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Detective Miles Whitlock stirred under the warm embrace of his blanket, the shrill ring of his phone cutting through the early morning quiet. He squinted at the screen, his green eyes slowly focusing. Detective Mike Young’s name flashed, a jolt of caffeine in digital form.

“Whitlock,” he murmured into the phone. “Miles, we’ve got a stiff in a dumpster downtown,” Mike’s voice was a mix of urgency and resignation. “Looks like someone didn’t want him found.”

Miles sat up, the energy of the situation seeping into his bones. “On my way,” he said, tossing the blanket aside. His auburn hair stood in disarray, a testament to his abrupt awakening. He pulled on his clothes, the fabric whispering against his skin.

“God, why this early?” he muttered. But Miles knew that murder didn’t give a damn about time or the day of the week. He didn’t even have the time to take a shower; well, he would shower when he got home. Roger, his enigmatic dog of unknown lineage, padded over to greet him, tail wagging. Miles ruffled the fur behind the dog’s ear, a silent promise of adventure.

Miles fed Roger while he prepared a coffee to go because there was no way he would start the day without his usual shot of caffeine. As usual, Roger had finished his kibble before Miles’ coffee was ready. Miles eyed the dog. “One day you will have stomach problems because of the way you eat your food,” he mumbled. When his coffee was ready, Miles leashed Roger and headed for the car. The chilly morning air slapped him in the face as he stepped outside, the scent of the city’s early activity a blend of freshly brewed coffee and exhaust fumes. On their way to the parking lot, they passed a small park where Roger could take care of his business. He opened the car’s back door and motioned for Roger to hop in.

Miles arrived at the scene, where the flashing lights of the patrol cars painted the alley in a harsh blue glow. “You need to stay in the car because I can’t have you trotting around at the crime scene, buddy.” Since it was fall and the temperatures were in the lower sixties, it shouldn’t cause a problem for Roger to stay in the car for a while.

When Miles entered the crime scene, he saw that Mike was already there. The man was hard to miss with his six-foot frame silhouetted against the dumpster, a grim look etched into his face. “Morning. What do we have?” he quietly asked. “The victim is male,” Mike said as Miles approached. “Barista at the coffee shop around the corner. His name is Lyle Johnson, 28 years old. Married, one kid.” Miles nodded, the gravity of the situation setting in. He looked around. “Is Jack on scene?” he asked when he didn’t see the handsome coroner.

Jack Romano, the new medical examiner, was a man of few words but a wealth of knowledge. His sandy blonde hair was always slightly disheveled, as if he’d just rolled out of bed, but his brown eyes were sharp and focused. They’d worked together before, and Miles had a feeling that Jack’s insights would be crucial.

The dumpster loomed in front of the two detectives, who exchanged a look that said it all. They were about to unravel another tragic tale, one that had begun with a life snuffed out and a body discarded like trash. “Poor bastard,” Mike mumbled. Now they had to tell Mrs. Johnson that she was a widow and that the child would never get to know his father. It was one thing they hated about being a homicide detective: being the bearer of bad news. Miles sighed, but then his eyes lit up when he saw the coroner arrive.

Jack Romano got out of the car and entered the crime scene, his eyes sweeping over the scene with a detached curiosity that only came with the job. He took a look in the dumpster and shook his head. “Let’s get him out,” he said, his voice low and calm.

As they worked, Miles couldn’t shake the image of Lyle’s family waiting for him, oblivious to the horror that had claimed their husband and father. The cold, metallic scent of the dumpster mingled with the coppery smell of blood, a stark contrast to the sweet aroma of the coffee shop just a stone’s throw away.

The body was lifted out with care, a macabre dance in the strobing lights. Lyle’s lifeless eyes stared into the abyss, and Miles felt a knot tighten in his gut. Jack began his preliminary exam, his gloved hands moving with the confidence of a maestro. His brown eyes flicked up to meet Miles’ briefly before returning to his work. The attraction between them was palpable, a silent understanding that had developed over the months they’d worked together. But now was not the time for personal distractions.

He turned the body in search of a bullet wound but found nothing. Then he looked up again, straight into the deep green eyes of Miles. “Can you tell us anything already?” Miles asked. Jack shook his head. “No. I’ll know more once I get him on the table,” he said. “No bullet wounds?” Mike, who had joined them, asked. “No, well, not that I see right at this moment. He may have wounds under his clothes. So, like I said, I need him on the table. I’ll call if I have the first results.”

Miles nodded, his gaze drifting to Roger. The dog was out of the car and sat nearby Officer Wilson, who loved Roger. The dog’s tail was thumping against the pavement in a solemn rhythm. It seemed almost as if he had a way of understanding these moments, a silent companion in a world of chaos.

The sun had barely crested the horizon, but their day had already taken a grim turn. With a heavy sigh, Miles knelt beside the body, his eyes sweeping the alley for any clue that might lead them to the monster responsible. The cobblestones held their secrets close, but he knew that with patience and persistence, they’d tell their story. And it was a story he intended to bring to a just end.

As Miles took in the surroundings, he couldn’t help but feel the weight of the tragedy. The dumpster, a mere prop in the backdrop of the bustling city life, had become a makeshift tomb for a young man with a family waiting for him at home. The quiet sobs of Lyle’s wife already echoed in his mind, a haunting melody of grief that fueled his determination. He hated to be the bearer of such bad news.

They worked methodically, each step carefully taken to preserve any evidence that might be present. The café’s lights flickered on, casting a soft glow over the alley, as if the building itself was waking to mourn. The world continued to spin, but here, in this small corner, it had come to a standstill.

Roger remained at Officer Wilson’s side, his tail still. He knew the drill. The dog’s senses were on high alert, though. Roger’s nose occasionally twitched as he took in the scents of the scene. Miles glanced down, his heart swelling with gratitude for the silent support. More than once, Roger had been his rock, the one who kept him grounded in times of need.

Once the body was secured and on its way to the morgue, Jack gave a curt nod. “I’ll have more for you once I get him on the table,” he said, his voice tight with the gravity of the task ahead.

Miles and Mike exchanged a solemn look. It was their job to bring Lyle’s killer to light. They had a family to inform, a wife to console, and a promise to keep. They’d find the answers, no matter how long the shadow of this dark day stretched.

“We need to inform the wife soon,” said Mike. Miles nodded. “I think that we’re finished here,” he replied. Miles told Officers Headley and Brown to investigate, dust for fingerprints, and search for clues. It was really time to inform the wife of her husband’s demise.

However, Miles would drop Roger off at home because this would be too stressful for the animal.
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The drive to the Johnson residence was tense, the air thick with the weight of their impending conversation. The quiet was pierced only by the occasional crackle of the radio, broadcasting the mundane calls of the morning shift. Miles knew that nothing could ever prepare someone for the news they were about to deliver, but he had to try. He had to be the pillar of strength for a woman who was about to crumble.

The house was a quaint, two-story house with a neatly trimmed lawn, the kind of place you’d expect a young family to thrive. The lights inside were already on, a soft glow spilling out from the windows like a beacon of warmth in the early morning chill. The contrast between the serene exterior and the horror they brought was jarring.

Mrs. Rosie Johnson answered the door, her eyes puffy with sleep and her hair a tangled mess. The softness of her features was marred by the deep lines of fatigue etched into her face. She held baby Caleb in her arms, his tiny fist wrapped around her finger, blissfully unaware of the storm that was about to break.

Miles took the lead, his voice gentle as he explained the unthinkable. “Mrs. Johnson, I’m Detective Miles Whitlock. This is my partner, Detective Mike Young. We’re so sorry to disturb you at this hour, but we need to speak with you about your husband, Lyle.”

Her eyes grew wide, the color draining from her face. “What happened?” she whispered. “Can I hold him?” Mike asked solemnly, and Mrs. Johnson nodded as she handed Caleb to Miles. The baby cooed, reaching out to grab at his tie, a stark reminder of the innocence lost in the world’s chaos.

Miles cradled Caleb, the child’s warmth chasing away the coldness that had been seeping into his heart as they broke the news. “Mrs. Johnson, Lyle was found this morning. He’s... he’s not with us anymore.” The words hung in the air, heavy and final.

Rosie’s knees buckled, and she sank to the floor, her grip on the door frame the only thing keeping her upright. The tears came in a flood, soaking her shirt and mixing with the drool of her oblivious son. The wail that tore from her was one of pure agony, a sound that would haunt Miles for days to come.

Mrs. Johnson’s questions came in a frantic flurry, her voice high and desperate. “How? Who? Why?” Miles and Mike knelt beside her, offering what little comfort they could as they asked the standard questions that felt so cold in the face of such raw emotion.

They learned that Lyle had no enemies, no gambling debts, and certainly no mistress. He was a devoted father and husband, working hard to provide for his family. The only trouble they had was a recent spat with a neighbor over a parking space, but nothing that would lead to this.

The shock began to wear off, and the reality set in. Her husband was gone, and she was left to raise their child alone. The tremor in her voice grew stronger with every word she spoke, every memory of Lyle that surfaced like a drowning man gasping for air.

Miles felt the weight of her grief like a leaden vest, but he had to push through. They needed answers. They had to find the person who had taken Lyle from her. As they gathered their things to leave, Mike handed Caleb back to his mother, feeling the warmth of the child’s cheek against his own. He swore silently that he would do everything in his power to bring the monster to justice. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving them in the cold embrace of the morning. The silence was deafening, unlike anything they had just left behind.

They got into the car, the engine humming a solemn tune as they drove away. The sun had now fully risen, casting a harsh light over the quiet neighborhood and revealing the dark secrets that lurked in the shadows of even the most unsuspecting places.

“God, that was awful. This is what I hate about being a homicide detective,” Miles growled. “Yes,” Mike softly replied.

Miles knew the next few days would be hell for the Johnson family, but he had a job to do. He had to find the person who had shattered their world. As they drove back to the station, the image of Rosie’s tear-stained face was etched into his mind, serving as a constant reminder of the urgency of their task.

At the station, they started to piece together Lyle’s life. They spoke to his colleagues, who described a hardworking and friendly man who always had a smile for the regulars. They found no signs of trouble in his workplace, no whispers of enemies. It was as if Lyle had been plucked from his life without a trace of a struggle.

They reviewed the security footage from the coffee shop and the surrounding areas, hoping to catch a glimpse of the killer. Hours passed, and the screens flickered with the mundane routine of the night before. And then, a flash of something. A figure in the shadows, moving swiftly away from the alley where Lyle’s body had been found. It was grainy, but it was something.

Then, Jack called. His voice was tired over the phone. “I’ve found something; you and Mike better come over,” he said, the gravity of his tone hinting at the revelation to come. “We’re on our way.” Miles looked at Mike. “That was Jack. He wants us to come to the morgue.” “Then, let’s go. I’m curious about what he found,” Mike replied.

They headed for the elevator that would take them down to the morgue’s location. Then entered the morgue, and Miles’ heart skipped a beat at seeing the handsome coroner again. Jack gave him a meaningful look before he motioned for the men to step closer. “What is this smell?” Mike asked, scrunching his nose. “That’s what I want to talk about,” Jack said as he moved around the table where Lyle’s remains lay. “Here. Look at this,” Jack said as he pointed to a large glass bowl.

Mile and Mike frowned. “What is that? It looks like, well, I don’t know, sludge.” Miles said. “That, my friend, is the intestines, including the heart of Mr. Johnson,” said Jack. Miles eyed Jack. “Any idea of what could have caused this?” Jack shook his head. “Nope, not at the moment. I’ve never seen anything like it before. I need to do more tests. But it’s odd.”

“How is it possible that his intestines were melted, but the victim’s skin is untouched?” Mike looked at Jack for an answer, but the coroner shook his head. “I have no clue, but I intend to find out,” he said.

The news hit Miles like a sledgehammer. This wasn’t a random act of violence or personal. Well, at least Miles couldn’t imagine how someone was capable of melting a person’s intestines and leaving the skin intact. He had a foreboding feeling that this case was more than it seemed. Miles eyed Jack. “Thank you for the update. Please call if you have any news,” he said. “I will.”

Miles and Mike left the morgue with more questions than answers. The smell of formaldehyde clung to them like a morbid cologne. They returned to their desks, where the pile of paperwork and unsolved cases loomed like a mountain of despair. But they had to focus. They had to find the person who could do such a thing to Lyle.

“We know that Lyle had already started his shift. So, what was he doing in the alley? It doesn’t make sense because he had no business being there,” Mike said. They had their desks opposite each other, so they were facing each other. This made working much easier than if they were both in separate rooms. Miles sighed because it seemed that with every lead they followed, more questions arose.

They re-examined the security footage with a fresh set of eyes, but the figure remained a shadowy enigma, slipping away without a trace. The frustration mounted with every second that ticked by, the clock a relentless metronome to their fruitless search.

“What do we have from forensics?” Mike asked, rubbing his eyes. They had collected fingerprints and DNA from the scene, but the results were still pending. Miles leaned back in his chair, his eyes on the screens. “They’re working on it, but it’s slow-going. The rain last night didn’t help either.”

Miles sighed and stood up, stretching his legs. He needed a break from the screens. He grabbed Roger’s leash from his desk drawer and called him over. The dog looked up, his tail thumping a hopeful rhythm against the floor. “Come on, buddy—time for a walk. Maybe we’ll find inspiration out there. Or at least I can clear my head.” Miles looked at Mike. “Are you coming?” he asked. “No, not today. I need to make a few phone calls, and I need to call Nancy; Grace is sick.” Miles frowned. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. What’s wrong with the little one?” he asked. Mike had two children: Sara, aged seven, and Grace, three years old.

“Ah, nothing bad. She has a cold. Still, I need to know if she’s still fine,” Mike said. Miles smiled. Mike was a devoted husband and a great father, the best any kid could wish for. “Well, if you need to go home for a couple of hours, let me know. I’ll hold the fort. No problem,” Miles offered. “Thanks, but Nancy manages just fine,” Mike replied. “Okay, then. I’ll see you later,” said Miles, leashed Roger, and headed outside.
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Miles stepped outside into the crisp autumn air, the leaves underfoot whispering secrets as they made their way to the city park. The sun had climbed higher in the sky, casting a pale light over the city. On his way to the park, Miles stopped at the deli to buy lunch. When he entered the park, Miles sat on the bench and unleashed Roger, who took off immediately. Miles sighed at the sight of a happy and carefree Roger. Maybe he would be carefree someday as well. He shook his head at the thought. Nah, that wouldn’t happen, but a man could dream, right?

He unwrapped his ham and cheese sandwich and began eating. It was then that he noticed how hungry he was, and no wonder, because he hadn’t had breakfast. Miles was lost in his thoughts when someone sat beside him. He looked up and was pleasantly surprised. “Hey, Jack.” “Is it all right if I join you?” the handsome coroner asked. “Of course. But how come you’re at the park? I haven’t seen you here before,” Miles said.

Jack smiled. “That’s right, I haven’t been here before, but I heard a colleague talking about how quiet it is. So, I thought I’d check it out. And I’m glad I did,” he said, looking intensely at Miles, who blushed. “So, I guess that you come here often?” “Yep. Nearly every day. I need to walk Roger, and the park is the perfect place for him to get his exercise and play with other dogs,” Miles said.

Suddenly, Jack looked uncertain. “What is it?” asked Miles, who had seen the change in the man. Jack seemed to hesitate, but then he spoke. “I wanted to ask you a while ago, but somehow the time never seemed right.” He paused. Miles looked expectantly at Jack. “Okay, here it goes. Will you have dinner with me?” he said, and it was so out of the blue that it stunned Miles, who didn’t answer. He just stared at Jack. The coroner, who took that as a no, said, “It’s alright if you don’t want to.” “No no no. I would love to have dinner with you. It’s just that I hadn’t expected this. I was surprised,” Miles interrupted him. Jack smiled, and the relief was palpable. “So, when and where?” Miles asked.

Jack leaned back on the bench, his eyes never leaving Miles. “How about tonight?” he suggested. “I know it’s short notice, but I’ve been wanting to do this for a while.” Miles nodded, feeling a flutter in his chest. “Tonight works for me,” he said, his voice steady despite the rush of excitement. “Where do you want to go?” Jack thought for a moment before speaking. “There’s this little Italian place downtown, La Dolce Vita. I’ve heard great things about it, but I’ve never been there.”

Miles’ eyes lit up. “Perfect. I’ve been meaning to try it too. Let’s say seven o’clock?” They exchanged numbers, as they had only their work phone numbers. The simple act felt more significant than any case they had ever worked on together. The tension between them shifted, no longer the tightrope of a budding attraction but the anticipation of a shared evening. “It’s a date,” Jack said, the corner of his mouth quirking up. Miles couldn’t help but feel a thrill at the word. It had been a long time since he’d gone on one, and even longer since he’d felt this way about someone.

They decided to walk back to the station together, the conversation flowing easily as they discussed the mundane details of their lives outside the shadow of crime scenes. Miles talked about his passion for cooking and his efforts to teach Roger new tricks, while Jack spoke about his collection of rare books and his dreams of opening a bookstore one day. And for a moment, their troubles had vanished. As they approached the station, the real world intruded once more with the sirens and bustle. They paused, the weight of their unspoken feelings pressing down on them like the looming building.

Jack reached out and gently placed a hand on Miles’ shoulder. “Thank you for saying yes,” he said, his voice earnest. Miles looked into his brown eyes and felt a warmth spread through him. “Thank you for asking,” he replied, the words simple but sincere. Jack pressed his lips together. He said, “I wasn’t sure that you would agree to go out with me.” That made Miles frown. “Why wouldn’t I?” “Well, for one thing, I’m a coroner, and I examine dead bodies.” He paused, then quietly said, “Most people find it macabre.” “Yeah, well, most people find being a homicide detective and dead bodies a bad combination,” Miles chuckled. He thought that they could be a match made in heaven, but Miles kept that thought to himself.

With a final nod, they parted ways, each man lost in his thoughts. The rest of the day would be filled with paperwork and phone calls, but tonight, they had a dinner date to look forward to, a chance to explore the beginnings of something that might just offer a glimmer of hope in their otherwise bleak world.

Back at the office, Miles studied the footage again, zooming in and out, trying to make out any detail that could lead them to the killer. Whatever that thing was that had vanished into thin air, he was hell-bent on finding out its identity. But the figure seemed to be a ghost, appearing and disappearing without rhyme or reason. “This is useless,” Mike grumbled, throwing his pen down in frustration.

Miles leaned in, his gaze intense. “Or it’s deliberate,” he murmured. “What if he wants us to see him, knowing that we can’t catch him?” Mike’s eyes widened. It was a chilling thought. “But why?” “To taunt us, to stay in the game?” Miles shrugged. “We need to talk to Jack again. Maybe there’s something he’s missed. Something that could make sense of all this madness,” Mike suggested. Miles shook his head. “No need. I met him in the park while taking Roger for his walk. There’s nothing new at this moment. However, Jack is determined to find out more about the mysterious death of Lyle Johnson,” he informed his work partner.

Mike frowned. “So, you met at the park, uh? Was it a coincidence or...” “It was a coincidence,” Miles said. “And did you ask him out finally?” Mike asked, his focus now solely on Miles. “No, I did not,” Miles chuckled. “Oh hell, why not? Everyone can tell that you like each other,” he said. “I didn’t ask him because he beat me to it. Jack and I have a dinner date tonight,” Miles chuckled. “Well, good for you. It’s about damn time, too.”

Then Miles thought about why Mike hadn’t come with him to the park. “How is Grace?” he asked. Mike smiled. “She’s doing better already,” he answered. “Good, I’m glad she’s doing fine,” said Miles.

Miles arrived home feeling more drained than usual. The walls of his apartment, usually a sanctuary, now felt like they were closing in on him. He knew he needed to get ready for his dinner with Jack, but the thought of showering and picking out an outfit was almost too much. But he didn’t want to disappoint Jack. He knew he had to push through.

As he stepped into the shower, the hot water cascading over his shoulders, he couldn’t help but let his thoughts drift back to the case. Who was this killer who could cause such destruction and leave no trace? And why? The questions swirled in his head like the steam rising around him, obscuring the answers he desperately sought.

Choosing his outfit was a ritual of sorts. He selected a pair of navy dress pants and a gray turtleneck sweater that he knew would accentuate his muscular frame. He’d worn it before, and Jack had noticed. The fabric was soft against his skin, a gentle reminder of the man who had been on his mind all day. However, the feeling of unease from earlier grew stronger as he dressed. He tried to shake it off, focusing instead on the excitement of the date ahead. He’d never felt this way about anyone before, not even his ex-wife. There was something different about Jack, something that made him feel alive.

Miles’ ex-wife, Theresa, had been a huge mistake. Miles was still in the closet, and marrying Theresa had been a desperate action he regretted immediately. But by then, he was married. Theresa hadn’t known that Miles was, in fact, gay. And six months into their marriage, he had told her because Miles couldn’t pretend any longer. Theresa’s reaction had been a pleasant surprise because she had suspected that he wasn’t into women. Also, she appreciated that Miles hadn’t cheated on her with another man. Their divorce was amicable; they didn’t become best friends, but they also didn’t hate each other. 

However, as he studied himself in the mirror, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was a mistake. Could he balance a relationship with his demanding job? Could Jack handle the darker side of his work? Miles sighed and reminded himself that it was just dinner, a chance to get to know each other better. He could deal with the rest later.

Finally, with Roger giving him an encouraging tail wag, Miles headed out the door, feeling both nervous and excited for the evening ahead. As he locked the door, he couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder, the feeling of being watched lingering in the air. He shook his head, telling himself it was just paranoia from the case.

The sun was setting, casting a warm glow over the city. The buildings appeared to be on fire. As he drove to the restaurant, Miles’ mind was racing. Would Jack like the place? Would the conversation flow easily? Would their attraction translate to a real connection?

Pulling up outside La Dolce Vita, Miles took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. He checked his watch. He was five minutes early. He stepped out of the car and took in the quaint restaurant, the warm lights spilling onto the sidewalk. He could see Jack through the window, looking handsome in a dark suit, his sandy hair perfectly styled.
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Miles took a moment to compose himself, then opened the door. The scent of garlic and tomato sauce wafted out, and the sound of laughter and clinking glasses greeted him. Jack looked up, a smile breaking out on his face when he saw Miles. That smile was like a punch to the gut. It was at that moment that Miles knew, no matter what happened tonight, he was going to fall hard for this man.

The hostess led them to their table, and as they sat down, Miles felt a strange sensation. It was as if the outside world had melted away. The chatter of the restaurant faded into the background, leaving just the two of them in their own little bubble.

Jack looked up from the menu, catching Miles’ gaze. “You okay?” he asked, his eyes filled with concern. Miles nodded, trying to shake off the foreboding feeling that had haunted him all afternoon. “Yeah, just a long day.” The words came out more clipped than he intended, but Jack seemed to understand. He set his menu aside and reached for Miles’ hand, giving it a comforting squeeze. “This is our time, okay?” he said gently. “Let’s just enjoy it. We need to let go every once in a while; otherwise, we would land in the nuthouse,” he whispered.

Miles smiled faintly; he knew that Jack was right. It wouldn’t do him any good to dwell on things that had already happened. Here he was, with the man of his dreams; so, he might as well enjoy the company and the food. “I guess that you’re right. So, yes, let’s enjoy the evening.” And each other afterward, but he kept that thought to himself.

They ordered their drinks and meals. Miles chose the creamy tomato soup as an appetizer and the lasagna for the main course. Jack ordered the caprese salad and the pasta carbonara for the main course. Both men ordered a glass of red wine and a glass of sparkling water. They would have ordered a bottle of red wine, but they came by car, which meant they had to drive back.

As they waited for their food, they talked about everything except work. The waiter put the wine and sparkling water in front of them. Before he left, he let them know that the appetizers would be served soon. “Well, to good food and even better company,” Jack said as he raised his glass. “Miles raised his glass, and then they both sipped from the delicious house wine.

Jack stared deep into Miles’ eyes, throwing him off guard when he suddenly whispered, “You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.” Miles blushed because this wasn’t what he had expected. He knew that Jack liked him, but that the man would be so, well, straight to the point was unexpected. “Uh, thank you,” Miles softly said because he didn’t know how else to answer.

Jack smiled warmly. He said, “I guess that you’re not used to getting compliments? Although I don’t understand, because you’re a very handsome man,” Jack said, looking very serious. “No, I guess not. But then again, I’m not dating much,” he quietly replied. Jack was about to ask more when the waiter stopped by their table with the tomato soup for Miles and the caprese salad for Jack.

They ate in silence, both enjoying the delicious food and the quietness. Both men had a hectic day and welcomed the silence and soft singing of Andrea Bocelli in the background. “That really was delicious,” said Miles after he finished his soup. “My salad was to die for,” Jack grinned.

As their main course arrived, both took a moment to appreciate the artistry of their meals before digging in. They ate with gusto, and the rich flavors of the Italian cuisine seemed to meld with their determination, fueling them for the long road ahead. “God, this really tastes wonderful,” Jack moaned, making Miles’ stomach do all kinds of flip-flops. “Yes, the food is excellent,” Miles agreed, and it was all he could do not to moan in ecstasy. “Here, do you want to taste the lasagna? It really is heaven,” offered Miles. Jack nodded and opened his mouth, and Miles fed him a forkful of the delicious meal.

It was an intimate moment between the men, and both were aware of that fact, and they couldn’t care. “Now, taste this,” Jack said as he held a forkful of the pasta carbonara in front of Miles. Miles opened his mouth and closed his eyes when he tasted the heavenly food. “Damn, that tastes so good,” he said, and now he did moan softly. Jack smiled, and there was a promise in his eyes. Miles wondered if Jack would say yes to a nightcap. A better question was, did he dare ask him?

“So,” began Miles. “What made you think of meeting here? I mean, you said you’ve never been here before,” he asked, looking expectantly at the gorgeous coroner. “Would you believe me if I told you that I have Italian roots?” That made Miles frown. “I’m sorry, but did you say that you’re Italian?” Miles whispered in disbelief. That made Jack laugh. “Well, I’m half Italian and half American. My mother is American, and my father is from Italy,” Jack explained.

Jack explained that his father’s side of the family still lived in northern Italy and that he had often visited them. Miles would love to visit Italy one day, with Jack, of course. But he kept that thought to himself. Hell, it was only dinner with the man; they hadn’t even kissed. However, Miles hoped to change that soon.

As the evening progressed, Miles found himself laughing more than he had in months. The tension in his shoulders was slowly easing with every shared smile. They talked about their favorite movies, books, and music. It was a dance of words, a delicate exchange of interests and dreams that painted a picture of who they were outside the roles they played in the grim tapestry of their jobs.

However, later that evening, after they had finished dessert, the case they were working on arose. Since both were involved in solving the case, neither had problems discussing the matter. It was like a storm cloud on the horizon, impossible to ignore. Miles couldn’t help but feel the weight of it, the unspoken knowledge that they were both caught in the same storm.

Jack suggested they take a walk so they could talk freely. One never knew who might be listening in on their conversations. “Good idea. I’ve eaten a bit too much, and a walk would do me good,” he replied. Jack paid, and they left. Miles had protested when Jack insisted he’d paid for the food after all; he was the one who had invited Miles. “Okay, but next time it’s my turn,” Miles insisted. “Absolutely,” Jack grinned.

In the first few minutes, they walked in silence. Then Jack’s hand on his arm stopped him. “What are we looking at here, Miles?” he asked, his eyes searching. “What kind of monster does something like this? I mean, the victim’s insides were liquid. The skin was intact, no damage or wounds whatsoever,” Jack whispered. He scanned the area, then looked back at Miles. “It’s almost as if...” Jack stopped. “Talk to me, Jack. What do you think about what happened to the victim?” he asked, because every thought, every clue was welcome and could be a breakthrough.

Jack seemed unsure but shared his thoughts nevertheless. It was a measure of how much he trusted Miles. “The way the victim was killed, well, I believe that could only be done magically.” That made Miles frown. “You really think that magic could be involved?” he asked. “I know it sounds absurd, but yes, I do,” said Jack. Miles looked thoughtful. He said, “That thought never crossed my mind. But yes, it makes sense. What else is capable of hurting a person inside but leaves the skin intact?”

Jack beamed at Miles. “So, you don’t dismiss the idea?” he asked. Miles shook his head. “No, I certainly don’t. Tomorrow I will speak with Mike. We must approach the case from an entirely different angle if magic really is involved,” Miles replied solemnly. Jack nodded, and the relief was palpable.

And as they stood there, in the dark of the night, Miles felt something shift inside him. Jack’s hand remained on Miles’ forearm, his thumb stroking a gentle rhythm that sent shivers down Miles’ spine. It was a reminder that amidst the horror, there was warmth and compassion. That maybe, just maybe, they could find some semblance of peace in each other’s company. The anticipation was palpable, the air thick with the unspoken desires that had been simmering beneath the surface all night. Finally, Miles dared to ask Jack for a nightcap in his apartment.
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“It’s a nice apartment,” Jack said as he eyed the living room. The kitchen was separated from the living room by a counter. So, the apartment looked very spacious. He watched Miles standing at the coffee machine when the man suddenly turned and looked straight at him. “What kind of coffee do you like? This machine can make almost everything,” he explained. “Just regular coffee, black, no sugar,” Jack replied. “Okay, coming right up,” Miles said as he pushed the button, and a moment later the machine began to grind the beans.

They lingered over their coffee, the conversation growing quiet. Miles took a deep breath and leaned in, his heart pounding in his chest. “Jack,” he began, his voice low and earnest. “I know this isn’t the time or the place, but I need to tell you something.” Jack met his gaze, his own eyes filled with a mix of hope and trepidation. “What is it?” “I... I think I’m falling for you,” Miles confessed, the words spilling out before he could take them back.

Jack’s smile was like the sun breaking through the clouds. “I think I might be falling for you, too, Miles,” he said, his voice soft and full of promise. The moment hung there, suspended in time, as they both processed the gravity of their confessions.

Before Miles could say another word, Jack leaned in, and their lips met in a kiss that was both gentle and demanding. It was as if a dam had burst within them, releasing a flood of pent-up desire. Miles felt Jack’s hand sliding down his side, finding its way to his crotch. The touch was electric, and he gasped into the kiss. Jack’s fingers began to work their magic, tracing the outline of his erection, and Miles realized that Jack wasn’t just okay with taking the lead; he craved it.

The kiss grew more intense, their tongues dancing together as Jack’s hand began to massage him in earnest. The sensation was almost too much to handle, but Miles didn’t want it to end. He reached for Jack’s hand and guided it, showing him exactly how he liked it. The moan that escaped Jack’s lips was music to his ears.

With a sudden move, Jack broke the kiss and looked up at Miles with a glint in his eye. “Can we take this somewhere more comfortable?” he whispered, his breath warm and sweet. Miles nodded, unable to form coherent words, his body already singing with anticipation. He took Jack’s hand and led him down the hallway to his bedroom, the floorboards creaking softly under their feet.

The room was dimly lit, the curtains drawn to keep out the prying eyes of the city outside. The bed was a mess from a restless night, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the connection between them. Miles sat on the edge of the bed, his heart racing as Jack stepped closer, his hand never leaving Miles’s erection.

Jack knelt before him, his eyes never leaving Miles’ as he unzipped his pants. He pulled Miles’s cock free, and the cool air made him gasp. Jack’s hand was warm and sure, his touch sending waves of pleasure through Miles’ body. “Is this okay?” he asked, his voice thick with lust. Miles nodded, his eyes fluttering closed as Jack’s grip tightened.

The stroking grew more insistent, and Miles felt himself losing control. He was so close to the edge, and he knew that Jack was feeling the same. “Jack,” he panted, “I need more.” Jack took the hint, his hand moving faster, his thumb circling the sensitive tip.

Miles felt his orgasm approaching, a crescendo building within him. “Take me in your mouth,” he begged, and Jack complied, swallowing his cock in one swift motion. The sensation was exquisite, and Miles’ hips jerked in response. Jack’s mouth was wet and hot, and he sucked with a passion that was almost frightening in its intensity.

Miles’ vision swam as he reached for Jack’s head, his fingers tangling in the soft strands of his hair. He could feel the tension coiling in his balls, the sweet release just moments away. “Jack,” he warned, his voice strained. “I’m going to come.”

Jack’s response was a muffled groan, his mouth working faster. And then it hit him, the orgasm tearing through Miles like a storm. He threw his head back and moaned loudly, his entire body shaking with the force of it.

Jack didn’t stop, though. He swallowed every drop, looking up at Miles with a wicked smile. “Now, it’s my turn,” he said, standing and stripping off his clothes with a fluid grace that left Miles’ mouth watering.

Miles eagerly returned the favor, his eyes devouring every inch of Jack’s toned body. He took Jack’s cock into his mouth, savoring the taste of him. This was it; this was what he had been waiting for, the moment when their professional boundaries crumbled away, leaving only passion and desire.

They moved to the bed, their bodies tangled together in an erotic dance that seemed to go on forever. The outside world had ceased to exist, and all that mattered was the friction between them, the gasps of pleasure, and the thud of their hearts in sync.

Jack’s fingers danced over Miles’ body, exploring every inch of him. He found his way to Miles’ ass, teasing his opening with one slick digit. Miles arched into the touch, wanting more. “Jack, please,” he begged, his voice a needy whisper.

Jack’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he leaned in, kissing Miles’ neck. “I’ve got you,” he murmured, his voice thick with desire. He added another finger, pushing gently but firmly inside. Miles’ muscles tightened around him, and he moaned in pleasure.

With every stroke, Jack’s touch grew more confident, more demanding. He knew exactly how to play Miles’ body like a fine instrument, drawing out every note of pleasure. Miles’ hands gripped the bedsheets, his knuckles white with the effort of holding back.

Jack leaned back, taking in the sight of Miles sprawled before him, desperate and needy. He reached for the bottle of lube and slicked his cock, watching Miles’ eyes widen with anticipation. “Ready?” he asked, his voice a low growl. Miles nodded frantically, and Jack lined himself up with Miles’ waiting hole.

With one smooth motion, Jack pushed inside, filling Miles completely. The sensation was overwhelming, and Miles cried out, his body shaking. Jack stilled, giving Miles a moment to adjust, before he began to move again. It was a slow, steady rhythm that had Miles’ eyes rolling back in his head.

Their bodies moved in perfect sync, their breathing harsh and ragged. The only sounds in the room were the slap of skin on skin and the occasional muffled cry of pleasure. It was raw and real, a moment of pure, unbridled passion that neither had ever experienced before.

Jack leaned forward and placed a deep, demanding kiss on Miles’s mouth. Their tongues danced together as Jack pressed his erection deeper into Miles’s body. Miles could feel himself getting closer, his body tightening with every thrust. “Jack,” he moaned, his voice breaking. “I’m going to come.”

Jack’s eyes snapped to Miles’, his own need written clearly on his face. “Then, come for me,” he said, his voice a command that Miles couldn’t refuse. He picked up the pace, driving into Miles with everything he had.

And then it was too much. Miles’ body shuddered with the force of his orgasm, his cock spurting hot cum between their bodies. Jack followed close behind, his own climax tearing through him like wildfire.

They collapsed onto the bed, both panting heavily. Jack pulled Miles into his arms, their sticky bodies pressing together. They lay there for a moment, their hearts beating together in the quiet of the night.

Miles looked up at Jack, his eyes filled with something new. It was more than just lust or desire. It was a connection that went deeper than either of them had expected. “That was... incredible,” he said, his voice still shaky. Jack smiled, kissing the top of Miles’ head. “It was,” he agreed.
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The next morning, Miles woke to the sound of his phone buzzing on the nightstand, Jack’s name lighting up the screen. He picked it up, feeling a mix of excitement and trepidation. “Hello?” “Hey Miles,” Jack’s voice was warm and familiar, despite the awkwardness of the morning after. “How are you?”

Miles took a deep breath, trying to shake off the feeling of emptiness that had settled in his chest when Jack had left after their lovemaking. “I’m... fine. Just getting ready for the day,” he said, his voice still thick with sleep. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to just bail on you,” Jack said, the sincerity in his tone unmistakable.

“It’s okay,” Miles assured him. “You had to get home. But you’re right, we do need to talk about this magic angle.” “Exactly. It’s definitely not something we can ignore,” Jack agreed. “I’ll swing by the precinct around noon. We’ll grab some lunch and talk it over,” he suggested. “Sounds good,” Miles said, feeling a weight lift from his shoulders.

After their call, Miles went through his morning routine with a newfound sense of purpose. He showered, letting the hot water wash away the last of the tension from the night before. He made coffee, the smell of the dark roast grounds filling the air. He fed Roger and took him for a quick walk, the cold wind slapping at his face as he pondered over the case.

The streets were still quiet, the city slowly coming to life around them. The sun carefully peeked through the clouds, casting a weak light over the sidewalks that seemed to mirror the uncertainty in Miles’ heart. He knew that today would be the day they’d have to dive deep into the unexplained, the kind of case that could make or break them.

As they approached the precinct, Roger’s ears perked up, and Miles knew the dog was sensing the shift in his mood. “It’s going to be okay, buddy,” Miles murmured, patting the dog’s head. “We’re going to catch the person who killed Mr. Johnson.”

Inside, the station was buzzing with the usual mix of caffeine and chaos. Miles settled into his desk, the stack of paperwork for the Johnson case looming before him. The image of Rosie’s tears still haunted him, the echo of her pain a constant reminder of why he did this job.

Mike arrived a minute after Miles. “Good morning,” Mike greeted. Miles noticed how tired he looked. “Are you okay?” “Yeah, just tired because of the lack of sleep. Grace was coughing a lot. But the worst is behind her, according to the doctor. But tell me about your dinner date with the coroner,” Mike asked.

Miles eyed his work partner; he had to tell him about last night, about Jack’s thoughts that magic could be involved. “That’s what I wanted to talk about. Not the date but other things,” he said without preamble. Mike frowned. Okay, talk,” he said, while looking expectantly at the man who sat at the desk opposite him. “Jack thinks magic might be involved,” he continued, his voice low enough to avoid the curious ears of their colleagues. “What?” Mike’s disbelief was palpable. “Yeah, I know it sounds crazy, but we can’t ignore it.”

Mike agreed to discuss the matter in the interrogation room, a place they often used for serious discussions that required privacy. Miles’ mind raced with the implications of Jack’s theory. Magic. It was something they had never encountered before, but the evidence was too strange to dismiss. Of course, they had heard about a magical community, but that was all.

When Mike sat down, he had a look of skepticism mixed with concern. “What’s this about magic?” he asked, his brow furrowed. Miles laid out what Jack had told him, watching his partner’s expression shift from doubt to contemplation. “Well, it’s true that we’ve seen some weird shit in our time,” Mike said slowly. “But magic? That’s a new one.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the gravity of the situation weighing on them. “We have to keep an open mind, Mike,” Miles insisted, his voice firm. “We owe it to Lyle, to his family, to follow every lead, no matter how unlikely they seem.”

Mike nodded, the realization setting in. “You’re right. We would be lousy detectives if we didn’t investigate every single lead. We’ll talk to Jack; I want to hear what he has to say,” he said, his voice resigned. “But where do we even start?” “I took the liberty of calling Jack; he’ll be here any minute,” said Miles.

Just then, the door to the interrogation room opened, and Jack walked in, his lab coat flapping behind him. The tension in the air grew thicker, a silent acknowledgment of the shift in their relationship. But now wasn’t the time for that. They had a murderer to catch, and if that meant venturing into the realm of the unexplained, so be it.

They sat around the table, the silence stretching taut. Miles took a deep breath, breaking the tension. “Alright, let’s lay all our cards on the table. Jack, tell us what you found and share your thoughts,” he said, his eyes fixed on the medical examiner.

Jack pulled out his notepad, his hand steady despite the gravity of what he was about to say. “The injuries sustained by Lyle... they’re not consistent with any known weapon or method of killing. It’s as if his insides were... liquefied. The weird thing is that the rest of the body is intact. This is not normal.”

Mike leaned back in his chair, his eyes wide. “What are we dealing with here, Jack?” he demanded. Jack pressed his lips together. “I’ve been going over some of my grandmother’s old texts as soon as I got home last night,” he began. “She was into the occult, and there’s a spell—” “Hold up,” Mike interrupted. “We’re going full woo-woo on this?”
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