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The coffee tastes like regret and burnt rubber, but I drink it anyway because it's the only warm thing in this building that doesn't talk back.

Eleven-fourteen PM on a Friday, and I'm the last detective in the bullpen. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead like trapped insects—one of them flickers every nine seconds. I've counted. That's where I am right now. Counting the flicker rate of a dying light tube because the alternative is staring at the file open on my desk and feeling the familiar sick pull of failure.

Dominic Reyes. Twenty-four years old. Dark hair, easy smile, worked as a bartender at a place called The Roost downtown. Found in the alley behind a nightclub two years ago, slumped against a dumpster like someone had tossed him out with the trash. Ruling: accidental overdose. Case closed.

Except it wasn't accidental, and the case isn't closed. Not for me. I turn the autopsy photo facedown and take another sip of the coffee.

"Hale." Sergeant Chen appears at the edge of my desk like she materialized from the institutional carpet. She does that—moves without sound, shows up when you least want company. "Go home."

"I'm finishing reports."

"You finished those two hours ago. I watched you do it." She crosses her arms. She's five-foot-four and could stare down a charging rhino. "When's the last time you ate something that didn't come from a vending machine?"

"I had a sandwich."

"When?"

I think about it. "Tuesday."

"It's Friday."

"I'm aware."

Chen looks at the file on my desk. At the photo turned facedown. Something shifts behind her eyes—not pity, which I wouldn't tolerate, but something quieter. Understanding, maybe. "He's not going anywhere, Marcus. The file will be here Monday."

She's right. Dominic Reyes will still be dead on Monday, and every Monday after that, and no amount of staring at his autopsy photos in a cold bullpen will change it. But leaving feels like giving up, and giving up is the one thing I've never learned how to do.

"Fifteen minutes," I tell her.

"I'll believe that when I see it."

She leaves. I close the file, stack it in the drawer, and lean back in my chair until it creaks. My neck pops. My shoulders are cement. I should go to the gym. I should go home and sleep in an actual bed instead of waking up at my desk with keyboard impressions on my cheek like some kind of cliché.

I should do a lot of things.

The radio on my desk crackles before I can add to the list.

All units, 10-10 in progress at 412 Lexington, The Roost bar and lounge. Multiple subjects involved, possible weapons, requesting backup—

I'm out of my chair before the dispatcher finishes. Jacket, keys, badge—the holy trinity. I'm moving toward the door, adrenaline cutting through the exhaustion like a blade through fog, and something in the back of my skull is already screaming.

The Roost.

Same bar. Same goddamn bar.

•  •  •
[image: ]


I smell the place before I see it. Beer and sweat and that particular copper tang that means someone's bleeding. Two patrol cars are already angled across the curb, lights painting the building in alternating red and blue. The bass from inside thumps through the walls, and over it, shouting—the ugly, raw kind that means a fight isn't winding down, it's escalating.

I badge my way past the uniform at the door and step into chaos.

The Roost is a mid-size queer bar—I know this from the file, from two years of research, from satellite images and floor plans and property records. What the file didn't prepare me for is the reality of it at full volume on a Friday night. Neon lights in every color slash through a haze of vape smoke. The bar stretches the full length of the left wall, bottles backlit in violet and teal. The dance floor is half-cleared, tables shoved aside, and in the center of the wreckage, two men are grappling on the floor while a third bleeds from his nose onto a pile of broken glass.

Patrol is trying to separate them. Not going well—one of the fighters is the size of a refrigerator and about as willing to cooperate. I scan the room the way I was trained: exits, weapons, bystanders, threats. Back door, kitchen entrance, main door behind me. Broken bottle on the floor—potential weapon. A cluster of people pressed against the far wall, phones out, filming. A couple near the bathrooms, one holding the other back. And behind the bar—

Behind the bar, there's a man.

He's pressing a towel to a patron's forehead with one hand and gesturing violently with the other, shouting at a bouncer twice his size. "Get those assholes out of my bar, Nick! I'm not losing another mirror to these dipshits—do you know how much that thing cost?"

He's maybe five-ten. Lean, toned, the kind of build you get from hauling cases of liquor and being on your feet fourteen hours a day. Dark curls pulled up in a bun that's half-collapsed, pieces framing his face, sticking to his temples with sweat. Olive skin. A small silver ring in his left nostril that catches the neon. He's wearing a black crop top with some kind of mesh panel at the sides, and there's blood on it—not his, probably—and glitter on his cheekbones, and his eyes are this impossible color between brown and green that the purple light turns to amber.

He looks like the most chaotic thing I have ever seen.

My chest does something I don't have a name for, so I ignore it and push forward.

"Detective Hale, Major Crimes." I hold up my badge to the nearest patrol officer—kid named Vasquez who looks like he'd rather be literally anywhere else. "What have we got?"

"Started about twenty minutes ago, sir. Argument between three males in the back corner escalated to physical. Possible drug involvement—one of the responding officers found a baggie under a table, waiting on confirmation. We've got two in custody, one being treated by EMS, and about forty witnesses who all have different stories."

Drug involvement. Back corner. I glance toward the corner in question—the same corner that shows up in my file. Same corner where Dominic Reyes used to notice regulars who ordered one drink and sat for hours. My jaw tightens.

"Anyone leave before you arrived?"

Vasquez checks his notes. "At least two males exited through the rear before we could secure it. Bouncer says he didn't get a good look."

Of course he didn't.

I survey the room again. Most of the crowd is filtering toward the exits now, coats and bags in hand, the night officially ruined. The two fighters are being walked out in cuffs, the injured man loaded onto a stretcher. The music has finally stopped, and without it, the bar feels gutted—just sticky floors and broken glass and the smell of spilled liquor.

And the bartender.

He's still behind the bar, still talking—to the bouncer, to a woman with short dark hair who looks like management, to a patron crying in the corner, all at once, somehow, like he's conducting an orchestra of disasters. His voice carries: warm, fast, a little rough, the kind of voice that's been shouting over music all night and doesn't know how to turn down.

"—told Pete three months ago we needed better cameras back there. Does he listen? No. Of course not. Because why would we invest in basic security when we could spend three grand on a new sound system nobody asked for—"

I approach. He doesn't notice me until I'm directly in front of the bar, and when he looks up, his eyes do a full-body scan of me that I feel in my spine. Down to my shoes, back up to my badge, lingering on my shoulders, my jaw, my mouth—then meeting my eyes with an expression that's somewhere between challenge and delight.

"Well," he says. "They're sending detectives for bar fights now? I'm flattered."

"I need a statement," I tell him.

"I need a new mirror and a Xanax, but we can't all get what we want, Detective...?" He glances at my badge, tilting his head. "Hale. Detective Hale. That's very on-brand. You look like a Hale. All jawline and disappointment."

Something in my chest twitches again. I crush it. "Were you behind the bar when the altercation started?"

"Altercation. God, that's sexy." He grins, and it's the kind of grin that's gotten people in trouble since the invention of mouths. "Yeah, I was behind the bar. I'm always behind the bar. I'm basically a decorative fixture at this point."

"Did you see what started it?"

"Two guys in the corner started pushing each other. The big one threw a chair. The other one threw a punch. Then it was just a free-for-all. Can I go back to checking on my customers now, or do you need me to reenact it in interpretive dance?"

I should be annoyed. I am annoyed. This is an active scene and he's treating it like amateur hour at a comedy club, and he's still got blood on his shirt and glitter on his face and he smells like lime and something warm underneath, something that isn't the bar. And his eyes are doing that thing again—scanning me, cataloguing, reading. Like he's used to figuring people out from behind a bar rail and he's decided I'm his next project.

"I'm going to need you to come to the precinct and give a formal statement."

The grin flickers. "Tonight? It's almost midnight. I've got a bar to close and—"

"Tonight. The sooner we take your statement, the sooner we can figure out what happened."

"I just told you what happened. Two idiots had a pissing contest and broke my mirror."

"There may have been illegal activity occurring in this establishment before the fight broke out. That makes this more than a bar brawl."

Something crosses his face—fast enough that most people would miss it, but I don't miss things. It's not guilt. It's surprise, followed by a flicker of something that looks like recognition, followed by a shutter coming down. He covers it with another smile, but this one is tighter.

"I don't know anything about illegal activity. I pour drinks and look pretty. That's the whole job description."

"Then you'll have nothing to worry about at the precinct. Let's go."

"Am I being arrested?"

"You're being asked to cooperate."

He leans forward, forearms on the bar, and looks up at me through those ridiculous lashes. "And if I don't want to cooperate?"

"Then I start considering why a bartender at a bar with a known history is so reluctant to answer routine questions."

"Known history? This bar doesn't have a—" He stops. Something shifts in his expression. Quieter now, the performance dropping for half a second, and underneath it he looks younger than I first thought. "Known history of what?"

I shouldn't have said that. I'm tipping my hand. "Come to the precinct. Give your statement. Go home."

"I'm not going anywhere until I know my customers are okay and my bar is locked up." He crosses his arms. The crop top rides up. I don't look. I don't. "You want me, you wait."

Something about the phrasing hits different than he intended—or maybe exactly as he intended—and the air between us goes tight for a beat too long.

"You've got fifteen minutes," I say.

"I've got however long it takes, Detective." He picks up a broom and starts sweeping broken glass, effectively dismissing me.

I stand there for three seconds longer than I should. Then I turn and go coordinate with patrol, and I do not think about the strip of olive skin above his waistband or the way his voice cracked when he asked known history of what.

I do not.

•  •  •
[image: ]


He takes forty-five minutes.

I spend them interviewing other witnesses, reviewing the initial patrol report, and not watching the bartender through the window as he sweeps and talks and presses his hand to the bouncer's shoulder and laughs at something the dark-haired woman says—a real laugh, his whole body tipping forward with it, and the sound carries even through glass.

His name is Jamie Rossi. The bouncer is Nick Papadopoulos. The woman is Carla Vega, bar manager. The owner is Pete Morello, who is conspicuously absent on a Friday night when his bar just got trashed. I file that.

When Rossi finally comes outside, he's got a denim jacket over the crop top and a backpack slung over one shoulder. He looks tired under the bravado, purple shadows under his eyes that the glitter doesn't quite hide.

"Chariot awaits?" he asks, looking at my unmarked sedan like it's a personal insult.

"Get in."

He opens the back door.

"You can sit in the front."

"Where's the fun in that?" He slides into the back seat, right behind the cage partition, and grins at me through the mesh. "This is very Law and Order. Should I ask for my lawyer?"

"You're not under arrest, Rossi. You're giving a voluntary statement."

"Jamie. Nobody calls me Rossi except my landlord when rent's late." He puts his seatbelt on and settles back, legs spread, one arm along the seat back, like he's being chauffeured. "So, Detective Hale. You do this a lot? Pick up guys from bars at midnight?"

I start the car. "Only the ones who won't shut up when they're told."

He laughs—that full-body thing again. It fills the car. It fills a space in the car I didn't know was empty.

"I like you," he announces. "You're like a brick wall with a badge. Very authoritative. Very 'I could bench-press you without breaking a sweat.' I bet you were military."

I say nothing. I don't confirm or deny personal details with people I'm transporting.

"Army? Marines? You've got that 'I've eaten MREs in a sandstorm' energy."

Nothing.

"Silent treatment. Hot." He props his chin on his hand and watches me through the rearview mirror. "You know, most people warm up to me eventually. I'm very charming. It's been clinically documented."

"By who?"

"A girl in college told me I had a magnetic personality. Then she stole my jacket. So, you know, mixed reviews."

Against every instinct, something tugs at the corner of my mouth. I kill it before it becomes anything recognizable. He sees it anyway. Those eyes miss nothing.

"Oh my God, was that almost a smile? Did Detective Tall, Dark, and Constipated almost crack a smile? Someone document this—"

"We're here."

I pull into the precinct lot. Cut the engine. In the rearview mirror, his face is lit by the orange glow of the parking lot lamps, and the glitter on his cheekbones looks like something incendiary. He catches me looking. Of course he does. He catches everything.

He doesn't say anything about it. Instead, he winks—slow, deliberate, like a dare—and opens the door.

"Lead the way, Detective," he says, stepping out. "I promise to be on my worst behavior."

I watch him walk toward the precinct entrance, backpack bouncing, hips swaying in those ridiculous jeans, every line of his body telegraphing trouble.

My hands are tight on the steering wheel. My pulse is doing something it hasn't done in years—something I thought I'd successfully killed along with every other inconvenient desire.

I take one breath. Then another. Then I get out of the car and follow him inside, because that's my job—following evidence wherever it leads, even when every instinct tells me the trail is going to burn me alive.

The fluorescent lights of the precinct swallow us both, and the night is just getting started.
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Here's the thing about holding cells: they're exactly as depressing as you'd expect, but with worse lighting.

The bench is metal and bolted to the wall and apparently designed by someone who has never once in their life sat down on purpose. The fluorescent tube overhead hums at a frequency that's slowly liquefying my brain. There's a drunk guy to my left who's been telling me about his divorce for the past forty minutes—name's Gary, wife left him for his chiropractor, which honestly I respect because have you seen chiropractor forearms?—and a woman asleep on the opposite bench who is absolutely, without question, living her best life right now. I envy her. I want to be her. Instead I'm perched on this slab of government-issue metal with dried blood on my shirt that isn't mine and glitter on my face that is, and I'm trying to decide which of my life choices specifically led to this moment.

All of them, probably. All of them led here.

"So then she says, 'Gary, I need space,'" Gary continues, swaying gently. "And I'm like, the apartment is eleven hundred square feet, Linda. How much space do you need? Buy a storage unit."

"Gary," I say, patting his arm. "You deserved better."

"I really did." He sniffs. "You're a good kid. What are you in for?"

"Failure to shut my mouth in the presence of law enforcement."

"That'll do it."

It will, apparently. It absolutely will do it, because here I am, in a holding cell at midnight on a Friday, because I couldn't stop talking when a cop told me to. Specifically, I couldn't stop talking when that cop told me to, because something about six-foot-two of exhausted authority in a rumpled suit telling me to sit down and be quiet activated a part of my brain that has never once in twenty-six years made a good decision.

Make me, Detective.

Why did I say that? Why did I say that? Who says that? Who looks at a man built like a weapon with a badge and a permanent frown and eyes like black coffee—no sugar, no cream, just bitter and dark and exactly the thing you reach for when you're desperate—and says make me like it's a flirtation and not a death wish?

Me. I do that. That's my whole brand.

I lean my head against the wall and close my eyes and think about the bar. The broken mirror. The blood. Nick's face when the first punch landed—I've never seen him move that fast, and Nick is big but he's not quick, not usually, except when someone's in danger and then he becomes a freight train with a heart of gold. Carla's hands shaking while she called 911, even though her voice was steady. The couple in the corner who'd been on a first date—I'd been watching them all night, two women in their thirties trying to act casual while their knees touched under the table—and when the fight broke out, one of them shielded the other with her body. Instinct. No hesitation.

I hope they're okay. I hope everyone's okay. I hope my bar is okay, which is a stupid thing to think because it's not my bar, it's Pete's bar. I just work there. I just pour the drinks and learn the names and remember the orders and make it the kind of place where two women on a first date feel safe enough to let their knees touch.

Or I did. Until tonight.

The door to holding buzzes open and a uniform steps in. "Rossi? Detective Hale wants your statement."

My stomach does something completely inappropriate. "Which one's Hale?"

The uniform gives me a flat look. "The one who brought you in."

Right. Of course. Detective Tall, Dark, and Constipated. Because the universe has a sense of humor and I am always, always the punchline.

•  •  •
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They put me in a room that's basically a concrete box with a table and two chairs and a mirror that's definitely one-way because I've seen literally any cop show ever made. I sit in the less comfortable chair—there's a hierarchy even in chair comfort, apparently—and I wait.

I check my reflection in the one-way glass. The glitter has migrated from my cheekbones to my jawline, which honestly looks better anyway. The blood on my crop top has dried to an ugly brown that even I can't make work. My hair's a disaster, half out of the bun, curls doing whatever they want because they've given up on me as a responsible guardian. My nails—painted black yesterday, already chipping—are drumming on the metal table because my hands don't know how to be still. They never have. Nonna used to say I came out of the womb gesturing.

The door opens.

And look—I noticed him at the bar. Obviously I noticed him. You'd have to be dead from the neck down not to notice a man like that walking into your establishment with a badge and a jawline that could open mail. But the bar was chaos and adrenaline and I was busy and he was just another shape in a uniform I didn't ask for.

Now, in this small quiet room with nothing to distract me, I have time to actually look. And God help me, I look.

He's big. Not gym-bro big, not for-show big. The kind of big that comes from years of using your body like a tool—dense, functional, the muscle packed on without vanity. His shoulders fill the doorway. His hands, wrapped around a file folder, are enormous—scarred knuckles, a watch with a scratched face, veins running up forearms that strain the rolled cuffs of his dress shirt. His shirt is white, or it was white once, and his tie is loosened, and his collar is unbuttoned, and there's a shadow of stubble along a jaw that looks like it was cut from something that doesn't forgive.

His eyes are dark. Not warm dark—cold dark, the way deep water is cold. The kind of dark that makes you think about what's underneath.

He has bags under those eyes. He has frown lines that look like they were installed at the factory. There's the faintest thread of silver at his temples, just a touch, just enough to make me think about running my fingers through it and then immediately stop thinking about that because I am in a police station and I need to focus.

He sits across from me. Opens the folder. Clicks a recorder. His movements are precise, economical, nothing wasted. Every action deliberate. Like a man who's catalogued every possible version of this moment and chosen the most efficient one.

"For the record," he says, and his voice is lower than I remembered—rougher, like gravel under tires—"state your full name."

"James Anthony Rossi. Jamie. Nobody calls me James except my mother when she's angry, and she's always angry, so—"

"Date of birth."

"March 14th. Same as Einstein. I like to think we share an energy."

Nothing. Not a flicker. He writes something on a legal pad. His handwriting is small and precise, and I want to lean across the table to read it, but I also want to continue living.

"Occupation."

"Bartender at The Roost. Part-time manager, if we're being generous. Full-time manager, if you ask me. Nobody asks me." I'm rambling. I know I'm rambling. My mouth does this when I'm nervous—starts producing words like a factory with no quality control. "How about you, Detective? You enjoy this? Spending your Friday nights in windowless rooms with people who'd rather be literally anywhere else?"

"Address."

"Are you asking me out?"

His pen stops. He looks up. Those cold-water eyes fix on me, and I swear the temperature in the room drops three degrees. "Mr. Rossi."

"Jamie."

"Mr. Rossi. A fight broke out in your bar tonight that resulted in injuries, property damage, and the discovery of a controlled substance. This is not a social call. I need you to answer my questions clearly and completely so we can determine your level of involvement."

"My level of—" I sit forward, indignation cutting through the flirtation like a knife. "I wasn't involved. I was behind the bar doing my job. Two guys started swinging and I tried to keep my customers from getting hurt. That's it. That's the whole story."

"Then walk me through it. From the beginning. No editorializing."

"You're really taking the fun out of this."

"This isn't supposed to be fun."

I lean back, cross my arms, stretch my legs out under the table. His eyes track the movement—fast, barely perceptible, but I catch it because reading people is what I do. It's my superpower. Eight years behind a bar and I can tell you within thirty seconds of someone sitting down what they're drinking, what they're hiding, and whether they're going to cry by last call.

Detective Marcus Hale is hiding something. I can't see the shape of it yet, but it's there in the way his jaw locks when I get too close, the way his hands grip the pen a fraction too tight, the way his posture is so controlled it loops back around to being its own kind of tell. People who are naturally relaxed don't sit like that. People who are comfortable in their own skin don't hold themselves like they're afraid of what happens if they loosen a single bolt.

He's a door braced shut against a flood. I recognize the engineering because I use the opposite design—I open every door, every window, let everything in and out so fast that nobody notices I never let them into the actual building.

"Fine," I say. "No editorializing. The night started at seven. I opened with Nick—he's our bouncer, Nick Papadopoulos, big Greek guy, heart of gold, you met him. We expected a busy one because Friday plus payday plus summer. Bar was at capacity by nine."

I walk him through it. The normal stuff first: the regulars, the drink orders, the bachelorette party that took up three tables and tipped like queens. Then the shift, around ten-thirty, when the vibe in the back corner went wrong.

"There are guys who come in and sit in that corner," I say, and something in his expression sharpens. "Not regulars. Not like, bar regulars. They come in once a week, sometimes twice. Always order one drink, nurse it forever. They don't dance. They don't talk to anybody. They're just... there."

"How many?"

"Usually two or three. Tonight there were four. And then this other guy showed up—not one of the usual crew. Younger, twitchy, looked like he hadn't slept in a week. He sat down with them and they talked for maybe ten minutes and then everything went to shit."

"What started the physical altercation?"

"The twitchy guy stood up fast and knocked the table. One of the corner guys grabbed his arm. The twitchy guy swung. After that it was just—" I wave my hand. "Chaos."

"Did you see anything exchange hands between the parties before the fight?"

I hesitate. This is the part I've been turning over since it happened, the part that made my stomach cold even before the detective showed up. Because yes, I saw something. In the half-second before it all went sideways, I looked toward the corner—I always keep an eye on them, something about those guys has never sat right—and I saw one of the regulars hand something to a man standing behind the group. Not one of the corner crew. Someone I'd never seen before. Tall, well-dressed, calm. The kind of calm that costs money. He took whatever it was, put it in his inside jacket pocket, and turned toward the back exit.

Then the twitchy guy swung and I stopped looking and started yelling.

"Mr. Rossi."

I blink. Hale is watching me with an intensity that makes the skin on the back of my neck prickle. He's leaned forward without me noticing, elbows on the table, those huge hands laced together. His eyes are locked on my face like I'm a crime scene he's processing for evidence.

"I saw one of them hand something to someone," I say. "A guy I didn't recognize. Well-dressed. Older. Moved like he owned the place."

"Can you describe him?"

"Tall. Dark hair, maybe some gray. Nice coat—like, actual nice, not bar nice. He had one of those faces that looks expensive. Good bones." I pause, then can't help myself. "Not as good as yours."

Hale's jaw does the thing. That specific flex of muscle that I noticed at the bar and immediately filed under things I want to see from other angles. It's involuntary—a tell he probably doesn't know he has, or knows and can't fix, which is worse for him because it means I can map exactly how hard I'm hitting with every stupid thing I say.

"And the object that was handed to this man?"

"Small. Couldn't tell what it was. An envelope, maybe? A bag? It was dark and fast and then everything was fists."

He writes. The scratch of pen on paper is the only sound. Then he looks up and says, "Did you see this man leave?"

"Through the back door. He was gone before the first punch landed."

Something happens behind his eyes. Not surprise—recognition. Like I've just confirmed something he already suspected, and the confirmation hurts. He stares at me for a beat too long, and in that beat, I see it: the exhaustion isn't just physical. This man is carrying something heavy, something personal, and my bar is part of it.

I don't ask. Not because I don't want to know, but because the expression on his face is so raw and unguarded for that single second that asking feels like it would be cruel, and despite what the cops of the world might think, cruelty isn't in my repertoire.

"Is there anything else?" I ask, and it comes out gentler than I intended. No performance. Just a question.

He blinks. The mask slides back into place—smooth, cold, professional. "That's all for now. You're free to go."

"Free to go? So I was what, detained for your pleasure?"

And there it is—the tiniest crack in the granite. His mouth twitches. Not a smile, not even close, but a seismic event on a face that looks like it hasn't registered amusement since the Clinton administration. He catches it, kills it, and looks down at his notepad.

"You're released pending investigation. Don't leave town."

"Don't leave town. Very dramatic. Do you practice that in the mirror?"

"I practice it on people who talk too much." He clicks off the recorder, closes the file, and stands. Standing, in this small room, he's a wall. He blocks the light. I have to tilt my head back to look at him, and the angle does something devastating to the underside of his jaw, the column of his throat, the hollow at the base where his collar falls open.

I want to press my mouth to that hollow. The thought arrives fully formed and completely uninvited and I let it move through me without fighting it because some battles you've already lost before you know you're in them.

"So that's it?" I stand too, and we're close—closer than I expected. The room is small and the table is narrow and when I straighten up, he's right there. Maybe two feet away. I can smell him: coffee, something clean like soap or cotton, gun oil, and underneath all of it, skin. Warm skin. My brain catalogs it like a cocktail recipe—if Detective Marcus Hale were a drink, he'd be a Negroni. Bitter, complex, an acquired taste, and stronger than he looks.

"That's it," he says, but he doesn't move. Neither do I.

The air between us does something electric. It's not tension, exactly—tension implies two things pulling apart. This is the opposite. This is gravity. This is two objects that should be in different orbits discovering they share the same pull.

His eyes drop to my mouth. I know they do because I'm watching his eyes and they move—down, to my lips, and stay there for one heartbeat too many. Then they snap back up and his face goes hard and he steps back.

"Patrol will give you a ride home. Stay available."

"I'm always available, Detective."

He holds the door open. I walk through it, close enough that my shoulder almost brushes his chest, close enough that I feel the warmth coming off him like a space heater in a suit. He doesn't flinch. He doesn't move. He stands there like a man who has trained himself to withstand things, and I wonder what it would take to find the thing he can't.

•  •  •
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Three in the morning. The precinct air outside is cool and damp and tastes like freedom and exhaust fumes. I turn down the ride from patrol—my apartment is twelve blocks away and I need the walk. I need to move, to burn off the adrenaline and the fear and the stupid, reckless heat that's sitting in my chest like a shot of bourbon I took too fast.

I should not be attracted to a cop. Full stop, end of sentence, no further discussion. Cops are authority and authority is control and control is Ethan standing in my apartment doorway saying who were you texting, Jamie, let me see your phone, Jamie, why do you always have to be so much, Jamie. I swore off men who wanted to manage me. I swore off anyone who looks at me like I'm a problem to solve instead of a person to know.

And yet.

Detective Marcus Hale doesn't look at me like I'm a problem. He looks at me like I'm a live wire he knows he shouldn't touch, and the thing that's making his jaw lock isn't disapproval—it's restraint. He's not trying to control me. He's trying to control himself.

That's different. That's so different it makes my head spin.

I pause at the precinct doors. Glass, floor-to-ceiling, lit from the inside. I don't know why I turn around. Some instinct, some pull, that gravity again.

He's there. Standing in the hallway beyond the glass, file folder in hand, watching me.

Not looking in my direction. Not glancing up. Watching. Still and focused, the way he watched me in the interrogation room, the way he watched me at the bar—like I'm evidence he hasn't figured out yet. Like I'm the case he can't close.

I should wave. I should blow a kiss. I should do something obnoxious and on-brand and perfectly calibrated to annoy him.

I don't. I just look back.

For three seconds, maybe four, we stand on either side of the glass and the distance between us is twenty feet and nothing at all. His face is unreadable. His hands are still at his sides. But he doesn't look away, and his eyes are not cold—they're not cold at all—and I think, with the clarity that comes at three AM when you're exhausted and scared and full of adrenaline and standing outside a police station with blood on your shirt:

Oh, I'm in trouble.

Not the legal kind. The other kind. The kind that starts in your chest and spreads to your throat and your hands and your thighs and keeps you up at night replaying the exact cadence of a stranger's voice saying don't leave town like it was the opening line of something you're not ready for.

I turn away. I walk. The city swallows me—car horns and distant music and the hiss of tires on wet asphalt—and I don't look back again because if I do, I'll go back in, and if I go back in, I'll say something I can't take back.

My apartment is twelve blocks away. I walk every one of them thinking about dark eyes and scarred knuckles and the way he smelled like something I'd serve neat in a heavy glass.

I don't sleep.

I lie in my narrow bed in my narrow apartment surrounded by my stupid plants and my string lights and I stare at the ceiling and I replay every second of it—the cuffs, the car, the room, the way his pen stopped when I said are you asking me out, the way his eyes fell to my mouth and stayed there—and I think about calling Nick but it's three AM and he's already done enough and what would I even say?

Hey Nick, I think I have a crush on the cop who arrested me. Yes, I know. I KNOW. But you didn't see his forearms.

I press my face into the pillow. It smells like my own shampoo and not like coffee and gun oil and warm skin, which is exactly right and somehow entirely wrong.

My phone buzzes. Nick: Home safe?

Me: Yeah. All good.

Nick: The cop a problem?

I stare at the screen. My thumbs hover.

Me: Not the kind you're thinking.

I put the phone facedown on the nightstand and pull the covers over my head and do not, under any circumstances, think about Detective Marcus Hale's hands.

I think about Detective Marcus Hale's hands.

I'm so fucked.
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Chapter Three
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Three days, and I can't get his voice out of my head.

Not the content—the content was ninety percent deflection and ten percent usable intelligence. It's the cadence. The way he talks like he's mixing a drink: fast pour, a twist, something unexpected floating on top. Detained for your pleasure. The phrase loops in my brain at inconvenient intervals—brushing my teeth, cleaning my Glock, staring at the ceiling at 2 AM while sleep circles my bed like a stray cat that's decided I'm not worth the effort.

I've been working. That's what I do when something gets under my skin: I work until the skin grows back. Three days of footage review, background checks, cross-referencing. I've watched the bar's security tape forty-one times. I know every face in that room, every movement in the corner, every frame of the deal going wrong.

Jamie Rossi is clean. A few minor hits—public intoxication at twenty-one, which I'd be more concerned about if he hadn't been a college kid at a St. Patrick's Day parade. A speeding ticket. No warrants, no associations, no flags. His credit is mediocre. His social media is aggressively public: bar shifts, latte art, a cat that isn't his but visits his fire escape, and enough thirst traps to fuel a small power grid. I clicked on one. Once. A mirror selfie in a towel, captioned clean up well for someone who smells like tequila and poor choices. I closed the browser and did fifty push-ups.

He's not involved in the operation. I'm certain of that.

But the footage tells me something worse: he's a witness. In the twelve seconds before the brawl erupted, the camera catches Jamie looking directly at the back corner. His eyes track the handoff—the package moving from the dealer's hand to the man in the nice coat. Jamie saw it. He saw a face. And if I can pull that from grainy security footage, so can someone else.

Which means I need a formal statement. A real one, not the highlight reel of flirtation and deflection he gave me on Friday night. I need Jamie Rossi to sit in a room with me and take this seriously, and I need to do it without thinking about the way his pulse hammered under my thumb when I—

I didn't touch his pulse. I touched his arm. Guided him to the car. Professional contact. Standard procedure.

I'm a liar. I know exactly what I touched and how it felt and the fact that I'm rationalizing it three days later is its own kind of evidence.

Monday morning. I call him.

He picks up on the fourth ring, and his voice is different than I remember—softer, sleep-rough, no audience to perform for. "Mm. Hello?"

"Mr. Rossi, this is Detective Hale. I need you to come in today for a follow-up statement."

A pause. Sheets rustling. He's in bed. I don't think about that. "What time is it?"

"Eight-fifteen."

"In the morning? Do you people not have business hours?"

"You can come at your convenience. Before five."

"My convenience is never, Detective. My second choice is noon. Can I at least get a coffee out of this?"

"The precinct has coffee."

"The precinct has brown water in a styrofoam cup and we both know it." Another pause, and when he speaks again there's that edge underneath, the performance clicking into place. "Fine. Noon. But I want it on record that I'm doing this voluntarily and under protest."

"Noted."

I hang up and spend the next three hours and forty-five minutes not thinking about the sound of sheets rustling. I am aggressively successful at this. I review case files. I run the partial plate from the bar's exterior camera—stolen, dead end. I cross-reference the well-dressed man's description with known associates of local operations. I eat a protein bar that tastes like compressed sawdust and ambition.

At eleven-fifty, I set up Interrogation Room 2. File. Legal pad. Recorder. Two chairs, metal table, one-way glass. The room is ten by twelve, climate-controlled to sixty-eight degrees, lit by two fluorescent panels that make everyone look like they're recovering from something. I've conducted hundreds of interviews in rooms like this. I know every angle, every pressure point, every way the geometry of a small space can be weaponized.

None of that prepares me for Jamie Rossi walking through the door at twelve-oh-seven in black jeans so tight they should require a permit and a t-shirt that shows his collarbones.

"Miss me?" he says.

•  •  •
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He drops into the chair across from me like he's settling into a booth at his own bar—legs spread, one arm draped over the back, chin tilted up. The nose ring catches the fluorescent light and sends a tiny flare across the wall. His curls are down today, loose around his face, and he's done something with his eyes—liner, maybe, just a smudge of dark along the lower lash line that makes the hazel brighter, sharper, impossible to look away from.

He's done this on purpose. Every choice—the jeans, the neckline, the eyeliner—is a weapon deployed with precision. He walked into my interrogation room armed, and the fact that I recognize the strategy doesn't make it less effective.

I click the recorder on. "Thank you for coming in. I have some follow-up questions regarding your statement from Friday evening."

"Shoot." He leans back, the chair tipping onto two legs. "Figuratively. Please."

"You mentioned individuals who frequent the back corner of The Roost. You said they come in once or twice a week, order one drink, and don't interact with other patrons."

"That's what I said."

"How long has this been going on?"

He considers. His fingers drum the table—black nail polish, chipped at the tips. "Maybe eight months? I noticed them last fall. October, I think, because we'd just put the Halloween decorations up and one of them sat right next to the skeleton and it was like—" He waves his hand. "Never mind. October."

"Did you ever report this to the bar's owner?"

"Report what? Guys sitting in a corner not bothering anyone? Pete would've laughed me out of his office." A flicker crosses his face. "Is Pete in trouble?"

I don't answer that. "On the night of the incident, you described a man you hadn't seen before. Well-dressed, tall, dark hair. You saw an object passed to him."

"Yeah."

"I'm going to show you some photographs. I need you to tell me if any of these men are the individual you saw."

I open the file and spread six photos across the table. Standard array—five filler faces and one person of interest. Victor Salko, age forty-four, staring at the camera with the flat calm of a man who has never been surprised by anything in his life.

Jamie leans forward to look. As he does, his knee bumps mine under the table. A small collision, barely contact, and it goes through me like a current—sharp, involuntary, disproportionate. I don't move. He doesn't move. Our knees stay touching, separated by two layers of denim, and the point of contact generates more heat than a room full of fluorescent bulbs should allow.

He studies the photos. His eyes move methodically—left to right, top to bottom—and I realize he's actually looking, not performing. Whatever else Jamie Rossi is, he's not careless with the truth.

His finger lands on Salko. "Him. That's the guy."

"You're certain?"

"The jaw. The hairline. The look on his face, like he's doing you a favor by existing." He taps the photo twice. "That's him. One hundred percent."

I note it. My handwriting is steady. My pulse is not. He just identified Victor Salko, which means I have a witness who can place Salko at the scene of a drug transaction, which means this case just went from speculative to actionable, which means Jamie Rossi is now the most valuable and the most endangered civilian in my jurisdiction.

"Good," I say. "Now I need you to walk me through the full sequence one more time. Every detail. What you saw, where people were standing, the timeline."

"I already did this on Friday."

"Friday you gave me a highlight reel. I need the director's cut."

He smiles at that—a real one, quick and unguarded—and something in my chest lurches sideways. I flatten it. Focus.

"Fine," he says. "Director's cut." He starts talking, and for a few minutes, it's productive. He's actually a good witness when he tries—observant, specific about spatial details, clear about what he saw versus what he inferred. I'm writing, recording, building the timeline.

Then he gets restless.

It starts small. His fingers tapping faster. His weight shifting in the chair. He crosses and uncrosses his legs, and each time, the denim stretches across his thighs in a way that is not relevant to this investigation. He props his chin on his hand, then drops it. He picks up a pen from my side of the table and starts clicking it.

"The twitchy guy—the buyer, or whatever—he was at the table for about ten minutes before it went bad," he says. "I was pouring a Paloma for the bachelorette table when I looked over and—"

​


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Detained
for Pleasur_

JACE WIIDER 1





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





