hand finds mine for a squeeze that feels like a stamp. “Please?”

“Okay,” I say, because it’s late and I’m tired and the word buys quiet. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good girl,” he says, relief immediate, phone already flipping over to glow again. “Two seconds—I just need to kill a bad take.”

He scrolls, grinning, and I take another sip of wine that tastes heavier than it looks. The dumplings in the fridge cool another degree. I tell myself careful and quiet aren’t the same thing. I tell myself I can do both.


      [image: ]After dinner he’s half on the couch, half in a group chat. The phone lights his face like a stage. Laughter spills out of him in little bursts I don’t get to hear the setup to.

“I’ll clean up,” I say, and he waves thanks without looking, already dictating a reply, already winning an argument I can’t see.

The kitchen is quieter than the living room’s glow. I stack our plates, rinse, watch lemon oil bead and break on the water. The ceramic pan gives up the fond with a sulk. In the fridge, the takeout sits behind sparkling water, my name in Sharpie peeking out like a dare. I shut the door gently so it won’t rattle the bottles.

On the couch, Noah’s voice tilts bright. “No, we did date night. Piccata… yeah, she nailed it. Hang on.” He looks over. “Babe? Theo says hi.”

“Hi, Theo,” I say to the air, and turn the faucet off so the pipes don’t have to hear me.

By the time I dry my hands, he’s pocketed the phone like the scene change it is. He stands, stretches, crosses to me with that soft smile he keeps for hallways and home. “C’mere,” he says, like an invitation and a decision. He kisses me in the arch of the kitchen doorway, slow enough to feel like a reset. His hands are warm at my waist. He tastes like pinot and approval. “I missed you today,” he says into my hair, and I let the words be true for the next five minutes.

He takes my hand and backs us down the short hall, bumping the light switch with his shoulder, laughing, shh-ing himself like we share a secret. It’s gentle. It’s practiced. In the bedroom, he turns the lamp low because low is flattering, and because he likes the room to look like a promise kept.

Clothes become soft piles. His weight is familiar, his cadence steady. It’s kissing that knows where to land and hands that know where to rest and a rhythm that could be set by a metronome. He murmurs “god, you’re perfect” and “missed this” and “my girl,” and I give him the sounds I’ve learned he hears as yes. When he’s close he buries his face in my neck and says thank you like I cooked again. When he’s done, he holds me just long enough to pretend it’s also my ending.

“Shower?” I ask, and he says “yeah,” like a truce.

Steam turns the mirror to fog in seconds. He steps in behind me, presses his mouth to my wet shoulder, and for a moment it’s almost something else—almost unrushed, almost mutual. Then his phone pings from the sink where he left it, screen flashing our reflection in tiny, white-lit bursts.

He laughs. “That’ll be Theo. Two seconds.” He kisses my temple, quick. “Be right back.”

He’s already stepping out, water sheeted off his back onto the bathmat. He towels fast, thumbs the phone awake, reads, replies. “Okay,” he calls through the door, voice bright again, “Theo’s at the bar across the road. I’m gonna pop down, show my face. Back in an hour. Love you!”

I blink water from my lashes. “What happened to date night?”

“We had it,” he says, as if we both remember it the same way. He leans in, pecks my cheek, smells like my shampoo. “You were amazing. Don’t wait up.”

The door snicks. The apartment swallows him like a coin.

I stand under the water until it stops pretending to be hot. When I get out, the bedroom still smells like lemon and steam and us. I wipe a circle in the fogged mirror and watch my face reappear, pink-cheeked, hair damp, eyes clear enough to pass. On the kitchen island, a slice of lemon glows by the sink like a coin I forgot to pick up. In the fridge, my name in Sharpie waits behind glass.

I pull on a bright T-shirt because the world is gray and I am not. I text Rae a nothing text—alive—and she replies with three hearts and a skull. I set my phone face down. The apartment is quiet in that hotel way, all surfaces and no history. I make the bed because I can. I fold the towels because they’re there.

When the elevator dings down the hall an hour later, I don’t listen for his step. I listen to the plumbing settle and the building’s bones creak and the hum of the city through the windows. I breathe in on four and out on six and count the true things left in the room.
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Bars


Adrian





Finnerty’s has that late-Thursday hum where the whole room decides to forgive itself. Kwan’s telling a story with his hands, Marco’s heckling his beer like it owes him rent, and I’m three pints in—one more than planned, two more than advisable. 

“One more round,” I say, standing. “On me.”

“O captain, my captain,” Marco crows.

“Petrovic with the reckless fiscal choices,” Kwan adds. “We live to see it.”

I shoulder through to the bar. T lifts his chin at me from behind the taps. “What do we think?”

“Three of the—”

“—usual,” he finishes, already reaching. “Live a little, Detective.”

“Tomorrow, maybe.” I plant an elbow on the brass rail and try not to look like somebody who could be convinced. I’ve worked since Sunday. Vega won’t crucify me for drifting in five minutes late, not after containment tonight. I let myself believe that for the length of a pour.

“Three beers,” says a voice at my shoulder, bright as the rim of a glass. “Strong opener.”

I turn. She’s alone at the corner of the bar, black hair sleek like a decision, dress the kind that pretends to be fabric. Big smile, wide eyes, blue so bright they practically spark. Not the kind of alone that wants saving. The kind that collects offers.

“You’re definitely with friends,” she says, looking me over like she’s cataloging evidence. “No way a man that handsome comes to a place like this to drink alone.”

I have a working knowledge of bait. I also have a working knowledge of compliments. I let that one set the hook.

“Guilty,” I say. “They send me when the table loses at rock–paper–scissors.”

She tips her head, amused. “They send the handsome one? Charity.”

The taps hiss. T slides one pint, starts the next. The woman’s gaze flicks down, quick and bright, to the glint at my belt. “Officer,” she says, the word like a taste. “Got to love a man on duty.”

“Detective,” I correct, because I have the disease. “And off-duty.”

“Mm.” She drags a finger around the wet ring of her glass, not drinking. “Do you ever use your handcuffs on anything other than criminals, Detective Off-Duty?”

It’s the kind of line that can break bad if you let it. I don’t. I pick up the first pint, slide a coaster under it like foreplay. “Only when there’s probable cause,” I say. “And a very detailed paper trail.”

She laughs, low, delighted. “Be still my compliance-loving heart.”

T puts down the second pint. I nod toward her glass. “You waiting on someone?”

“Not tonight.” She looks past me at the door, then back. “I like the containable variables of sitting alone. Easier to study the wildlife.”

“You a scientist?” I ask.

“A fan of patterns.” She smiles again—too much teeth to be harmless, too warm to be cruel. “You’re not a whiskey man?”

“Beer keeps me honest.”

“Does it?” She leans in a little, and the perfume that isn’t perfume—skin and something cool—makes a suggestion. “What does whiskey make you?”

“Late,” I say. “And generous with bad decisions.”

“I could work with generous,” she says, then glances deliberately at the handcuffs where they print the outline on my hip. “And bad.”

“You could,” I agree. “But not tonight.”

Her eyes sparkle like she knew I’d say that. “Because you’re with friends.”

“Because I’m with friends,” I agree, and can’t help the smile that leaks into it.

T lines up the third pint. “You courting trouble, Petrovic, or just holding its hand?” he asks without looking up.

“Loaded question,” I say. “Tab?”

“Got you.” He slides the beers closer. “Try not to adopt any strays.”

“Stray implies lost,” the woman says, watching me gather the three. “I know exactly where I am.”

I believe her. We stand too close while I figure out logistics—three pints, two hands, pride. She reaches without asking, hand skimming one glass off the bar with clean economy.

“Allow me,” she says. “Public service.”

“Community outreach?” I ask, amused despite myself.

“Something like that.” She holds the pint hostage a beat. “I get a name for the paperwork?”

“Adrian,” I say. “You?”

“Hmm.” She sips my friends’ beer like she owns it. “You can call me… Lily.” It doesn’t fit exactly, which is how you know it’s a name meant for bars. I let it be.

“Lily,” I repeat, for the file I pretend I don’t keep. “Thank you.”

She hands the pint back, fingers grazing mine on purpose. “If you’re ever drinking alone,” she says, eyes bright enough to be a dare, “try whiskey. I hear it makes you generous.”

“And late,” I say.

“Late is a way of being on time,” she says, and winks.

I carry the round back through the crowd with the feeling you get crossing a street on a stale green. Kwan clocks the smile I’m not wearing.

“Well, well,” he says, taking a pint. “Who was that? And can she read my aura next?”

“Her name’s Lily,” I say, because saying it out loud makes it less interesting.

Marco leans to look. “The one in black? That’s not a Lily. That’s a Knife.”

“Use your inside voice,” I tell him.

He grins. “Inside is where my voice lives.”

We clink again. We talk about nothing: the Knicks, the precinct rumor mill, whether T will ever fix the slant on the pool table. I answer when I should. I don’t look back at the bar.

Except I do. Twice. The second time, she’s watching. She holds my gaze long enough to count as a promise, then looks away before it counts as a lie.

Kwan nudges me under the table. “You going to…?”

“No,” I say.

“That was a really fast no.”

“It’s a good no.”

He considers me, then shrugs. “Man knows his boundaries.”

“Man likes them,” Marco says. “He probably alphabetizes them.”

“Chain of custody,” I say, because I can’t help it. They groan like I stole Christmas.

The night stretches out easy and stupid. I buy another round I don’t need. Kwan tells the story about the vampire with the MySpace again and it’s still funny. Marco loses at darts to a woman with forearms that say she owns a bike and a business. T calls last without calling it, and the room obeys.

On the way out, I return the last set of empties to the bar because I was raised by people who believed in doing dishes. Marco tracks my glance toward the bar and grins like a hyena. “Still looking,” he sing-songs.

“I’m not—”

“Oh he absolutely is,” Kwan says. He flags T with two fingers. “One whiskey. Neat. House mercy.”

T blinks. “For the detective who drinks beer like a priest?”

“For the detective who needs encouragement,” Marco says, palming the glass the moment it lands and shoving it into my hand. “We’re ghosts, brother.”

“What are you doing,” I ask, already knowing.

“Making memories,” Kwan says, already shrugging into his coat.

“Making you make poor choices,” Marco corrects. 

“We have work tomorrow,” I protest, half-hearted and late.

“You’ve worked since Sunday,” Kwan says. “Vega will knit you a cardigan if you’re five minutes late.” He claps my shoulder. “Talk to the dark-haired stranger and make one bad decision. Why the hell not.”

Before I can marshal a better objection, they’re out the door into the cool, laughing like I’ll follow. I don’t. Not yet. I set the whiskey on the bar as if it might explode. In the mirror behind the bottles I catch her watching me—Lily—smirking into her cup like the punchline is cooperative.

Fine.

I pick up the whiskey, cross the space between good ideas and this one.

“Detective,” she says without looking, like she heard my badge from across the room. Her eyes tilt up. Blue, bright enough to be a dare. The sleek black dress is the kind of geometry that gets buildings named after it. “You came back.”

“I was dispatched,” I say. “Public service.”

“Community outreach,” she agrees, amused. “And whiskey. Progress.”

I regard the glass. “Entrapment.”

“Invitation,” she corrects, tapping the rim of her own. “You look better with a bad idea in your hand.”

I take a breath I don’t need and a sip I don’t want, let it burn away the pretense. “Tell me, Detective. How far do you live from here?”

“Few blocks,” I say. “Why?”

She glances down at her heels, then up through lashes like a loaded gun. “My place is farther than fun in these. A detective sworn to defend and protect wouldn’t let a lady walk home by herself like this, would he?”

“Lady,” I echo, because the word has a way of changing costumes.

She lifts her glass, mouth curving. “He would surely offer… a much warmer alternative.”

I set the whiskey down untouched long enough to feel deliberate. The bar noise falls back into a hum that forgives everything. The blue of her eyes is a story someone else shouldn’t write.

“Warmer,” I repeat, tasting the shape of it. “I can offer my coat. I can offer a cab. I can walk you to either.”

She makes a small, disappointed sound that still manages to be pleased. “And here I was thinking you might offer your couch.”

“I don’t take strangers home,” I say.

“We can fix that.” She tips her head, eyes bright enough to steal. “Adrian.”

Hearing my name in that mouth feels like stepping off a curb you didn’t see. I smile anyway. “Lily.”

She holds my gaze, unblinking. “One drink, one story, one kiss at the curb,” she suggests, voice the exact temperature of sin. “Call it a civic experiment.”

“Experiments need consent forms,” I say.

“I can initial,” she murmurs.

“I need the long version.” I tip my head at the door, at the city that will still want us both in the morning. Something flickers behind her smile, quick as a shutter. Interest, irritation, something that wants teeth. Then it’s gone, replaced by amusement that lands like a glove.

“You’re very good at this,” she says lightly.

“At what.”

“Standing on the line and calling it dancing.” She slides off the stool with an economy that makes other men look borrowed. “Walk me out, Detective. Be heroic.”

“Always,” I say, and mean it the boring way.

We cross the bar shoulder to shoulder, an orbit by accident. T nods at me like he assumes I’ll behave. Outside, the night has cooled into something that passes for clean. Traffic mutters. A taxi idles a block down like it heard its name.

Lily turns into the breeze, hair sleek and black as good intentions. “Offer me your coat,” she says without looking.

Smirking, I shrug out of it. She steps into it like she owns the street. It swallows her satin, reclassifies the evening.

“Warmer,” she says, satisfaction sliding through the syllables. “See? You can be taught.”

“Curb?” I ask.

“Curb,” she echoes, and we walk. At the corner, a cab ghosts up like a well-trained dog. I open the door. She doesn’t get in. She turns, close enough for me to count the stories in her eyes, and smiles like she’s already halfway to yes.

“What about that kiss?” she asks, voice soft enough to be private.

“Kissing strangers now?” I say. “Is that what’s expected of me?”

“If you kiss me,” she murmurs, fingertips finding my lapel, “I won’t be a stranger for long.”

“Fuck it,” I say.

I kiss her.

It’s not polite. Whiskey and winter, her mouth warm and sure, her hand sliding to the back of my neck like she’s known it forever. The city blurs—horns, cold air, the low hum of everything we shouldn’t do—until there’s only the press, the pull, the heat that says lines are suggestions.

She smiles against my mouth, and I let the night tilt toward yes.
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The door clicks; her back hits it with a soft thud; my keys miss the bowl and skitter under the console like they’re embarrassed. I thumb the deadbolt by muscle memory, check the latch out of habit, and in the half second I’m setting my sidearm in the lockbox she’s at my shoulder, breath warm, mouth warmer.

“Detective,” she says, tasting the title like it’s a dare.

“Adrian,” I correct, and then there’s no room for names.

She tastes like the last decision of the night. Her hands slide under my coat, flatten at my spine, haul me the way gravity does—like it was always going to. I walk her backward, bumping the arm of the couch with my knee, laughing into her mouth when we both misjudge and the cushions try to surf.

“Still good?” I manage, voice rough.

“If you stop, I’ll file a report,” she says, smiling against my jaw. Consent, signed and notarized.

Heels off with a deliberate kick. The dress rides up like it’s eager. I get a hand in her hair and the other hooked behind her knee, and she drags me down with her, a controlled fall into cushions that sigh like they’ve been waiting for this job. The city stripes the room in slats of light; she pulls my collar like a command and I follow.

Kissing her is not polite. It’s hungry in a way that remembers its manners at the last second and chooses not to use them. She bites my lower lip and I hiss; she laughs, pleased with herself. Sirens far away, a radiator that can’t decide if it’s January—all turned down under the sound she makes when my mouth finds the place just below her ear.

“Less good,” she says, breath catching. “More this.”

“Copy,” I say, because I have the disease, and she laughs into my mouth again and pulls me closer.

Buttons go rogue. My shirt comes undone at a speed that would not pass inspection. Her fingers are quick, greedy, nails skimming my ribs like they’re reading a map. I get her zipper halfway and she arches, generous with access, impatient with process.

“Handcuffs?” she asks, wicked, purely for the look on my face.

“In the box,” I say, because of course they are.

“Good boy,” she murmurs, and then, softer, “Don’t be.”

I stop to look at her—hair dark against pale couch, blue eyes bright enough to make mistakes with. The couch complains; we ignore it. My palm finds the length of her thigh; her knee hooks my hip and keeps me there. She tastes like yes. Her mouth is a problem I’ve been waiting to solve; every time I think I’ve got it, she changes the variables.

“Adrian,” she says into my throat, the name a pull-cord.

“Lily,” I answer, like an oath.

We lose track of where my coat ends and her dress begins. A cushion hits the floor and gets kicked under the coffee table. Her breath stutters when I skim knuckles up the inside of her leg; mine does when she fists a hand in my hair and directs traffic without saying a word. It’s messy. It’s fast. It’s exactly the wrong thing and I am doing it very, very right.

She laughs again when I try to be careful and hauls me closer until careful has to catch up. The room narrows to heat and fabric and the slick slide of mouths. The city could knock; I wouldn’t hear it.

When I finally pull back for air, she’s smiling like she just stole something. “Warmer,” she says, pleased with the evidence.

“Warmer,” I agree, and then we stop talking.

Her mouth finds mine again—hungrier, surer. She drags me down until the couch bows and squeaks protest; I brace a hand by her temple, the other sliding the length of her thigh, heat through silk. She hooks her knee at my hip and keeps me there, a command in the shape of a welcome.

The city throws latticework light across us; we tangle in it and tip. A cushion skids free; the couch gives up the fight; we slide off the arm in a graceless, perfect spill that knocks my shin on the coffee table. She grins up at me from the rug, breathless, hair a dark halo, eyes bright like a dare I’ve already taken.

“Sorry,” I say, not sorry at all.

“Never apologize for being a little rough,” she says, pulling me back down.

We find a rhythm that feels stolen—quick, then slower, then quick again when she bites my lip and I forget every rule I’ve ever liked. My coat ends up under her shoulders; her dress is a rumor around her hips; my shirt is mostly theory. Names blur into breath. She learns me with her hands; I learn her with my mouth; the table wobbles as if it wants to file a complaint.

Her laugh threads through my throat as I map the line of it, as she arches, as the world narrows to heat and skin and a gravity that doesn’t negotiate. “Here,” she says, and I find it. “More,” she says, and I give it. The radiator clanks, offended; the street hums; we ignore both.

Then—swift as a switch—she rolls me. My back hits the rug, my shirt falls open the rest of the way, and her palms pin my wrists above my head for one held breath. Her smile says I could; her loosened fingers say I will, if you want. It’s been a year since anyone’s had me like this—long enough that the honesty of it knocks through me. I nod. She takes the permission like a gift and like a right.

“Good,” she murmurs. “Let go.”

She does the directing without raising her voice—guiding with a fingertip, insisting with the angle of her knee, teasing with how long she makes me wait to be told what to do next. Fabric sighs as the dress climbs; my shirt falls open like a bad alibi; a band of elastic whispers against skin; my belt loosens and hits the floor with a soft, decisive thud. She sits back on her heels for one measured heartbeat, gaze moving over me like she’s selecting a weapon, then folds down—slow, sure, deliberate—and the room forgets to be cold.

“Hands,” she says, and laces our fingers above my head, testing the give. “This good?”

“Yes,” I manage.

“Then be good.”

She swings a leg over and settles astride me, weight claiming my hips, the couch dipping under both of us. Heat through silk. Her palms skate down my chest—curious, approving—before she braces on my ribs and rolls her hips once, just to hear what it does to my voice. It’s been a year since I’ve had anyone this close; my restraint shows its seams.

“Look at me,” she says, and I do—blue eyes wide and bright, hair sleek as ink. She reaches between us—no fuss, no hurry—guides us into place, and takes her time. The first slow sink is a deliberate, breath-stealing glide; she exhales, I swear, and everything tightens around the idea of yes. She pauses there—full, sure—like she owns the moment and intends to prove it.

“Still good?” she asks again, softer.

“Don’t stop,” I say, and the laugh she gives me is pleased and a little cruel.

She sets the tempo with the flex of her thighs and the press of her palms. I match, then chase, then match again when she wants control back. When I try to be careful, she tightens her grip on my wrist and rides me slower just to watch patience fall apart; when I answer with more, she tips forward, mouth on mine, and takes all of it like it was the plan.

We tip in a tangle—my shoulder clips the couch, a cushion goes airborne—and slide to the rug, half under the coffee table, not caring. She follows me down without breaking rhythm, palms planted on my chest, pace deep and steady, a grind that makes the lamp tremble on its base. Her hair drags my jaw; her mouth finds the spot under my ear; I forget whatever I used to call rules.

“Harder,” she says, and I brace, drive up to meet her. “There,” she breathes, satisfied, adjusting the angle by a fraction like a locksmith who enjoys her work.

She changes it again—slow circles, then a quick, greedy run that has my hands abandoning obedience and locking at her waist. She lets me hold her there for three beats, then peels my fingers off and pins them above my head again, just to remind me whose rhythm we’re keeping. I give it back the only way I can—hips, breath, the steady, mounting push of yes—and she takes it, arching, eyes on mine, a thief smiling over an open safe.

We never make it past the couch. We don’t need to. The night tilts hard into yes and stays there—breathless, unpolished, absolutely mutual—exactly the wrong idea done exactly right, until thought is optional and everything that matters is happening in her pace on my body, in my hands finding her again, in the way she holds my gaze when the room finally goes quiet.
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The Note


Adrian





Iwake to the particular ache of having slept too well and too wrong. Sheets twisted, shoulder sore, mouth dry, the faint smell of winter and something not-perfume in the air. The bedroom is a crime scene of consent: lamp crooked, one pillow on the floor, my shirt half under the bed like it tried to leave first. 

My left wrist doesn’t follow orders.

Metal tugs when I move, a cool, unambiguous reminder. I lift my head. One cuff, snug on bone, looped through the iron slat of the headboard. The chain is short enough to be a joke, long enough to say we stopped playing and fell asleep.

I stare at it for three seconds and start to laugh—quiet, because the apartment carries sound like gossip. Of course. Note to self: long sleeves today. Or the big-faced watch that covers exactly this much skin. Also, perhaps, fewer detectives fall asleep like evidence.

The key is where it always is—top drawer, little dish with coins and a St. Christopher medallion my mother thinks still does something. I fish it out with my free hand, unlock with the muscle memory of a man who logs everything, and flex until the pink mark fades to a suggestion. The cuff drops to the sheet with a soft clink, polite as an apology.

Shower. Hot enough to sting, enough steam to erase the mirror, enough water to drown the restless fragments of last night: the way she smiled like she’d chosen me in advance, the way good became a dare on her tongue, the way she pinned my wrists just to feel me agree. Blue eyes bright, hair sleek as ink, laugh like she enjoyed breaking small rules and leaving the big ones for dessert. Lilith. Lily at the bar, Lilith by morning. Rough around the edges, all heat and sass in the middle. I stand there too long and the water runs lukewarm and honest.

I shave. I pick the long-sleeve shirt—a clean white that forgives—and the jacket that behaves. Pants with room for the day. Watch, heavy enough to say I planned it. I dry the inside of the holster with the corner of a towel because humidity lies. The lockbox clicks open: sidearm in, sidearm out, mag seated. The ritual straightens my head the way a straight line calms a map.

The living room looks like we lost a fight with furniture and won. Couch askew. Coffee table nudged an inch. One cushion exiled under the chair. My belt looped over the arm like it fell asleep standing guard. The coat is on the back of a dining chair with an unfamiliar thread caught at the seam—black, fine, a souvenir from her dress. My mouth does a thing that feels like the ghost of a grin.

There’s a folded paper on the counter by the coffee machine, right where the light hits—white, unassuming, like nothing ever is.

IF YOU WANT TO KEEP LAST NIGHT A MEMORY, it says in neat block letters, CRUMBLE ME AND THROW ME OUT. 

OTHERWISE, TURN OVER.

I stand there with the note in my hand and the kettle boiling, and let the question be a question. The easy version of me would laugh, tear, bin, call it what it was: a bad decision done well, a story to not tell Marco. The version of me I keep trying to be puts the kettle off the boil, leans on the counter, and turns the paper over.

Same hand. Different cadence.

My name is Lilith (not Lily—bars get my alias).

If you want to keep being good, pretend we never met.

If you want coffee with pants on, text me. I’d like to learn you when it’s daylight.

Then a number, unadorned. No hearts. No flourish. Just a line under it: I enjoyed breaking your rules. — L

I read it twice because reading twice is what keeps me from court. Coffee gurgles and decides itself. I take my phone out of the charger, snap a picture of the number like I don’t trust my hands, then type it anyway because I don’t trust my phone.

For a heartbeat, I almost do the stupid thing: text a thank-you you can’t unsend. Instead, I pocket the paper. Backup to the backup. The note sits warm against my chest through cotton like a small, dangerous truth.

Mug. Black. Hot. I drink standing up, eyes on the wreckage of the room, counting the moments where I could have chosen different and didn’t. It’s been a year since anyone complicated my morning. It feels exactly like a line I’m going to have to explain to myself later.

I do a lap—couch straight, cushion rescued, belt on a chair instead of a crime scene. I check the watch. Vega will be in early; the report from last night is clean; five minutes late buys me nothing but a look. I put the empty mug in the sink and the cuff key back in its dish.

At the door, I palm my badge, then the note, then the badge again. I tuck the paper deeper, under the wallet, like I’m hiding it from my better judgment.

On my way out, I catch my reflection: long sleeves, quiet watch, the tiniest crescent on my wrist that only I could see. I look like a man who slept. I look like a man who has a decision in his pocket and no immediate need to make it.

Hallway. Elevator. Street. The city is pretending at fresh. My phone is a weight I don’t check and a number I might.

At the corner, I decide two things: I’ll be on time, and I’ll decide about coffee after the first cup that isn’t hers. A cab splashes through last night’s puddles. I pull my coat closed against a chill I don’t feel, and I walk toward a precinct that likes me better when I’m simple.

At the end of the block, I find myself smiling. Not big. Enough. Then I put it away and get on with the day.


      [image: ]The precinct is already loud—phones ringing like they rehearsed, printers coughing, the scent of burnt coffee playing offense. I shoulder through the bullpen expecting empty desks and find both Kwan and Marco in full daylight, coats off, eyes bright, like someone swapped their blood for espresso.

“You’re early,” I say, suspicious.

“We’re evolving,” Kwan replies, feet up, tie already a war crime. “Plus, we figured you’d be late.”

Marco points two fingers at my watch. “Long sleeves. Interesting choice for summer Friday.”

“It was cool this morning,” I say, dropping into my chair.

He squints. “Time is a flat circle, and yours screams coverup.” He leans in, exaggerated stage whisper. “So. How’d it go with Lily?”

“Lily?” Kwan perks up like a meerkat. “Bar Lily? Lily of the Slant Pool Table? Did you get digits? Coordinates? A forwarding address for regret?”

I boot up my terminal like it can shield me. “You two don’t need to know anything.”

Two identical gasps, like I kicked a puppy.

“We don’t—” Kwan gestures at his chest. “We don’t need to know?”

“Unbelievable.” Marco clasps his heart. “The betrayal. After all we’ve done for you.”

“What exactly have you done for me,” I ask, “besides encouraging felony whiskey?”

“Emotional support,” Kwan says.

“Nutrition,” Marco adds, pushing a paper bag across my keyboard. “Garlic knots. For morale. And to ward off vampires.”

I nudge it back. “Chain of custody on my arteries says no.”

He pouts. “You used to be fun, Petrovic.”

“You’ve confused me with your mustache,” I say, then regret it when the mustache looks hurt.

Kwan rolls his chair until his knees knock my desk. “Okay. Just give us a bone. Name, number, animal totem—”

“Nope.”

“Did you at least get her name right?” Marco presses. “I’m calling her Lily until further notice because it fits the dress.”

I think Lilith and say nothing. The cuff mark prickles under the watchband like an inside joke.

My phone buzzes, it's Vega. 

Petrovic—grab Kwan & Santoro. Homicide. Riverview Warehouse B, 410 E 63rd St — Dock 3. Forensics en route. Roll.



Kwan reads over my shoulder like boundaries are decorative. “We got a body.”

Marco is already on his feet. “Field trip. I call driving.”

“No,” I say automatically, standing. “You nearly adopted a traffic cone last time.”

“It needed a home,” he protests, snagging his coat. “Also, the cone was in the wrong.”

Kwan snatches the printed address from the communal machine before it finishes spitting. “Warehouse row. East Sixty-Third. Forensics is Novak’s crew.” He tosses me a spare pair of gloves. “We should bring flowers.”

I check my rig by habit—holster seated, spare mag, cuffs, recorder, nitriles, booties. Long sleeves: down. Watch: innocently large. The note in my pocket sits like a decision I’m not making in front of witnesses.

Marco jingles his keys. “My ride. She purrs.”

“She leaks,” I counter.

“She purrs and leaks,” he says, like a man selling honesty.

Kwan elbows me as we move. “So Lily—”

“Not a debrief,” I say.

“You’re stonewalling the investigation,” he complains, trotting to keep up. “Vega will hear of this.”

“Please tell him I didn’t kiss and tell,” I say. “He’ll pin a medal on me.”

We flow with the morning tide down the stairs, through the foyer’s metal detector chorus, and out into a slice of city that’s trying to smell like rain and fried dough at the same time. Marco’s car dozes at the curb, paint committing to a color somewhere between navy and resigned.

Kwan flings himself into the backseat with a groan. “Shotgun is for people who share.”

“You had shotgun in a past life,” Marco says, sliding behind the wheel. “This one’s mine.”

I take the passenger seat because control issues wear badges too. Marco pulls into traffic like he’s auditioning for a PSA about not doing that.

“Seatbelt,” I say.

“Tattletale,” he says, clicking it anyway.

Kwan leans between the seats, chin on the headrest. “If you don’t give us Lily intel, we will invent it. She’s an acrobat. She trains rescue ferrets. She—”

“—is none of your business,” I say, watching the city smear by. East End at this hour is forklifts, steam, river light, a bunch of reasons to ruin shoes. “Eyes on the case.”

Marco waggles his brows. “But your eyes were not on the case last night, were they.”

“Marco,” I warn.

He holds up a hand. “Fine, fine. I’ll focus.” Beat. “Does she have a sister?”

Kwan groans. “You can’t ask that, man. That’s like asking if the suspect has a lawyer. Crass.”

I stare out the window and think: Lilith. Not Lily. The name sits in my mouth like something you’re not supposed to say at work.

Dispatch crackles over our radio: “Units 3-Alpha, be advised, forensics on scene. Patrol has perimeter. Media not yet present. Repeat—media not yet present.”

“Small miracles,” Kwan mutters, then shoots me a look. “Unless you brought a plus-one.”

I ignore him. “Marco, if you hit one more pothole, I’m requisitioning shocks.”

“My shocks are fine,” he lies, and the whole car disagrees.

We roll up on a cluster of cruisers, yellow tape trembling in a river breeze, a crumb-trail of evidence cones marching into the mouth of a warehouse dock. Novak’s van is there, doors flung open, metal tables sprouting gloves and swabs and a sense of inevitability. The uniform at the tape lifts it for us with a nod that says we’ve earned Friday.

“Gloves,” I say, tugging mine on. “Booties. No hero moves.”

Marco looks personally offended. “I only have hero moves.”

“Then be a hero and not contaminate my scene.”

He sighs, pulls the blue shoe covers on with a flourish. “Detective Buzzkill.”

The air is all salt and iron and old wood remembering better days. Novak nods from a crouch, not looking up from whatever she’s coaxing a swab to tell her. “Morning, gents. Try not to drip testosterone on my grid.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Kwan says, already taking notes.

I take the edges first: exits, cameras, fresh scuffs, the shape of the mess. Let the scene introduce itself before it starts telling stories. Behind me, Kwan murmurs something about timelines; Marco mutters something about coffee; my phone sits heavy with a number I haven’t used.

“Lily would hate this smell,” Marco says, too loud.

“Who?” Novak glances up, puzzled.

“No one,” I say quickly.

Kwan leans in. “Mystery woman,” he mouths, delighted.

I keep walking. Lilith’s note presses warm through the inside pocket of my jacket, a small live wire. I push it out of my head the way you push a song out of your ear—by giving it something else to listen to. The job. The grid. The tidy list of tasks that, if we’re lucky, produces answers no one enjoys.

Kwan falls into step beside me, dropping his voice. “For the record, I’m happy for you.”

“For what,” I ask.

“Evidence you’re not a monk,” he says. “It gives the rest of us hope.”

“Hope is not admissible,” I say.

“Neither is jealousy, and yet—” He spreads his hands, saintly.

I look down the length of the dock where the river flashes like a blade. “Back to work,” I say, and mean it.

Marco calls from the far end, “Hey, lads—come look at this.”

We go. The morning shuts its mouth and lets the case speak. Coffee later. Decisions later. For now: gloves, booties, and a story the scene is going to make us earn. The dock yawns into a geometry of tape and cones. Cold river air threads through the corrugations; gulls swear at us from the rafters. The body sits staged against a stack of pallets like a portrait that wants applause.

Male, late twenties, maybe thirty. Shirtless, washed pale. Head tilted right, two tidy punctures at the left carotid. No purge, no livor where I expect it. Wrists crossed over the sternum, bound in claret cord—not hardware-store nylon; this is decorative—tied off in a pair of pretty, useless Turks-head knots. Whoever did this knows how to make rope look expensive.

“Vampire,” Marco says, reverent as a kid in a costume aisle. “With an Etsy account.”

“Or a set dresser,” Kwan murmurs, already sketching the layout in his notebook. “Look at the ring.”

A wreath—nine white lilies—circles the victim’s boots, petals fresh, stamens intact. Someone trimmed the pollen off with manicure scissors; no stains on the skin. Between the lilies: a chalked sigil that pretends to be occult and mostly spells Google. Three tea-light candles, snuffed. On the concrete, two arcs of pinkish water where someone sloshed and then remembered to mop.

Novak clicks her tongue from a crouch. “UV scorch on the cheek,” she says, tipping the head with a gloved fingertip. A portable UV work lamp lies off to the side, still warm. “Staged. Postmortem punctures—no bruising halo, no inflammation. And this—” She nods at a silver coin tucked between the victim’s molars. “Quarter in the mouth. Cute.”

I squat. The punctures are too even, too shallow; the spacing’s wrong for a human jaw. The claret rope leaves dye on the wrists; the knots sit like brooches. The chalk circle is imperfect but careful, as if someone traced a paint can lid. In the victim’s left palm, ink: a tiny bat drawn in a clean hand, wings cartooned into a heart.

“Got something in the ribs,” Kwan says, pointing. “See that shade?”

I slide my light. There it is: a faint bruise under the right floating rib. Restraint point? Or the moment the set dresser lost patience.

Marco peeks in the cooler tucked behind the pallets. “Oh, come on.” He lifts a gel pack with O- written on masking tape, next to a half-used IV line. “Props department.”

“Don’t touch,” Novak and I say together. He freezes, abashed.

No blood pool, just the ghost of one drawn for the camera and wiped for conscience. Garlic would be too on the nose; instead there’s the faint perfume of funeral home—subtle florals, disinfectant, air that thinks it’s sterile.

“This feels… familiar,” I say, to the floor, to my own head. Not the scene, not exactly—the grammar. The lilies. The claret. The decorative knots no field vampire would waste time with. A memory moves behind glass: a case blurb from another jurisdiction with velvet ribbons and stagey funerary flowers and “bite marks” spaced by a template. I cannot place the state, and I will not say the word podcast in this room.

“Talk to me,” Novak says, eyes on her swab. “What’s the story?”

“Story is somebody wants us thinking vampire,” I answer. “Licensed or not. Someone who thinks the public story is the real one. They washed him. Bound him in pretty rope. Brought lilies—white, funeral, not the licensed-coven flower. Drew a bat in the palm so we wouldn’t miss the point. Used UV for scorch as flavor.”

Kwan hums. “A fan of monster theater.”

“Or of being seen,” I say.

I step back, let the grid breathe. Entry—roll-up door. Exit—same, no scuff high enough for a body carry. Cameras—two domes dead, one live pointed at the sky because someone who isn’t us installed it. Shoe prints—boot tread in the chalk, a second lighter print left by someone who forgot their booties then remembered them. Our guy was moved, posed, framed.

I pull my phone, step away from the lilies, call Records. “Diaz.”

“Morning, Detective.”

“I need a cross-state pull. Search VI-CAP and local linkouts for homicides staged to mimic vampire attacks—details like white lilies, claret or burgundy ribbon or rope with decorative knots, UV scorch, coin in mouth, chalk circles, hand-drawn symbols in the palm. Start Cleveland and Providence, 2018–2023. Expand to Baltimore and Sacramento if you strike out.”

Diaz whistles soft. “That’s a mood board.”

“It’s a set,” I say. “Text me hits. We’re at Riverview Warehouse B, 410 East 63rd—Dock 3.”

“Roger that.”

I hang up. Kwan has circled to the far side, pointing at a chalk smudge on the pallet wood. “Left-handed chalker,” he notes, then: “Or someone faking left-handed.”

Marco stands over the lilies with the respect he reserves for carbs and crime. “If this was a vampire, it’s the politest one I’ve ever seen.”

“Licensed vamps don’t dump bodies on docks,” Novak says. “They keep lawyers on retainer and their kitchens cleaner than mine.”

I crouch again, eye level with the “bite.” The punctures sit too parallel; no contusion, no tear. Someone used a tool. Small. Consistent.

Kwan flips his pad to me. He’s sketched the knots quick and true. “What are we calling this? The Wedding Planner?”

Novak snorts. “Call it ‘prop house.’ I’m bagging the coin.”

I stand, gloves creaking, eyes doing their slow walk over the mess. There’s a different story under the chalk and lilies—one that doesn’t need captions. The bruise under the rib. The washed skin. The rinsed concrete. The cooler like a wink.

And somewhere under my watchband, the cuff mark itches like a prod. 

“Let’s canvass,” I say. “Two blocks each way. Freight cameras. Anybody selling lilies at midnight. Any dollhouse enthusiast buying paracord that isn’t load-bearing.”

Marco cracks his neck. “On it. You want me to ask about vampires with manicures?”

“Ask about bulk lilies,” I say. “The manicures will come up on their own.”

Kwan taps his pen against his chin. “Also: knots. Decorative ropework isn’t random. You get sailors, climbers, or hobbyists. We ask for rope clubs; we get a bingo night.”

“Good,” I say. “Do it.”

Novak grunts approval without looking up. “Try not to step on my scene on the way out, gentlemen.”

We don’t. Outside the tape, the river shines like a blade. My phone buzzes with a text from Diaz: 

Cleveland 2019—“Sable Ribbon” homicides, 3 victims, lilies/coin/rope motif. DMing PDFs. Providence 2021—one similar. 



A second buzz follows with attachments I’ll read with coffee and disgust.

Kwan leans over my shoulder. “Ohhhh. We’ve got a type.”

“Maybe,” I say. “Or a fan.”

Marco pries the passenger door of his leaking, purring car. “Field trip to lily shops and rope nerds,” he says, cheerful. “Also, I’m not calling them rope nerds to their faces.”

“Growth,” Kwan applauds.

I pocket the phone, the number I’m not using burning a quiet square under my jacket. 
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