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Living with him was… unsettling, if I thought too hard about it, which I tried not to.
On paper, he was the best roommate I’d ever had. He paid rent early. He never left dishes in the sink. He knocked before entering my room, even when it was just to tell me I’d left the stove on again. Respectful. Kind. Easy to like.
And yet.
I couldn’t ignore the way he disappeared for hours some nights. Or how his laundry always smelled faintly of bleach. Or how he never blinked at the news when another body turned up, victims that, if I was being honest, weren’t exactly saints.
As a forensic scientist, I noticed things. But suspicion isn’t evidence, and evidence is what gets people locked away. So instead, I laughed it off. Made little jokes in my head. Maybe he’s the guy they’re talking about on the news. Wouldn’t that be something?
We didn’t talk about it. Not really. Until one night.
We were sprawled on the couch, watching late-night television. A report had just ended, another victim found, another carefully staged crime scene. He muted the volume, leaned back, and looked at me like he was considering something.
“I’m bored,” he said, almost lazily. “Got anyone in mind for me to… y’know?”
I snorted, half choking on my drink. “You can’t just say that out loud, man.”
His smile curved, sharp at the edges. “Why not?”
“Because it sounds like you’re auditioning for a true-crime documentary.”
He tilted his head, amused. “So you do think I’m a killer.”
I rolled my eyes, trying to keep my pulse steady. “You’re too tidy to be a killer. They’d have found something by now. A print, a hair. Something.”
“Would they?” he asked softly, his eyes glinting.
I forced a laugh, shifting on the couch. “If you are, you’re wasting your talents living with me. I mean, I’d at least expect you to start with my coworker Cheryl. She’s overdue for karma.”
The words were meant to be a joke, but they hung in the air too heavily. His gaze lingered on me, like he was filing that suggestion away.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he murmured.
I shook my head, flustered. “Don’t look at me like that. I was joking.”
“Were you?” He leaned a little closer, his tone teasing but edged with something darker. “You don’t strike me as the type who jokes about death, darling.”
Heat crept up my neck. I cleared my throat, trying to brush him off. “You don’t strike me as the type who flirts like a Bond villain.”
That made him grin, sharp and delighted. “So you do think I’m flirting.”
“Forget it,” I muttered, turning my eyes back to the TV, though my skin buzzed under his attention.
But I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t been entirely joking about Cheryl. And I hated the way that thought didn’t scare me as much as it should have
It became a game after that night.
Or at least, I tried to treat it like one.
Every now and then, he’d drop it into conversation, light, casual, like he was asking if I wanted takeaway.

“Anyone on your mind?”
“Rough week, huh? Anyone making it worse?”
“Tell me who deserves it, and I’ll take care of it.”

He said it with that crooked grin, like a tease, but there was always something underneath. Something watchful.
I told myself it was harmless. Banter. A strange little ritual between us. Because if I didn’t laugh, I might actually start to believe him.
One evening, after another long day at the lab, I stumbled into the apartment and dropped my bag by the door. He was already in the kitchen, sleeves rolled up, chopping vegetables like he’d been waiting for me.
“You look like hell,” he said, though his tone softened as his eyes ran over me. “Rough day?”
I slumped into a chair. “Cheryl. Again.”
He raised a brow. “The one who keeps stealing your chair?”
“And my pens. And my case notes. She’s a plague in sensible heels.” I rubbed at my face, groaning. “Honestly, if someone strangled Cheryl with her own lanyard, I’d send them flowers.”
I meant it as a joke. Obviously, but when I looked up, he’d stopped chopping, knife poised midair. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes… his eyes were hungry.
“Cheryl,” he repeated slowly, like he was tasting the name. “Interesting.”
I laughed nervously, waving a hand. “Don’t do that. Don’t make it sound like you’re taking notes.”
“Maybe I am.”
“Stop. I’m kidding.”
“Are you?” He leaned on the counter now, knife glinting in the low light. “Because the way you talk about her… doesn’t sound like a joke.”
I swallowed hard. “You’re insane.”
He smirked, tilting his head. “And you’re still sitting here with me. You haven’t run screaming, haven’t called the police. Why is that?”
I looked away, heat crawling up the back of my neck. “Because you’re… not serious.”
He chuckled, low and dark, then went back to chopping as if nothing had happened. But as the blade hit the board, rhythmic and sharp, I couldn’t help but wonder, when Cheryl’s name came up on the news one day, would that be my fault?
And worse, would part of me like it?
It turned into a habit. Whenever he asked that loaded question, “Got anyone in mind?”. I always had the same answer.
“Yeah. Cheryl.”
The first time, it made him pause. The second time, he smirked. By the fifth time, it was routine.
I’d collapse onto the couch after a long day, groaning about her stealing my pens or “accidentally” smudging my lab notes, and he’d lounge back with that sharp grin.
“Want me to take care of her for you?”
“Please do,” I’d sigh dramatically. “Choke her out with her own lanyard, dump her in the evidence freezer. I’ll even prep the autopsy.”
He’d chuckle at that, low and amused, like he was enjoying more than just the joke. Then he’d always finish with the same line:
“She’s not my type.”
The first time he said it, I frowned. “What, you’ve got standards?”
He leaned closer, voice dropping. “Only the worst of the worst. You know that.”
I forced a laugh, but something in his eyes made me shiver. Because the way he said it, calm, deliberate, sounded less like a joke and more like a rule.
Still, Cheryl became our shorthand. A safe way to acknowledge the unspoken.
Whenever he asked if I had someone in mind, I’d quip, “Yeah, Cheryl.”
Whenever I complained too much, he’d tease, “Careful. Keep that up, and I’ll think you mean it about Cheryl.”
And when I caught him watching me too closely, gaze steady and unreadable, I’d mumble, “Relax. If I were going to turn you in, I’d start with Cheryl.”
He laughed at that one for a long time.
The thing was, I didn’t know if he found Cheryl funny because she was safe… or because he liked how easily I slipped her name into his hands, as though feeding him someone’s life was second nature.
And maybe that was the scariest part: how comfortable I was getting in the game.
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It was late. Too late. I’d stayed in the lab longer than I should’ve, processing trace evidence from a homicide. Victim: male, late forties, history of abuse charges that never stuck. The injuries were meticulous, surgical almost, and I couldn’t shake the thought of him while walking home.
When I unlocked the flat, the lights were already low, warm. He was sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of wine in hand, like he’d been waiting for me.
“You’re late,” he said softly. No judgment, but it landed heavy anyway.
“Work,” I muttered, dropping my bag. “Long night.”
His gaze lingered on me, sharp, like he could read the case still clinging to my skin. “I know.”
I froze. “What do you mean, you know?”
He tilted his head, lips curving into that half-smile. “You’ve got that look. The one you wear when the scene doesn’t sit right with you. Let me guess: throat bruising, fractured hyoid, clean disposal. Neat work.”
My chest tightened. He wasn’t asking. He was telling.
I swallowed. “You’re insane.”
He chuckled, setting the glass down. “You’ve said that before.”
I turned away, pretending to be busy myself with the fridge. “You sound like you were there.”
“Would it scare you if I were?”
I gripped the fridge handle, knuckles white. “Depends.”
His footsteps were silent, but I felt him behind me, close enough that the heat of his body cut through the cool air.
“On what?” he murmured, voice low against my ear.
“On who he was.”
There was silence, then a soft laugh, warm, intimate, cruel. His hand brushed my waist as he leaned closer.
“God, you’re perfect,” he whispered. “You pretend you don’t want to know, but you ask all the right questions anyway.”
I turned then, heart hammering. His eyes gleamed in the dim kitchen light, hungry, alive, fixed on me like I was the only puzzle worth solving.
“You’re playing with fire,” I managed.
He grinned, sharp and devastating. “And you’re still standing in the flames.”
For a moment, neither of us moved. The only sound was my heartbeat, loud in my ears, and the soft clink as he picked up his glass again.
Then he said, casual as ever: “Next time you want to complain about Cheryl, darling, try not to look so tempted.”
And he walked away, leaving me in the dark with the terrifying realisation that maybe, just maybe, he was right.
~
The lab was cold, fluorescent lights buzzing faintly above. I liked it that way, sterile, predictable, controllable. Every surface scrubbed, every surface accounted for. It gave me the illusion that the chaos of human violence could be contained in neat, numbered evidence bags.
The case file sat open on my desk; Male, late forties, history of abuse, same as the last one. This body was also… meticulous. Ligature marks around the wrists and ankles, contusions forming a geometric pattern across the forearms, and small cuts along the scalp that suggested a precise method of immobilisation before the fatal strike. The victim’s mouth had been gagged with an unbleached cotton cloth, edges perfectly folded, tied tight enough to leave faint abrasions along the jawline.
I studied the arc of the blow that ended him. Head snapped back at just the right angle. Neck fractured cleanly. There was no struggle beyond the initial shock. No smudged prints, no stray fibres. Just absolute, cold efficiency.
And yet, I couldn’t stop seeing Draven’s hands in my mind. The same hands that folded my laundry, brushed crumbs from the counter, and brewed my coffee with exacting care. Hands that were gentle and precise, that never lingered when I told him to stop, that seemed… impossibly familiar.
I leaned back in my chair, rubbing at my eyes. Was it suspicion I felt? Or some perverse kind of affection? Sometimes I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Every time I replayed the crime scene in my head, Draven’s movements haunted it. The angle of the victim’s neck, the controlled arc of the killer’s arm, I saw Draven chopping vegetables, wiping a dish, stretching lazily in the kitchen doorway. I told myself it was all a coincidence. I told myself it was just the obsessive mind of a forensic scientist, overlaying patterns where none existed.
But the more I tried to convince myself, the more I realised: I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Work consumed my day, tracing every cut, every bruise, every shadow of force applied, and then I went home to Draven. Every night, I walked through the door and there he was, calm, tidy, smiling in that way that made my pulse catch and my stomach twist. I told myself I was alone with my thoughts, yet he was in every one.
I wondered if I was confusing caution with longing, fascination with fear. Maybe I liked the way my stomach tightened when I imagined him as the architect of carnage. Maybe I feared that same feeling because it was so intimate, so wrong. The lines blurred. I tried to tell myself it was professional distance. But the reality was worse: distance was impossible. He lived in my apartment, in my life, in the quiet corners of my mind that no one else knew existed.
I traced the victim’s ligature marks on the photo again, imagining each motion, each careful twist, and my brain slipped again, imagining Draven, the same precise movements, only domestic, only intimate. And I hated that I wanted to watch. I hated that I wanted to know.
I hated that it was true. Hated that the mundane grace of his chores made me think of carnage. And yet… I couldn’t stop. Every calculation I made, every angle I plotted, carried his presence in it.
By the time I scrubbed the last trace of evidence off my gloves, I was trembling. Not from fear. Not entirely. But because I knew, in a way I couldn’t admit, that part of me was fascinated. And that fascination… was dangerously alive.
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The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the occasional clink of a spoon against a mug. I sat at the kitchen table, case file open, notes scattered, photographs under my hands like puzzle pieces I couldn’t stop rearranging. I tried to focus, tracing the victim’s every motion, how he stumbled, how his limbs reacted, how the killer moved with lethal precision.
And then I felt Draven behind me, in the same space, breathing just a little too close to normal. He was chopping carrots, slow and deliberate, knife rising and falling with the exact kind of rhythm I’d just been reconstructing in my head.
The arc of the knife. The shift of weight from one foot to the other. My pulse spiked. I swallowed hard. It was absurd, I knew it was absurd, but every time the knife sank into a carrot, I imagined the same movement tracing a human throat.
He hummed quietly, tilting his head to catch the light, his hair falling over his eyes, and I had to force my gaze back to the file. Every contusion, every bruise, every subtle abrasion in the photographs flickered in my mind alongside him. The way he wiped the counter a moment later, cloth sliding back and forth in perfect straight lines, mirrored the slow, exact sweep of the killer’s hand along the victim’s skin to check for movement.
I could feel my skin buzzing. Heart hammering. It’s just motion, Sorren. You’re imagining patterns.
And yet… every evening was like this. Work consumed me during the day; the lab, the evidence, the cold reality of death. And then I went home, and he was there, cooking, cleaning, reading, stretching, performing the same movements, but domesticated, harmless, intimate. And I couldn’t stop overlaying one on the other.
The killer’s efficiency, the precision, the control, it made sense in my mind because I’d seen it in Draven. The same calm patience, the same almost reverent attention to detail. I hated it and I loved it. Hated that I wanted to watch him, wanted to catalogue his motions as carefully as I did the crime scenes, wanted to see where precision ended and desire began.
When he turned, smiling at me with that infuriatingly gentle grin, my chest ached. I told myself I was being careful, professional, rational. But I wasn’t. I was already drawn too far in, caught in the slow, hypnotic rhythm of him moving, of him existing in the same space I did, and I didn’t know where suspicion ended and obsession began.
And the worst part? I didn’t want it to end.
I couldn’t tell anymore where work ended and life began. Every motion I catalogued in the lab, every calculated step in reconstructing a murder, followed me home like a shadow I couldn’t shake. And Draven… he was always there, moving through the apartment like he owned both the space and my thoughts.
That night, I found myself staring at him as he polished the silverware. The arc of his wrist, the way his fingers flexed around the handle, mirrored the motions I’d seen in the case earlier that day. My pulse spiked, heat crawling up my neck. I tried to laugh it off. It’s just a reflex. A coincidence. You’re not losing it.
But the thought lingered longer than it should have. And I caught myself watching, memorising, measuring. Every swipe of the cloth, every bend and tilt of his body, the way he paused to adjust the napkins, it all replayed in my mind like evidence I had to catalogue.
I started noticing things I hadn’t before. The faint scrape of his shoe against the floor, the soft click of the cabinets, the way his eyes flicked toward me whenever he passed behind my chair. Innocent movements. Domestic gestures. And yet, each one made my chest tighten, made my hands itch to trace the line of his arm, the curve of his neck.
I told myself I was being rational. A forensic scientist notices patterns. But the pattern I noticed wasn’t in the crime scenes anymore. It was him. And the longer I watched, the more I realised I couldn’t stop.
Sleep became erratic. I’d wake in the middle of the night, seeing him standing over me in my dreams, calm and smiling, whispering lines I couldn’t quite hear but felt deep in my chest. I started replaying old cases, old movements, and overlaying him onto them, imagining him in every violent act, every precise strike. Not with fear, not entirely, with fascination.
And the more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t tell if my obsession was affection or if my affection was born from fear. Maybe I was slowly losing my grip, letting him occupy every corner of my mind, every calculation I made.
Yet I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to stop.
Because he was Draven. Calm, ruthless, perfect. And I was Sorren, captive to the rhythm of his motions, the magnetism of his presence, the quiet terror and thrill that blurred the lines between danger and desire.
I didn’t realise how obvious I was until that night.
Draven was folding laundry on the couch, his movements slow, deliberate, as always. I caught myself staring, tracing the line of his shoulders, the way his fingers flexed over a sock, and then froze when he glanced up, just a flick of his eyes, but it was enough.
“You’ve been watching me a lot lately,” he said softly, not accusing, not even teasing… not yet. Just… stating a fact.
I blinked, forcing a laugh. “I- what? No, I-”
He smiled, slow and precise, the kind of smile that made my chest tighten and my pulse spike at the same time. “Sorren. Don’t lie to me. I can see it in your hands, the way you fidget when I bend over the counter, the way you watch the arc of my arm when I’m reaching for something. It’s almost… compulsive.”
I felt my face flush. “It’s… I was just… thinking about the lab stuff.”
“Lab stuff,” he echoed, voice low and amused, leaning closer, until his knee brushed mine. “Right. The lab. Always rationalising. You trace movements all day and then come home and trace mine too. Admit it. You’re fascinated.”
I tried to look away, tried to focus on anything else, the ticking of the wall clock, the soft hum of the fridge, but he had me pinned with his gaze. Calm, patient, relentless.
“I’m… not,” I whispered, though my fingers curled around the edge of the couch, knuckles white.
“Not… what?” he asked, voice dropping lower, teasing, almost intimate. “Obsessed? Intrigued? A little afraid?”
“I-” I stopped. Words failed me. Heat crept up my neck. My stomach twisted. Every fibre of my being wanted to tell him to leave, to stop, to not notice… and yet I couldn’t look away.
Draven chuckled softly. “You like it,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. His knee nudged mine again, slower this time, deliberate. “You like watching. You like thinking about… the precision. The control. The rhythm.”
I swallowed hard, trying to ground myself. “It’s… professional. I’m just… doing my job.”
He leaned back, arms folded, grin sharp but calm. “Professional, huh? Funny how professional you look, watching me move like I’m a case study. You trace every motion, Sorren. Every gesture. And the more you trace… the more I see it. The pull. The tension.”
I felt my chest tighten again. My pulse raced. Every nerve ending screamed with awareness, every movement of his, every soft glance, every domestic gesture seemed charged with something more. Something dangerous. Something intoxicating.
And I hated that I couldn’t stop noticing.
Because Draven knew. And he was enjoying it.

[bookmark: _jm4g1q3xrbgv]Chapter 4
[bookmark: _nv0z1ftsgnal]
I tried to tell myself it was normal.
A friend’s name popped into my head, someone I trusted, someone outside of this apartment and this life, and I called. Sat on my bed with the phone pressed to my ear, hoping that hearing another voice would untangle the coil of thoughts tightening around my skull.
“Hey, Sorren. You okay?”
“Yeah,” I lied immediately, smoothing my hands over my knees. “Just… stressed. Long week at the lab. You know how it is.”
“You sound… off,” they said softly, and I hated it. Hated the way the concern made my chest ache. “Do you want to talk?”
I nodded, even though they couldn’t see me, and started listing cases, evidence, the methodical motions, everything I’d observed. The words were clinical, detached, meant to distract me from the apartment waiting for me later, waiting for him.
And yet, as I spoke, I felt him creeping back into my mind, like he’d never left. The image of Draven folding laundry, slicing vegetables, adjusting a cushion, every domestic motion overlaid the forensic reconstruction I was describing to my friend. My pulse sped, my hands trembled.
“I… I don’t know what’s happening,” I admitted finally, voice low. “It’s like I’m… obsessed. Not just the work. Him. Draven. I think about him every second I’m not at the lab. I can’t focus. I-”
There was silence on the other end, then a careful, tentative:
 “Sorren… maybe you need a break.”
I laughed, though it was hollow, brittle. “Break? There’s no break. I go to the lab, I come home, and there he is. Everything he does… it haunts me. I see his hands in everything, in every motion, in every crime scene I reconstruct. I think… I think I’m in love with him. Or maybe I’m insane. Maybe it’s both.”
I heard the pause on the other line, and my throat tightened. Their voice came back, soft, hesitant:
 “That… that sounds dangerous. Maybe you should… step back, Sorren. Take a day off. Go outside.”
I ended the call before they could say more, letting the silence swallow me. Leaving Draven out of my thoughts was impossible. Every precise motion, every quiet glance, every controlled, gentle act of domesticity haunted me in ways I didn’t want to admit.
By the time I lay down that night, staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t tell if the pull I felt toward him was fear, desire, or the beginning of something unrecognisable. My heart ached and my mind spun, replaying the arc of his movements, overlaying them onto the murders I studied daily.
I wasn’t sure anymore where the obsession ended and I began. I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.
I convinced myself I needed to get out. Just for a little while. Fresh air, caffeine, and human contact that wasn’t Draven hovering somewhere on the edges of my mind. My friend agreed to meet me at a café, a small, sunlit place with wooden tables and the faint scent of baked goods.
We sat across from each other, mugs warming our hands, and for a few minutes, I almost felt normal. Almost.
Then my eyes drifted across the café. The barista’s motions, the angle of her wrist as she poured coffee, the way she leaned into the counter, matched, disturbingly, the movements of the killer I’d studied all week. My stomach twisted. I shook my head, trying to laugh it off. It’s just coffee, Sorren. You’re imagining patterns. Calm down.
But the next moment, the man at the table beside us reached for his glass. Tilt of the shoulder. Wrist flex. My vision blurred. His hand - a blur - moved in the same rhythm as Draven’s when he chopped vegetables, then the way the victim’s head had been turned in the last case. I froze. Heart hammering.
“Sorren?” my friend said, concern edging their voice. “You’re shaking.”
I forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just… tired, I guess.”
Tired. That was it. Fatigue from hours in the lab. Fatigue from him. But deep down, I knew the truth: I was already losing control. My mind overlaid the café around me with every scene I’d reconstructed, every motion I’d studied. Every tilt of a cup, every brush of a hand, every twitch of an eye became evidence.
I started seeing shadows move where none existed, glimpses of Draven’s profile reflected in strangers’ shoulders. A woman tying her scarf in the reflection of the window, the perfect arc of the killer’s wrist. A man adjusting his chair, same controlled, precise motions I’d memorised.
I could feel panic rising. My hands trembled on the mug. My ears buzzed. Every sound, the scrape of a chair, the hiss of the espresso machine, seemed magnified, loaded with intent, with threat, with him.
“Hey, hey,” my friend said, reaching across the table. “Talk to me. Breathe.”
I nodded shakily, trying to force the world back into normal proportions. But my vision kept snapping back to the movements, to the arcs, the rhythms, the terrifying grace. I wanted to scream, to run, to get home, but part of me didn’t. Part of me… craved seeing it everywhere. Seeing him everywhere.
And I realised, with a sick thrill, that I couldn’t escape. Not Draven. Not the obsession. Not the way my own mind had turned into a crime scene.
Because even here, even surrounded by innocents, I was cataloguing, memorising, tracing. And part of me, the part that maybe wasn’t sane, was loving every second.
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The streets were alive with too much. Lights flickered like strobes, neon signs cutting across puddles and asphalt in jagged patterns. Every horn, every footstep, every scrape of a tire against the road became a hammer in my skull. Voices overlapped, laughing, yelling, whispering, but not the voices of people. Names. Instructions. Warnings. Echoes I couldn’t place.
I stumbled, weaving between the crowds, gripping my bag as if it could tether me to something real. Shadows stretched and folded in impossible angles, some elongated and crawling toward me, others retreating only to flicker back. Every reflection in glass or water contained faces that weren’t there a moment before, mouths moving in shapes I couldn’t understand.
The wind carried scents of coffee, exhaust, rain, metal, something coppery that made my stomach lurch. My vision darted. Every street sign, every billboard, every flickering streetlight contained patterns, instructions, arcs of motion I couldn’t escape. The pavement itself seemed to pulse beneath my feet, breathing, alive.
I heard a voice behind me, low, calm, insistent. I whirled, but no one was there. It was in my head, maybe in the street, maybe inside my skull. Shapes writhed in my peripheral vision. Pedestrians became mannequins, then melted into shapes I couldn’t name, then, impossibly, reformed into someone familiar. Someone I thought I knew.
I ran. Couldn’t stop. Pavement turned to stairs, stairs to water, water to fog. Sirens screamed in a thousand directions. My hands clawed at my face, at the air, at the imagined things pressing against me. My own reflection in a shattered bus stop window grinned at me with too many teeth, eyes not my own.
And then darkness.
~
The moment the door opened, I caught him by the elbow before he could collapse entirely. His body was trembling, uneven, and the faint vanilla scent clung to him in a way that made my chest tighten, sharp and unexplainable. Brown curls fell over his forehead, glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose. His skin was hot, feverish, and burning, and he blinked at me like he couldn’t quite place where he was.
“Shh,” I murmured, my hands instinctively finding him. One held his elbow, steadying him; the other cupped his face, careful but firm. Heat radiated from him through my palms, and I realised I didn’t know what to do. I had thought the chores, the routines, would give him a foothold in this life, would let him decompress. But day by day, he was unravelling, spiralling faster, and I was powerless.
His lips parted slightly, shallow breaths catching. I guided him carefully to the couch, supporting him as he stumbled, body heavy against mine. Every instinct screamed to hold him close, to shield him from this world he couldn’t face, this chaos that followed him like smoke.
I dimmed the lights, the harsh glare fading into warmth, the apartment softening around us. My hands shook slightly as I brought him water, his fingers brushing mine as he took it, half-conscious, half-lost in his own fevered haze.
I lay him down on the couch, small and fragile, and held his hand, fingertips brushing his palm in quiet rhythm. His eyes fluttered, caught between wakefulness and oblivion, and I found myself studying him, really studying him in a way that made my chest ache. Every detail was consuming: the soft curve of his jaw, the way his brown curls framed his forehead, the glasses slipping, the heat rising from his skin, the faint vanilla lingering like a memory in the room.
Living with him was a lesson in contradictions. He was brilliant, meticulous, terrifying in his mind, in his work, in the ways he catalogued the world. And yet he was human. Vulnerable. Fragile. I didn’t understand the feelings that clawed at me seeing him this way. Concern? Desire? A strange, protective ache that I’d never known before? All of it, tangled together, choking me with how small and tired he looked in my hands.
I stayed beside him, holding his hand, letting my thumb trace the lines on his palm. I let him rest, letting the quiet engulf the apartment. Watching him sleep - really sleep, finally, I felt a possessive, gentle need to keep him here, safe, even if I didn’t know how.
Because Sorren was in my mind in a way I couldn’t name. And the chaos of him, the fire in his mind and the tenderness of his body, made every ordinary moment feel like a privilege I didn’t deserve.
I rested my forehead near his, hand still over his hand, willing him to stay, to breathe, to exist in the fragile, fleeting normalcy of this apartment, where I could try, however inadequately, to hold him together.
~
I watched him from across the table, brown curls falling over his forehead, glasses slipping slightly as he bent closer to his notes. His fingers traced the edge of a photograph, moved along lines of evidence, and paused as he murmured soft, muttered calculations to himself. He was beautiful like this, entirely absorbed, brilliant, meticulous, and every time he studied me, I felt my chest tighten. Nervous. Vulnerable.
It wasn’t pride that made me shift in my seat; it was a quiet, gnawing fear that I couldn’t name fully. Because I knew the weight my presence carried for him. I could see it in the tension coiled in his shoulders, the way his hands moved over the photographs and notes with the meticulous precision that made him so brilliant and so fragile. Every motion I made, every subtle tilt of my wrist, every deliberate arc of my hand became another obsession for him to trace, another thread of thought he couldn’t untangle. And I knew that in those moments, he wasn’t just observing me, he was cataloguing me, memorising me, turning me over in his mind the same way he did the crime scenes.
It terrified me. Terrified me because I saw how it pulled at him, how it burrowed into his consciousness. His mind was a prism, breaking down every action, every detail, every nuance, until nothing escaped his attention. And I knew that brilliance, that obsessive, incandescent brilliance was a burden. A fire that he carried for me, for my work, for the darkness I left behind.
I wanted him to understand that the work he did for me, for the aftermath I created, was necessary. That the cataloguing, the measurements, the careful reconstruction of evidence, all of it was a kind of protection, a buffer between him and the chaos I wove into the world. But that knowledge only made me more anxious, because he didn’t just see my work; he absorbed it. He internalised it. He made it part of himself. And the thought of that brilliance consuming him, twisting him, making him see patterns and movements in everything he touched, in everyone he passed, it was unbearable.
I wanted him safe, more than I wanted anything. I wanted him untouched by the darkness that came naturally to me. And yet, every time he leaned closer, every time his fingers traced the lines of a photograph or paused over a smear of evidence like he could read me through it, I felt that fear claw at me again. Because I couldn’t untangle it. I couldn’t protect him fully. And I didn’t know how.
The worst part is that I didn’t dare admit I was drawn to it. To him. To the way he absorbed the darkness and made it beautiful with his mind, his care, his obsession. I wanted to hold him back from it, yes, but I also wanted to watch. Wanted to see the way his mind burned, the way his fingers traced, the way his eyes lingered on me. And the knowledge that I could never fully protect him, never fully shield him, made my chest ache in ways I didn’t understand.
I had to be better. More meticulous. Every detail mattered, every step carefully executed. Bodies could not remain, traces could not linger. They didn’t deserve his attention, his touch, his time. None of them did. Not the scum of the earth, the liars, the abusers, the men who thought cruelty was their right. They deserved to vanish, nothing more, nothing less.
Yet every time I moved, I saw his eyes flick to me, cataloguing, absorbing, tracing. I knew I was burdening him, and that knowledge made me restless. I had to plan, had to be thorough, had to make sure that nothing escaped. The precision of my work was a kindness in itself, sparing him from the gruesome mess that would otherwise demand his scrutiny.
I straightened, running a hand through my hair, considering the next step. Every motion, every choice, had to be perfect. They didn’t deserve him. They didn’t deserve anyone. But he deserved the cleanest canvas I could leave behind. I couldn’t let him touch the scum of the earth with his hands or his mind. My control was a shield for him, even if he didn’t know it.
And so I kept moving, kept planning, kept my hands and my mind precise. Because perfection was the only way to protect him. And because some people, the worst of them, only deserved to disappear.

Chapter 5

The apartment was quiet except for the soft scratch of my pen against paper. Every detail mattered. Every motion, every contingency, every possible witness accounted for and eliminated before it could exist. I worked like a surgeon, drawing diagrams of floor plans, mapping out escape routes, timing doors and windows, calculating angles, distances, and timings to the second.
Sorren sat nearby, cross-legged on the couch, glasses perched low, brown curls falling into his eyes as he scribbled notes in his own meticulous way. He was supposed to be “catching up on paperwork,” but I knew him too well. I could feel the way his mind scanned me, observed my posture, memorised the tilt of my wrist, the way I leaned over the blueprints, the way I traced routes with precise fingers. Every motion I made, every subtle adjustment to the plan, seemed magnified in his gaze.
And I hated it. Hated that he was drawn into this, that the brilliance and focus I poured into my work was intruding on him, shaping his thoughts. But… I also couldn’t stop noticing how beautiful he was like this. Focused, intense, alive with his own obsession. That heartbeat-quickening intensity of someone who could deconstruct everything in front of them, and who somehow, impossibly, made me feel seen, exposed, unsteady.
I worked with the same ruthlessness I always did, thinking through the plan: targets, timing, contingencies, the bodies. Every trace had to be wiped clean, every angle precise, no room for error. No one deserved his mind, his touch, his care. They were scum. And yet, as I mapped the sequence, I found my eyes flicking to him, to the curve of his shoulder as he leaned over his notes, to the way he traced the lines with his fingers as if he could follow my thoughts through the paper.
It was infuriating, and intoxicating. I told myself to focus. This was business. Precision. Efficiency. Cold calculation. But then he looked up, meeting my gaze with a faint, questioning tilt of his head, and something inside me twisted. His curiosity, his obsession, the way he was trying to untangle my movements and my mind, it was dangerous. And it made me want him more.
I shoved the feeling aside and returned to the plan. The victim, the steps, the timing, the elimination of evidence. Every decision ruthlessly logical. But even as I calculated, I could feel his attention, his intelligence, his presence pressing against me, a weight I couldn’t ignore.
I would protect him from this, I reminded myself. He didn’t deserve it. And yet… I wanted to see him in this space, wanted to see him trace, wanted to feel the pull of his mind against mine. I was ruthlessly efficient, yes, but I was also painfully aware that I was human, that he made me vulnerable in ways I didn’t understand.
The contrast was maddening. Cold efficiency against the heat of desire. Ruthless planning against the ache in my chest when he adjusted his glasses and leaned closer to the plans, fingers brushing the paper in a way that made me almost forget the scum of the earth I had to erase. Almost.
Almost.
And then I shook my head, sharp. Focus. Precision. No one deserved him. Not the living, not the dead, not me. And yet, the thought of him tracing my movements, cataloguing my mind, made me ache in ways I didn’t know I could.


Chapter 6


I woke with the world pressing in, thick and hazy, like I was submerged in something too heavy to move through. For a moment, I had no bearings, no couch, no dim light, no hum of the apartment, just a void. And then I saw him.
Draven.
He leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped so tightly I could see the tension running through his fingers. His hair, sleek and dark, was tucked behind one ear, and the red streaks caught the dim light like sparks, tiny flames frozen in place. My eyes refused to look anywhere else; everything else blurred and fell away, leaving only him.
I traced the curve of his jaw with my gaze, the delicate hollow beneath his cheekbone where a shadow lingered, the way his skin seemed almost translucent in the dimness. His brows were drawn together in worry, fine lines forming that I wanted to smooth with my fingertips. Unfurrow them. Please. Don’t let time carve anything here.
His eyes, God, his eyes, fierce, impossible, alive, yet softened with relief as they landed on me. They were sharp enough to pin every thought I had, and I felt myself unravel under the weight of being seen, truly seen. I noticed the tiny flecks of amber in the iris, the way his pupils dilated slightly in the low light, how a shadow of exhaustion made him more fragile, more achingly real.
I moved closer, almost without thinking, compelled by some fevered gravity. My thumb brushed against his bottom lip, dry and bleeding from some absent-minded biting. He jerked slightly, flinching under my touch, and something hot and sour rose in my chest. My heart constricted painfully, and I felt it, not just the shock of his recoil, but the stab of guilt, of failure.
The thought made my stomach twist, my hands clench, trembling. I wanted to retreat, to crawl into myself and vanish, but I couldn’t. He was still there, and I was still burning with this desperate, fevered need to reach him, even if I had failed already.
“Oh, oh, I’m sorry,” I stammered, voice catching, shaking with heat and shame. “I didn’t mean to, your lip… It’s bleeding, I… I have something,”
Draven’s sharp exhale cut through me. “For god’s sake, Sorren. You had me so worried! What happened out there?”
His voice was layered with everything I couldn’t name: fear, relief, frustration, care. And still, I couldn’t move, couldn’t tear my gaze away. My entire being was wrapped around him, each breath I drew tethered to the subtle rise and fall of his chest, each heartbeat echoing in tandem with his presence.
And yet, the memory of his flinch burned through me, a sting that refused to fade. I beat myself up silently, over and over, tracing the motion of my thumb against his lip in my mind and wishing I could rewind. I should have been more careful.
Even in that guilt, even in that ache, I was mesmerised. Every line of his face, every flicker of shadow, every tiny detail drew me in. The glint of light on his nose, the subtle curl of hair behind his ear, the tension in his shoulders, I memorised it all, even as I cursed myself for the one small thing that had made him flinch.
Draven’s sharp words barely registered at first; I was still hazy, the fevered fog of exhaustion and overstimulation clouding my mind. I blinked, taking him in, really taking him in, and my chest ached in ways I couldn’t name
“Sorren… ” he murmured, reaching for me cautiously. His hands were careful, measured, holding me by the elbows as he helped me upright. His skin was warm against mine, grounding me, and I shivered despite myself.
“You’re burning up,” he said softly, voice low, edged with worry. I trembled slightly. 
“You’re delirious,” he said, a faint laugh breaking through his worry. “You’re sick, and you’re talking nonsense. You need to lie down.
He held my right hand with both of his, careful but firm. I leaned against him, feeling his heat seep into me, and for a moment, I didn’t want to move. Every instinct screamed to memorise this, to imprint every detail into memory: the weight of his hands, the warmth of his arms, the steady rhythm of his breathing.
He gently pressed a hand to my forehead, checking my temperature, then offered water. Every motion he made was deliberate, careful, almost worshipful in its precision. My gaze stayed locked on him, tracing the line of his shoulders, the curve of his neck, the tension in his fingers as he held the glass, the way his brows furrowed in concentration, and in all of it I felt a strange, consuming ache, a mixture of awe, desire, and something I didn’t have words for.
He lay me back on the couch, tucked a blanket over my legs, and finally let himself sit beside me. His hand stayed on mine, thumb brushing my knuckles softly. I closed my eyes, trying to anchor myself in him, memorising him, memorising the way he cared for me even as my mind threatened to unravel entirely.
~
Lying in a field where the flowers sway like they’re breathing, their petals glowing softly in colours I can’t name. The air smells of honey and rain, and the sunlight scatters over everything like spilled gold. Every sound, birdsong, the rustle of grass, feels sharp and sacred, as if the world itself is holding its breath.
Draven is beside me. His smile is gentle, warm, like sunlight folding around my chest. When he reaches for the picnic blanket, I feel my heart lift, a curious flutter that makes the warmth in my chest stretch toward him. I want, no, I ache, to feel that closeness more, to belong in that small, perfect space beside him.
Then she comes. A shadowy figure, moving as if she’s always belonged there, and she sits down next to Draven. My stomach drops before I even understand why. Draven leans toward her, and their lips meet. I feel a fire bloom in my chest, sharp and molten, curling into a melting ball of tar thick and clinging, smothering every thought of reason. It spread through me, coated my ribs, suffocating, slow, unrelenting, and bitterly hot. 
My body tightens, my breath catches, my pulse races, I shouldn’t feel this, I tell myself, because he isn’t mine. He’s never mine.
And yet… there’s that pull. That foolish, aching pull, as though part of me still wanted him to care. My cheeks burn with shame. My heart twists, and I can’t stop thinking, Oh god, what’s wrong with me? How could I ever?
The flowers sway around me, golden and soft, and suddenly the world feels unbearably bright, too vivid, too alive, pressing against the rawness in my chest. My thoughts spiral faster than the sunlight, twisting into shame, longing, and desperation.
I wake with a gasp, cold sweat on my skin, heart hammering like the wings of some trapped bird. 
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The sound ripped me from my own thoughts, sharp, desperate.
Sorren’s chest heaved like he’d just surfaced from drowning, sweat clinging to his curls, his glasses skewed. His eyes darted wildly, unfocused, as though the room itself was an enemy he had to decipher.
I froze, heart jamming into my throat.
For a moment, I didn’t breathe.
All I could see was him, flushed, trembling, caught in some unseen snare.
“Sorren,” I murmured, cautious, low, like I was trying not to spook a wounded animal. My hand hovered before I dared to touch him. Then I laid my palm against his shoulder, steady pressure, heat against heat. “You’re safe. You’re home. Breathe.”
His gaze snapped to me, and I swear the force of it nearly shattered me. Wide, glassy, terrified, and then softening, only just, when he realised it was me. Relief flickered across his features so fleetingly I might have imagined it, but the ache it left in me was real.
I brushed damp curls from his forehead, fingers catching the scent of vanilla that never seemed to leave him, even when he was like this, wrecked, unravelled. My chest tightened. I hated that I didn’t know how to lift that weight, hated that all I could do was sit here, watching him come apart and piecing him back together with my hands.
His breathing evened slowly, but his hands were still fists in the blanket, knuckles white. Without thinking, I covered one with mine, prying gently until his fingers loosened, threading my hand through like it belonged there. Maybe it did.
“Bad dream?” I asked, softer this time, though my throat burned with the effort of keeping steady.
He blinked, hesitating, his lips parting like he wanted to answer but couldn’t shape the words. I saw it anyway, the shadow lingering in his eyes, the way shame flickered in them like a guilty secret.
I wanted to say it didn’t matter. That I didn’t care what haunted him, so long as I could keep him breathing, here, beside me.
 But I didn’t.
 Instead, I tightened my grip around his hand, grounding us both in that single, fragile tether, and whispered, “It’s alright. You’re here. With me.”
“You’re going to break yourself in half like this,” I muttered, not unkindly, brushing my thumb across the back of his hand. He stiffened, the words hitting too close, but I pressed on before he could retreat into silence.

“Listen… you can’t just keep locking yourself away in reports and cases until you collapse. You need to breathe, Sorren. To live.”
His gaze flicked to me then, startled, as though the suggestion itself was alien.
I leaned closer, forcing my voice to soften, to anchor him. “What if we get out of here? Just for a few hours. A museum, an aquarium, hell, even just walking through the city lights. Something that isn’t blood and paperwork gnawing at you. You need,” I hesitated, jaw tightening. “You deserve more than this spiral.”
He blinked at me, confusion etched into his features like he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. His lips parted, then closed again, trembling with words he couldn’t seem to form.
I squeezed his hand. “Let me take you. Let me… share some of it. Even if it’s just for a night.”
For a heartbeat, the air between us was so taut I could hear it hum. He looked at me like I’d offered him something too precious, too impossible. And I didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe, terrified I’d shatter whatever fragile thing had cracked open in his chest.
He froze beneath my words, like a deer that knew the world had just shifted against it, trembling in that suspended instant between bolting and breaking. His lips parted, faltered shut, then parted again, soundless, trembling half-breaths as though language itself had abandoned him. My own body was taut as wire, hanging on the edge of the seat, afraid that if I reached for him too quickly, he’d splinter, but if I pulled away even an inch, he’d slip through my fingers for good.
And then, God, came the tears. Quiet, merciless. Not the kind you fight but the kind that carve their own path, flowing steady as though they had been waiting, years upon years, to finally fall.
“I’d like that,” he whispered, and it felt like a confession, like a breaking bone.
The words ripped through me, hollowing out my chest, splintering my heart into jagged fragments that embedded deeper with each desperate second. I’ve watched men scream as steel opened their skin, I’ve seen pleading eyes fade into nothing as their blood warmed the ground, but this? Sorren’s fragile, trembling surrender? It unmade me in ways no blade ever could.
His next words were a ghost, trembling in the air. “I think I’m going insane, Draven.”
My name, his voice wrapping around it like it was the only tether left to keep him from drifting into the dark, nearly broke me apart. He tried again, tried to speak, to climb out of whatever abyss had him strangled, but the words choked in his throat, sharp as barbed wire. His hands wouldn’t stay still, twitching, restless, like they’d forgotten what it meant to be part of him.
I couldn’t stand it. I caught them, his shaking fingers, folded them into mine like they belonged there, like if I held tight enough, I could anchor him back to the earth. “Hey. You don’t have to,” I said, my own voice fractured, my chest too small, my throat burning with everything I couldn’t say. “Not now. Not ever. Just… know I’m here. Always. You’ve got a place, Sorren. With me. And that doesn’t change.”
I tried to force a smile then, God, what a mistake, tried to let levity patch over the cracks in my voice. “Unless it’s a lady problem. Then you’re on your own.”
His tears slowed, but when his eyes lifted to mine, they were heavy, hollow, as if the language I spoke was foreign to him.
The silence pressed down, raw and suffocating. I shifted, cleared my throat, wishing I could drag the words back, burn them before they could wound him.
But he still clung to my hand. And I, pathetic, desperate, didn’t let go.
The silence hit harder than any blade I’d ever taken. He just… stared. Eyes glassy, face wet, like I’d ripped the ground from under him with that one pathetic attempt at humour.
My gut twisted. Idiot. Fucking idiot. Why the hell did I say that? A “lady problem”? Really? Of all the things, of all the moments, that’s what I come out with?
I clenched my jaw, felt heat creep up the back of my neck. My chest thudded with something ugly, something sharp. I wanted to slam my head into the wall just to shut myself up, to rewind the words before they left me. I’d been careful, so goddamn careful, every moment with him. And now, I looked like a fool.
He blinked slowly, lashes heavy with tears, his grip still faintly holding mine. The fact that he hadn’t pulled away only made it worse. Like he was tolerating me, humouring me, when I should’ve just stayed quiet.
You ruin everything. You can’t even fucking sit still and be here for him without making it about you. Useless.
My throat worked, but nothing came out. I pressed my free hand hard against my thigh, nails biting into skin, grounding myself before I broke something. The shame burned through me, raw and humiliating.
I cleared my throat, uselessly. “I… forget I said that,” I muttered, voice low, rough. I couldn’t look at him, not with that hollow weight in his eyes. “I just, shit, Sorren, I don’t know how to do this.”
The words slipped out before I could stop them, unguarded, pathetic. And yet I meant them. I’d faced death more times than I could count, dragged men screaming into the dirt, but sitting here, with his fragile, tearstained face turned toward me, I was the one falling apart.
The silence was crushing me. I could hear my own heartbeat in my ears, heavy and off-tempo, and I thought if he didn’t say something soon, I’d break. My chest was already tight, heat pooling in my throat like acid.
Then, barely there, I felt it. His fingers shifted against mine. A tiny squeeze.
I looked up, startled, and his eyes met mine through a blur of tears. His mouth trembled like the words were too heavy, but he forced them out anyway.
“You’re… you’re doing fine,” he whispered, voice cracked and uneven.
Something in me jolted, like a snapped wire. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe, because he meant it. He wasn’t mocking me or brushing me aside. His hand was shaking in mine, but he still held on.
I wanted to protest, to tell him he was wrong, that I was a disaster at this, but the words died in my throat. The only thing I could do was squeeze back, firm this time, grounding us both.
His lips parted, like he wanted to say more, but what came out was faint, broken: “Don’t… don’t leave me in my head too long.”
That undid me. Completely. My chest collapsed around those words, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop something raw and dangerous from spilling out.
“Never,” I said, harsher than I intended, my voice fraying at the edges. I softened it quickly, almost desperate. “Never, Sorren. I’m not going anywhere.”
The silence after my words felt different this time. Not suffocating, not sharp, just fragile, like thin glass catching the light. Sorren’s shoulders sagged, some of the fight in his body slipping out all at once, and he leaned the smallest bit closer.
I didn’t move, terrified that if I did, I’d break whatever held him here with me. But his head tilted just slightly, brushing against my shoulder, and that was enough to steal the air from my lungs.
His breathing came uneven, shallow at first, then deeper, steadier, as though he was forcing himself to match a rhythm. Every exhale warmed the fabric of my shirt, and I sat there, rigid but aching, praying I could be solid enough for him to lean on.
I glanced down, my chest twisting at the sight of his face softened by exhaustion. His lips twitched, not quite a smile, but something close, like the ghost of amusement trying to surface. For some reason, that broke me worse than his tears had.
“You almost laughed, didn’t you?” I murmured, half in disbelief, half in awe. My voice cracked on the words, softer than I meant them to be.
He blinked up at me, eyes glassy, and whispered, “Yeah… but I’m too tired.”
Something hot surged through me, my throat tightening painfully as if holding back a flood. I didn’t trust my voice, not with the way it trembled, so I just shifted, carefully sliding an arm around him. He didn’t resist, just melted into it, his body heavier than I expected, all that tension finally surrendering.
I held him there, my hand against his back, tracing small, steadying circles into the fabric of his shirt. The world shrank down to that touch, that breath, that fragile closeness.
“You don’t need to laugh,” I whispered into his hair. “Just… stay here. That’s enough.”
And for the first time in longer than I could remember, it felt true.
His breathing slowed in my arms, each exhale fanning against my chest in soft, uneven bursts. The tension in his body eased little by little until I could feel the weight of him pressing fully into me, no longer holding himself upright, no longer carrying every invisible burden in his spine.
I tightened my hold instinctively, afraid that if I loosened even slightly, he’d slip away. My thumb traced lazy, unconscious circles against his back, and I realised I was trying to soothe him the way you’d calm a wounded animal, steady, quiet, without sudden movements.
His eyelids fluttered, heavy. I caught the faintest shift of his lips, like he wanted to say something but couldn’t summon the strength. Whatever it was, it died on his breath.
“You’re safe,” I whispered, my voice barely audible, more to convince myself than him. “I’ve got you.”
A shaky sigh slipped from him, warm against my shirt, and then, finally, his body went slack. The weight of his head rested fully against my shoulder, his hair tickling my jaw, and the sound of his breathing settled into the slow, steady rhythm of sleep.
For a long time, I didn’t move. I couldn’t. My chest ached with something too big, too dangerous to name, and yet I sat there and let it consume me. The sight of him vulnerable, the trust of him sleeping against me, God, it undid me more than any blade ever could.
I pressed my lips together, fighting the urge to lower my head, to brush the faintest kiss against his temple. But I didn’t. I stayed still, tense with restraint, holding him as if he were the most fragile thing I’d ever been entrusted with.
And for the first time in my life, I didn’t think about death, or work, or the endless list of names etched into my mind. I thought only of the weight in my arms, the warmth of him, the fragile closeness that felt like it could shatter at any second, yet somehow, impossibly, held.
I sat there, staring at nothing, holding everything. Him. His breath ghosted against me, his weight tucked into my arms like he belonged there. And Christ, what the hell was I supposed to do with that?
This wasn’t me. I didn’t cradle people. I didn’t whisper reassurances, didn’t sit still and hold the fragile pieces of someone else like they mattered more than my own skin. Yet here I was, clutching him tighter with every second, like the thought of letting go made me sick.
I wanted, God help me, I wanted this. That was the worst part. The heat of his body, the softness of his hair brushing my jaw, the trust bleeding from his every breath… I wanted to keep it.
And it terrified me.
“Idiot,” I muttered under my breath, the word aimed at myself. What was I doing? Letting my guard slip like this, letting him inside places I’d locked up years ago. Every instinct screamed that it was dangerous. That he’d see me, and worse, I’d start needing him.
The thought hollowed me out, sharp and raw.
But then Sorren sighed in his sleep, a faint, broken sound, and all my spiralling snapped in two. I only tightened my arms around him, pressing my cheek against his hair. “It’s fine,” I murmured, though I didn’t know who I was trying to convince anymore.
Somewhere between the burn of adrenaline leaving my veins and the steady rhythm of his breathing, my own body gave in. My eyes drifted shut. And despite every alarm blaring in my head, I let myself fall asleep like that, tangled up with him, both of us trembling ghosts who, somehow, fit.
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By mid-afternoon, the lab had that hollow quiet it gets when fatigue presses down heavier than silence. Only the hum of the fume hood and the tick of the centrifuge filled the air. A courier dropped a grey evidence crate at my station, chain of custody forms taped to the lid in a handwriting I didn’t recognise. New case. Homicide.
Victim: male, early thirties. Located behind a strip of takeaway shops, ten metres from the train line. No significant criminal history. Nothing in the first-pass background suggests enemies.
The scene photographs resisted the clean narrative I’d come to expect. No single arc of violence; no clear symmetry between act and consequence. Bruising inconsistent with a single decisive strike: instead, a scatter of contusions, different sizes, some fresh, some already yellowing. Contact marks that began on one vector, then paused, then resumed from another. Almost as if the assailant lost their rhythm, their certainty. The body read like a draft revised mid-sentence.
I leaned closer to the evidence. Ligature mark across the anterior neck, shallow, incomplete. Pressure insufficient to occlude the airway or vessels. Abrasion suggested a brief application, then release. Not strangulation, but an attempt at strangulation abandoned midway.
Tape residue clung to the left maxilla and zygomatic area, but no tape was present at discovery. Adhesive patterns suggested a gag had once been applied and later removed, possibly to alter staging, possibly to silence only briefly.
Then there was the foreign material. A smear of particulate fluoresced under angled light: not biological, not glass fracture. Synthetic. Metallic flecks are interspersed with polymer fibres. Bagged fibres under the halogen caught a faint volatile note, sweet, solvent-heavy. The odour profile was wrong for industrial paint. More like craft supplies: children’s tempera, theatrical glitter adhesives, party-store costumes. Artificial joy, smeared across violence.
I logged each observation: location, dimensions, presumptive tests pending. But the cumulative impression was harder to quantify. It felt like a rehearsal. Someone playing at brutality but unwilling, or unable, to sustain the script. Staging, perhaps. Or inexperience. A performance that forgot its lines.
The more I catalogued, the stranger it became. Not a scene of rage. Not even of cold precision. Something in between. Something self-conscious.
~
He didn’t see me at first. He slipped inside like a ghost, shoulders hunched, dropping his bag in the corner with the dull thud of habit. The house didn’t notice him, didn’t creak, didn’t shift, but I did. He moved straight to the dining table, opening a file with the precision of someone unsheathing a weapon. He sat, spine stiff, and the chair groaned under him like it had been enlisted into service. His brow folded, creased with the exhaustion he never named, intent in that way that turns him blind to everything else, even me.
Not mine. The thought flared unbidden, cold and sharp. Whatever trailed after him was not of this house, not of me. It clung to him like static, the wrong kind of noise, humming low and mean in the air between us.
I stirred the pot on the stove. The spoon circled. Steam rose, carrying nothing. No flavour, no warmth, just an excuse. I dipped, tasted, swallowed nothing, and drifted closer, armour thin. My hand brushed cutlery from the drawer, the clink of metal passing for casualness. A pretext.
His notes were too neat. Even with the tremor in his fingers, every line was deliberate: time stamps stacked like vertebrae, sketches of wounds precise as diagrams in an anatomy book, an annotated photo where a tiny arrow pointed at some fleck of iridescence. Not blood. Not bone. Something else.
“New?” I asked, light as I could manage, the kind of lightness that feels like walking across glass. Anything heavier might snap him or me.
He startled, breath catching, then exhaled, long and ragged. His hand tapped the photo. “Yeah.” The word barely lifted off his tongue. He squinted, thumb hovering over the arrow. “Doesn’t make sense.”
I hovered behind him, not sitting, not standing, caught. The edge of the chair pressed against my thigh, cold as if warning me off. I felt like a sinner at an altar, tempted and unworthy, yet unable to step back.
“Want to talk it through?” The words surprised me as they left my mouth, too earnest, too raw. I’d promised myself I’d keep distance, that his work would stay sealed behind the files and the locked briefcase and the walls he built around it. But the ache in his shoulders, the weight in his hands… I wanted it gone. Even if it meant letting it seep into me.
He hesitated, gaze flicking sideways as though weighing the cost of letting me in. Then, wordlessly, he slid a page across the table, the rustle of paper louder than it should have been.
~
“It’s messy,” I said, more to the paper than to him. “Ligature that wasn’t followed through, taping that wasn’t maintained, hands all over, no prints, but you can feel the… indecision. And this.” I nudged the evidence bag with the shimmer sealed inside. “Found on the collar. It fluoresces under ALS. Smells like…” I trailed off, the memory slipping away. Something chemical and sweet, like theatre makeup left too long in a hot car.
Draven leaned down, close enough that I caught the faint ozone tang of his breath, careful not to touch, eyes narrowing as the glitter caught light. “Costume shop,” he said softly, almost to himself. “Cheap glitter gel. The kind that never really comes off.”
My head tipped. “How do you,”
He lifted a shoulder, a half-smile, faint and guilty. “I notice things.”
I should have flinched at the reminder, the suggestion that his noticing ran deeper than it should. Instead, warmth prickled behind my ribs, being seen, being met there in the tiny details.
“It could be transfer,” I offered, fighting for steadiness. “The victim brushed against someone wearing it, or the assailant had it on.”
“Or wanted it to look that way,” he replied, gaze tracking the photo like a hunter reading ground. His voice had gone quieter, respectful. “Your tape residue, why remove a gag once it’s on?”
He wasn’t gloating. He was curious. Careful with my work, like it might bruise.
“Because they panicked,” I said slowly. “Or because they realised he didn’t need silencing. Or,” I shook my head. “The order’s off. The gag went on too early. The strikes landed too late. It feels like an imitation of violence, not… the act itself.”
Draven’s jaw worked as though he were tasting the thought. “A rehearsal,” he said. “Someone trying on a mask.”
The words fit too well. I scribbled them down before I could stop myself, the ink digging harder than intended into the page. My own phrasing blurred, replaced with his. “Maybe.” It came out softer than I meant, something loosening inside me at the shape he’d given my hunch.
I pointed to the bruises in the photograph, the arcs dulling into green-yellow along the rib cage. “The angles are wrong, too. See here? Left-handed blows at first, then right mid-sequence. Unless there were two people.”
Draven tilted closer, studying. His eyes darkened with concentration, mouth set. “Or one who didn’t know which hand they were supposed to be.”
My pen stilled. The suggestion was absurd, but it slotted into place with a sick kind of sense. I looked up. His eyes met mine. For a breath, there was no paper, no evidence bag, just the question between us: who are you really reading here?
My pulse ticked faster. I looked away first this time, pretending the scuffed floor needed cataloguing. He didn’t press it.
I went back to the photo, tracing the arcs of bruises with my fingertip through the laminated print. “Look here,” I said, pointing to a smear of tape residue. “It’s uneven. Hesitant. Like they were second-guessing themselves.”
Draven crouched, eyes scanning. His shadow flickered over the paper, brushing the edge of my hand. “Second-guessing or practising,” he murmured. “Someone learning how it should feel before they commit.”
I felt a shiver, not from the thought of the killer, but from the way he said it. Like he’d imagined the motions too clearly. “The glitter,” I added, nudging the evidence bag. “Found on the collar. Cheap costume stuff. Smells theatrical.”
He hummed softly, thoughtful, almost approving. “Someone who wants attention… or someone who wants to be noticed.”
I froze at the phrasing. Noticing. That’s exactly what he did; he noticed everything. And he lingered where others would step back. My pulse kicked up at the echo of it.
“The sequence,” I whispered, leaning over the photograph, “the strikes, the gag placement… left hand switches to right. It’s almost like,” I stopped, because the words sounded reckless even in my head. Almost like someone was rehearsing the wrong version of themselves.
Draven’s eyes caught mine. He didn’t say anything, just held it steady and probing. That silence carried weight, like an unspoken recognition. I looked away, but the edge of his gaze lingered like a shadow at the corner of my mind.
Something about the way he pieced it together, so fast, so effortlessly, made the thought slip into my chest, unwelcome and insistent: what if the person studying the killer… wasn’t entirely separate from the type of mind who could perform the crime?
I shook my head, forcing it back. No. That was dangerous thinking. But the glitter on the collar, the hesitation marks, the almost-perfect mimicry of violence, they all felt like steps in a pattern. Steps someone careful might leave behind… almost as if they knew exactly how someone else would read them.
Draven shifted, snapping me from the spiral. “We should check the other prints,” he said lightly. But even as he moved, the way he paused at the edge of the table, scanning, analysing, left a chill that wasn’t just about the case.
Something told me the rehearsal wasn’t just for the killer.
~
He was letting me in. Not fully. A crack, a taste, enough to feel it: the impossible trust of his mind opening a fraction. I wanted to handle it with tweezers, fragile and dangerous.
“Who found him?” I asked, keeping my voice low.
“Teenagers. Cutting through to the station. They heard…” His throat caught, a sharp hitch that echoed the weight of it. “…they heard him still breathing.”
The room was paused as sacred. The faint hum of the fridge, the tick of the wall clock, even the steam curling from the kettle seemed to defer.
I leaned closer to the photo, careful to keep my hands a hair above the paper. “If you reversed these two steps, it reads cleaner. Not that it matters for your report, but it might tell you how they wanted it to look. Robbery? Lovers’ fight?”
He shook his head. “Wallet still on him. Phone gone. No cash taken. Too staged. But not by someone good at staging.”
“Then they’ll do it again,” I said before I could stop the thought, and the ruthlessness of it stuck between us. He looked up sharply, alert. I softened. “People who rehearse don’t stop after opening night.”
A small, unwilling smile tugged at his mouth. “Please never say that to Cheryl.”
I huffed, relieved by the thread of levity. “I’d never give her the satisfaction.”
“Good,” he said, pen scratching against the paper. “She’d eat you alive.”
We lingered there in an easy hush I hadn’t earned. Steam from the kettle twisted into tiny ghosts in the lamplight, flickering across the edges of his notes. I watched his hand move, precise, patient, almost ritualistic, and thought about how the world pressed on him, how every detail seemed to find him whether he wanted it or not. This, talking it through, letting someone else sift through the chaos, lightened it by a fraction. It wasn’t enough. It was all I had.
And yet… there was something about the rehearsal, the hesitation marks, the almost-perfect mimicry of violence, that made me shift in my chair. Not just the killer, but the mind that could trace patterns like this, that could see the invisible. That could predict. That could step close enough to touch the thought without leaving a trace.
I looked at him, the edge of suspicion curling almost imperceptibly beneath the ease of our conversation. This wasn’t just about the crime scene. It was about the mind in front of me, the way it mirrored what we were chasing. A thought, half-formed, stirred in the pit of my stomach. One day, that mind, and the killer’s, might cross in ways neither of us expected.
~
Somewhere between his “rehearsal” and my “left-handed that turns right,” we slipped into a rhythm. I’d place a piece, he’d tilt it, I’d see it differently. It should have made me bristle. Instead, it felt like leaning against a warm wall after standing too long.
“You’re good at this,” I said before I could stop myself.
His mouth twitched. “At noticing? It’s a hobby.”
I pretended to mark a margin to hide my face. “Dangerous hobby.”
“Only if you tell Cheryl.”
I snorted, quiet, surprised at myself. The sound made his shoulders drop a centimetre.
He set the cutlery down properly this time, as if the table had been waiting to be a table again. “We should eat before it goes cold,” he said. Then, softer: “After, if you want, we could keep at it. Or not. Aquarium’s doing a late-night thing this week. Bioluminescence. Might clear your head.” He didn’t look at me when he said it. He looked at the pot, like it had asked.
My chest did that traitorous stretch. “Maybe after,” I said too quickly, then steadied. “I’d like that. The… bioluminescence.” The word tasted like honey.
His relief was quiet and enormous. “Alright.”
We ate. We didn’t talk about bodies. We didn’t talk about dreams. We let the case live in the margins, and every so often one of us would reach over and shift a page an inch, or point at a photo, the way people point out constellations.
After the dishes were cleared, I found myself dragging the evidence bag closer, almost as if proximity would make the shimmer speak. He hovered again, the light catching the angles of his cheekbone, the faint shadow beneath his eyes. I nudged the notes towards him without thinking. His fingers never touched the paper. Mine never stopped shaking. Between those two truths, something like trust began to take shape, slow, cautious, a light you don’t breathe on.
“One step at a time,” he said, almost to himself.
“Yeah,” I answered, eyes on the glitter in the evidence bag. “One step.”
And yet, even as the room settled around us, a part of me couldn’t stop noticing tiny patterns, the pauses in his sentences, the way he observed the edges of the table, or my hands. Those same patterns were the ones the killer left behind: meticulous, hesitant, rehearsed. A sliver of unease threaded through the warmth, and I wondered, not for the first time, if the mind across from me could see too much. Or perhaps, one day, see the wrong thing.
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The aquarium was quieter than I expected; the late-night crowd thinned to scattered couples and solitary wanderers. The water glowed faintly, a slow pulse of blue and green, and the creatures inside drifted like tiny stars caught in glass.
Draven walked beside me, close enough that I felt the heat of him, but careful, always careful. He tilted his head at a tank of jellyfish. “They look like they’re dancing,” he murmured. “Like they know something we don’t.”
I smiled, watching the slow, deliberate movements. “They do look choreographed.”
He hummed in agreement, his reflection caught in the glass. For a moment, it was just the two of us and the soft rhythm of water shifting.
We moved from tank to tank, pausing when something caught our eyes, tiny shrimp flickering like sparks, a jellyfish drifting like it had all the time in the world. Every so often, our hands brushed the railing at the same time, close enough to notice, never quite touching.
The night air met us gently when we stepped outside, cool and carrying the smell of rain on warm pavement. Neon signs shimmered across puddles, the city humming as if it hadn’t decided whether to sleep or keep celebrating.
“Ever notice,” Draven said, voice low but amused, “everything smells better at night? Food, rain, even the streets.”
I laughed, surprised by how much I liked the thought. “That’s the weirdest truth I’ve ever heard, but I’ll allow it.”
We followed the pull of music down a side street until the glow of lanterns and the thrum of voices led us into a night market. The air buzzed with chatter, sizzling pans, the sweet burn of fried sugar.
“Hungry?” I asked, nodding toward a vendor spinning cotton candy into a pastel cloud.
Draven gave a small, unguarded grin that warmed something in me. “Always.”
We wandered through stalls, tasting things we’d never normally pick up, skewered fruit sticky with syrup, tiny pastries, popcorn that crunched like firecrackers. He stole a piece of my cotton candy; I pretended to scold him, but didn’t pull my hand away when our fingers brushed.
Later, we paused by a theatre flashing the latest releases. “Movie?” I asked.
He tilted his head, feigning reluctance. “Only if you promise a full commentary.”
I snorted. “You’re going to regret that.”
The theatre was nearly empty, the hush thick enough that our laughter felt too loud. We sat shoulder to shoulder, close but not close enough, letting the film wash over us. Every so often, I caught myself watching him instead, the way light slid across his face, how his focus held steady but still tethered to me in the quietest ways.
When we came out, the festival was still alive. We ate ice cream, messy and too sweet, laughing when it dripped down my hand. For a little while, the night was nothing but colour and warmth and the easy rhythm of being side by side.
We drifted away from the crowds toward the river, where a small pedestrian bridge arched overhead, strung with lanterns. Their reflections shimmered in the dark water like scattered fireflies.
I leaned against the railing, letting the glow spill over me. Draven came to stand beside me, silent, steady.
“Beautiful,” I murmured, not meaning just the view.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “It’s… quiet. The good kind.”
We let the silence hold us, shoulders brushing just enough to feel it. Nearby, a table offered paper lanterns and candles. He nodded toward them. “Want to try?”
I picked one up, tracing the fragile paper. “Make a wish?”
He met my eyes, a flicker of something unreadable there. “Yeah. But keep it to yourself.”
We lit the candle together, the glow soft against our faces. For a heartbeat, his hand hovered near mine before letting go. The lantern lifted into the air, drifting slow and steady, carrying its small light away.
We watched in silence until it was just another star swallowed by the night.
“Same time tomorrow?” I teased, though my chest tightened at the thought of leaving this moment behind.
He gave the faintest smile. “We’ll see.” A pause, softer this time. “I’d like that.”
We wandered back slowly, the city settling into sleep around us. Street lamps threw halos across the wet pavement, and our footsteps fell almost in time. By the time we reached my building, I didn’t want the thread of the night to break.
“Thanks,” I said, simple but full.
“For what?” he asked.
“For… tonight. Just tonight.”
He nodded once, steady as ever. “Tonight,” he echoed.
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Sorren’s phone buzzed again, the glow of the screen cutting across the dinner table. A new message from Danyel: You’re going to make me work overtime again, aren’t you?
 Sorren read it aloud with a half-smile, brushing it off like nothing, but my brow flicked before I could stop it. Just a crease, small, quick. Not small enough that he’d miss it.
Danyel.
The man had started showing up more often than shadows lately, slipping into our space under the guise of “helping” Sorren review evidence or double-check paperwork. At first, it seemed harmless. Necessary. Then I noticed the rhythm of it, how quickly he made himself comfortable, how easily he fell into Sorren’s evenings like he’d been here for years.
The first night he’d come over, I lingered in the kitchen, stirring the same pot long after the food was done. I told myself I was just… listening. But every time Sorren laughed at something Danyel said, something sharp twisted in my ribs. The laugh wasn’t wrong, wasn’t even rare, but it was unguarded. And Danyel, the way he delivered those quips, he wasn’t just being funny. He was watching Sorren, testing how far he could lean in.
It was the same when he touched the evidence bags, leaning too close, shoulder brushing Sorren’s with deliberate ease. His eyes crinkled with mirth, sure, but there was a calculation in them I couldn’t miss. People like him, people who always knew when to drop a joke, when to glance, when to step closer, they weren’t accidents. They wanted something. Always.
When his gaze finally landed on me, it was with a smirk. “You’re the roommate, right? The… quiet one?” His tone was teasing, but I heard the edge under it. A probe. A jab to see what I’d give away.
 I gave him nothing. Just the faintest curve of a smile, steady eyes. He didn’t hold my gaze long. Interesting.
Sorren, oblivious as ever, chuckled at another of Danyel’s remarks, leaning back with that soft tilt of his head that made him look too open, too easy to reach. My chest tightened, not just with the ache of watching, but with irritation that Sorren didn’t see what Danyel was doing. Didn’t see the way he circled him, reading him, adjusting his steps like a predator easing into a pattern.
By the time Danyel left that night, lingering at the door like he was testing if Sorren would ask him to stay, I’d catalogued more than I cared to admit: the smirk he used to disarm, the casual boundary pushes, the way he mirrored Sorren’s gestures. Small things. Subtle. But patterns always betrayed intent, eventually.
Later, when Sorren’s smile had faded into quiet exhaustion as he cleared the table, the apartment felt emptier, but not because Danyel was gone. Because Sorren had let him in so easily, and I couldn’t shake the question curling in my gut
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The next day moved slowly, stretched thin by Sorren’s quiet focus and Draven’s restless silence. By late afternoon, Sorren announced he’d be meeting Danyel again, something about cross-referencing reports, another evening spent bent over paperwork.
Draven said nothing at first. He just stood in the doorway, arms folded, gaze cool. His silence lingered long enough for Sorren to frown faintly, as though searching for a response he wouldn’t get.
“You don’t mind, right?” Sorren asked carefully. “He’s just helping.”
Helping. Draven let the word settle like a shard in his chest. He gave the faintest of smiles, sharp but humourless. “Of course. I don’t mind.”
He minded. He minded more than he could admit without giving himself away.
When Danyel arrived, the apartment shifted again, humming with an energy Draven loathed. The man carried himself lightly, easy smiles and warm banter spilling into the room as if he belonged here. He dropped a stack of files on the table, bumping shoulders with Sorren as if it were second nature.
Draven lingered nearby, leaning against the wall, watching. Always watching. His eyes tracked every small detail, the way Danyel’s hand hovered too close to Sorren’s wrist when pointing at a page, the subtle lean of his body into Sorren’s space, the faint smugness in the curl of his lips when he caught Draven’s gaze across the room.
It wasn’t just charm. It was deliberate. Testing him.
Draven’s jaw tightened, but his expression stayed calm, impassive. He couldn’t afford to let Sorren notice the storm behind his composure.
“You’re quiet, as always,” Danyel said suddenly, tossing the words over his shoulder with a grin. “Makes me wonder what goes on in there.” He tapped his own temple, eyes glinting.
Draven let the faintest smile touch his lips, thin, unreadable. “You wouldn’t want to know.”
For a flicker of a second, Danyel’s smile faltered. Just a twitch. But Draven saw it. He caught it, stored it.
The night dragged on, filled with Sorren’s laughter and Danyel’s endless teasing. Draven sat in the periphery, watching everything, the rhythms, the slips, the tones of voice. His mind picked apart Danyel’s behaviour, filing each piece away, searching for cracks.
There was something there. Something off.
By the time Danyel left, Sorren was smiling faintly, tired but lighter somehow. Draven watched him from the shadows of the hallway, the ache in his chest sharp and unyielding.
The door clicked shut. Silence pressed in.
Draven leaned against the frame, exhaling slowly. His fingers twitched at his side, the urge to act curling through him like smoke. Not yet.
For now, he would watch. And wait.
Because whatever game Danyel thought he was playing, Draven wasn’t about to lose.
-
The next few evenings repeated the same rhythm: Sorren at the table with Danyel, files spread wide, the air humming with quiet talk. Draven lingered in the background, the silent ghost in his own space.
He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t need to. Every smile Sorren gave Danyel, every low laugh at some poorly timed joke, every casual brush of shoulders when leaning over the notes, Draven saw. Draven remembered.
Danyel saw him too. He always did.
It was in the glances across the room, the pointed quirk of his mouth whenever Sorren wasn’t looking. Like he was daring Draven to react. Like he wanted him to.
One night, Sorren excused himself to grab coffee, leaving the two of them alone. The silence stretched thin, taut as wire.
Danyel leaned back in his chair, studying Draven with open amusement. “You really don’t talk much, do you?”
Draven tilted his head, slow and deliberate, eyes steady on him. “I talk when there’s something worth saying.”
The grin Danyel gave was easy, but his gaze flickered, measuring, testing. “Guess Sorren likes filling the silence, then.”
Draven let the corner of his mouth curve, sharp, humourless. “Guess so.”
The air between them tightened. Neither moved nor looked away. It was a battle fought in stillness, in glances, in what was unsaid.
When Sorren came back, two mugs in hand, the tension broke like it had never existed. Danyel slipped back into his easy charm, thanking him, diving into a fresh round of analysis. Sorren didn’t notice the way Draven’s eyes stayed locked on Danyel for a fraction longer than necessary.
Later that night, when the apartment was quiet again, Draven stood at the window, staring out at the city lights. His reflection stared back, expression unreadable.
Danyel was getting too close, too comfortable.
And Draven knew better than anyone: people who got too close always paid for it.
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The night thickened with music, drums, strings, the high call of a flute weaving through the lantern glow. Sorren drifted ahead, stopping to watch a troupe of dancers in painted masks, their movements sharp, staccato, echoing firelight. His smile caught the glow, easy and unguarded, the kind of smile he rarely let slip anywhere but here, in noise and anonymity.
Draven hung back, half in shadow, half in crowd. His eyes didn’t follow the dance. They tracked Danyel.
Because Danyel wasn’t watching the dancers at all.
He was watching Sorren.
Not in the way Draven did,quiet, weighted, protective. No. Danyel’s gaze moved like a scalpel. Cataloguing posture, rhythm, the pattern of Sorren’s breathing, as though every twitch of muscle and line of tension was a problem to be solved.
Draven felt the familiar stillness coil in him. He filed it away, methodical.
The dancers ended in a clash of cymbals. Sorren clapped, bright and off-beat, and moved on to the game stalls with the eagerness of someone unburdened. He tugged Draven along by the wrist, then let go just as quickly.
“Come on, you try,” Sorren urged at the ring toss, coins already clinking onto the counter.
Draven shook his head, but Sorren was already aiming, jaw set in concentration. The rings bounced, missed, skittered across the wooden slats. Sorren huffed, laughing at himself.
Danyel leaned on the booth’s post, loose-limbed, casual in a way that felt practised. “Funny thing about the underpass,” he said, voice slipping in like background noise, almost conversational. “Teenagers didn’t call it in straight away. They hesitated. Scared, maybe.”
“Wouldn’t you be?” Sorren said, tossing another ring, missing again. “Finding someone bleeding out in the dark?”
“Maybe,” Danyel answered. The tone was a shade too thoughtful. “Or maybe they saw something they didn’t want to say.”
His eyes flicked sideways,barely,towards Draven. Just long enough. Just sharp enough.
Draven didn’t move. His hand stayed buried in his coat pocket, fingers curling, uncurling slow, steady. Silence pressed heavy between them, long enough for Danyel to smirk like he hadn’t meant anything at all.
Another piece. Another crack in the mask.
By the time they circled back for candied fruit skewers, Sorren had sugar clinging to his lip, laughter spilling out at something harmless Danyel had thrown into the air. He was glowing in a way Draven rarely saw,unguarded, almost young.
Draven’s attention didn’t falter. Not from the angle of Danyel’s jaw, not from the careful weight behind every casual shrug, not from the way his gaze,no matter the distraction,always slid back to Sorren.
The market roared around them,lights, colours, voices all colliding in a thousand-layer hum. To Sorren, it was life: vibrant, intoxicating, a rare break from the heaviness of his days.
To Draven, it was cover.
And under that cover, the doubts kept stacking, brick by brick, until they felt like walls closing in.
A firework cracked open above the rooftops, scattering red and silver over the crowd. Sorren tilted his head back, eyes bright, the reflection turning his irises into something molten. “Didn’t even know there’d be fireworks,” he said, voice half lost to the cheers.
He grabbed Draven’s sleeve without thinking, tugging him closer into the surge of people craning for a view. The press of bodies didn’t bother Sorren,he leaned into it, let the noise and colour wash over him. Draven stayed anchored at his side, unmoving, though his eyes weren’t on the sky.
They were on Danyel, who lingered at Sorren’s other shoulder, face tipped upward, expression unreadable. The bursts of light painted him in flashes: first warmth, then shadow, then something too intent to be mistaken for awe.
Draven logged the look. Another brick.
When the finale rumbled the street, Sorren laughed,too loud, too carefree,and pulled them toward the food stalls again. “Come on, one more. Something sweet.” His grin didn’t dim when he spotted the fortune-teller’s tent tucked between two vendors, cloth painted with constellations.
“Oh, let’s do this,” he said, already stepping in.
Inside, the air was thick with incense. Beads rattled as the curtain fell closed. The fortune-teller, face lined and eyes sharp, gestured to the seats across from her. Sorren dropped into place, eager.
“Your question?” she asked.
Sorren hesitated only a beat. “Future. Work. Anything.” His grin was sheepish, but his posture leaned forward like he wanted to believe.
The woman shuffled her cards, laid them out with deft fingers. Symbols stared up from the table: towers, blades, figures suspended. She tapped one, looked at Sorren. “You carry burdens not yours. The danger is not in your path but beside it. Someone near you walks with a shadow.”
Sorren blinked, then laughed, waving it off. “That’s vague enough to fit anyone.”
Draven’s gaze stayed locked on the spread of cards. His chest tightened, silent, steady. Danyel’s smirk twitched like he was in on a private joke.
Back outside, Sorren shook his head, dismissing it as carnival theatre. He licked melted sugar from his thumb, brushing past both men like he didn’t notice the weight that had settled between them.
Draven noticed. Danyel noticed.
Later, as they settled on the stone edge of a fountain, Sorren leaned back on his hands, hair damp from the mist, still grinning at the noise and light. “This is good,” he said, voice softer now, more honest. “Feels like breathing again.”
Draven’s reply caught in his throat. He only nodded, letting the moment rest. Sorren’s joy was fragile; he didn’t want to crack it.
But his eyes slid to Danyel, who watched Sorren with the same too-thoughtful quiet as before.
And the walls in Draven’s head kept building.
The festival lights faded behind them as they turned down a quieter side street, cobblestones slick from an earlier drizzle. Sorren’s laughter softened, becoming a low hum as he recounted some trivial joke from the night market.
Draven walked just behind him, letting the warmth of Sorren’s presence brush past without touching, cataloguing every gesture instead. He noticed the tilt of Sorren’s head when he laughed, the careless tuck of a strand of hair behind his ear, the way his hands flexed unconsciously when he spoke.
“Hey, come on,” Sorren said, pausing and glancing back. “Don’t just follow. Walk with me.”
Draven’s jaw flexed, but he stepped closer. Their pace evened. The city around them felt muted, the usual hum of traffic replaced by the soft splash of puddles and the distant drip of a roof.
Sorren kicked at a puddle, sending a small spray of water into the air. “This is nice,” he said, voice low. “Feels like we’re far away from everything.”
Draven’s eyes flicked to the shadows lining the street. Not far away at all, he thought. The city was still there, always. But in the quiet, he allowed himself to focus entirely on Sorren.
“You notice everything, don’t you?” Sorren asked suddenly, turning his gaze on him. The question wasn’t accusing,just curious.
Draven kept his expression neutral, but his fingers itched to respond with anything but half-truths. “Depends on what you mean.”
Sorren smiled, undeterred. “I mean… you notice people. Movements. How they hold themselves. You notice me.”
The last part landed with a weight Draven couldn’t shift. He said nothing.
They came to a small bridge over a gently rippling canal, lanterns reflecting in the water like scattered constellations. Sorren leaned against the railing, staring at the lights. Draven stayed just behind, shoulders squared, but his eyes never left him.
“You think about the case?” Sorren asked, voice softer now, hesitant. “Even here?”
Draven’s jaw tightened imperceptibly. “Always,” he said, careful not to let the tension leak. His mind ticked over the night: Danyel’s smiles, the careful flicker of his gaze, the little too-sharp comments about the underpass. He filed every detail silently.
Sorren’s laugh, small and airy, broke into his thoughts. “Don’t let it ruin tonight. Please.”
Draven let the corners of his mouth lift just slightly, barely noticeable. “Tonight,” he repeated, letting the word hang, tethering himself to it.
For a moment, they just stood there,the canal below, lanterns above, the city pressing gently at the edges. Sorren’s shoulder brushed his as he shifted, and Draven’s chest tightened, not with the pull of affection, but with the sharp edge of need: to protect, to measure, to anticipate.
And somewhere beneath that, the quiet thought lingered: Danyel is too close. Too observant. Too sharp. And Draven would be watching.
-
They stepped into the apartment, the hum of the city retreating behind the door. Sorren kicked off his shoes, rubbing damp feet against the rug, still laughing at some half-forgotten line from the festival.
Draven hung back near the doorway, coat still on, eyes scanning more than the room. His gaze landed on the small details Danyel had left behind,a coffee cup forgotten on the counter, a pen tipped too precisely beside the stack of notes. Innocuous, almost laughable, but in the context of Danyel’s careful patterns, it didn’t sit right.
Sorren flopped onto the couch, still carrying the soft sugar smell from the night market. “I don’t want to sit still,” he said, grinning. “But my legs are done for.”
Draven closed the distance, leaning against the wall. “We could… go over the evidence. If you want,” he offered, voice casual, but sharp under the surface.
Sorren’s head popped up, eyes bright. “Actually… yes. Let’s do that.” He grabbed the folder from the coffee table. “But just a quick look, promise. I don’t want to stay in the dark all night.”
Draven settled beside him, posture neutral, eyes sliding to the edge of the papers before returning to Sorren. Every time Sorren’s hand brushed over a photograph, Draven’s gaze flicked,not to the image, but to the residue of Danyel’s earlier presence. Pens slightly off, papers aligned in the wrong order, a smudge on the folder. It was minor. Insignificant to anyone else. To Draven, it was a pattern.
“Something feels off,” he murmured under his breath, voice low enough for only himself.
Sorren tilted his head, focusing on a report. “Hm?”
“Nothing,” Draven said, letting the words vanish in the quiet. But the thought lingered, coiling at the back of his mind. Danyel’s easy charm, the way he slipped into Sorren’s space without effort, the little glances that seemed too knowing,it didn’t add up.
Sorren leaned back, tracing the edge of a photograph absentmindedly. “I like that we can just… sit here,” he said softly. “Even with work around, it doesn’t feel heavy.”
Draven’s chest tightened. He wanted to agree, to let the night stretch, but part of him was already piecing it together: Danyel wasn’t just a friend. Too precise. Too observant. Too close.
He swallowed, letting his silence speak instead. Every tiny movement Danyel had made tonight was filed, indexed, stored for later. Draven didn’t speak, didn’t warn, didn’t act. He only watched.
Because when the time came, the quiet attention he gave now would be what made the difference.
Sorren leaned back, eyes half-closed, content in the small bubble of the apartment. Draven let him rest there, all the while thinking, calculating.
Sorren stretched, yawning softly, sliding a photograph across the coffee table. “Think we’ve got everything noted?” he asked, voice still light from the night.
Draven’s eyes lingered on the corner of the photo. Something caught his attention—a faint smear, too deliberate to be accidental. He froze.
“Hmm?” Sorren prompted, noticing the pause.
Draven kept his gaze fixed on the mark, voice neutral. “Nothing. Just… noticing.”
But he was noticing.
The smear wasn’t from their night’s work, not from any careful handling of evidence or ink. It had the same subtle pattern Danyel had left on the folder earlier—almost like a signature, a small, careless imprint left behind without realizing it. Too neat, too intentional, even in its casualness.
Sorren, oblivious, leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “Yeah. Think we’re done for tonight. Finally.”
Draven’s jaw tightened just slightly. He let the folder sit, hands folded, expression unreadable. Every micro-movement Danyel had made tonight—the smirk, the slight tilt of his head, the flicker of amusement that came too easily—snapped into focus.
A thought settled in Draven’s mind, quiet, sharp: Danyel notices more than he should. And he’s close to Sorren. Too close.
He didn’t speak. He didn’t warn Sorren. He only filed it away, the calculation already starting: patterns, habits, weak spots. Danyel might be charming, but Draven had learned long ago how to read between the smiles.
Sorren yawned again, stretching his arms above his head, entirely unaware of the tightening coil behind Draven’s calm eyes. Draven watched, silent, patient, waiting. The quiet hum of the apartment pressed in, and the unease wound tighter with every second Danyel’s presence lingered, even when absent.
Sorren leaned back against the couch, tossing a pen from hand to hand, letting the night’s fatigue settle into his bones. “I think that’s it,” he said softly. “Notes, photos… all accounted for.”
Draven’s gaze drifted to the empty corner where Danyel had leaned earlier, cataloguing the stacks of paper as though he owned the space. Nothing seemed out of place to anyone else. But to Draven, the little things jumped out: a pen angled just slightly differently than it had been left, a smudge along the rim of a folder, the faint, lingering scent of Danyel’s cologne—subtle enough Sorren didn’t notice, but precise enough to mark Danyel’s path through the apartment.
“Funny,” Draven murmured under his breath, almost to himself. “How someone leaves a signature without trying.”
Sorren glanced at him, a half-smile tugging at his lips. “Hm?”
“Nothing,” Draven said smoothly, letting his eyes drift back to the papers. But the thought refused to let go. Danyel’s ease wasn’t just natural. Every glance, every pause, every casual joke—he was measuring, noting, testing boundaries, and only Draven had the patience to notice.
Sorren stretched, then yawned, completely at ease. “You tired?”
Draven’s lips pressed into a thin line. “A little.” His fingers tapped lightly against the arm of the couch, tracing rhythms only he could feel. The apartment felt smaller somehow, the air tighter with the memory of Danyel’s presence.
He catalogued the traces silently:
· The way Danyel had leaned just slightly closer than necessary.

· The sharp flicker in his gaze whenever Sorren smiled.

· The small comments that landed a little too precisely, almost as if he knew what questions would trigger a reaction.

Draven didn’t speak. He didn’t act. He only waited.
And all the while, Sorren, unaware of the tight coil of calculation beside him, leaned into the quiet, letting the night settle in his chest.
Draven watched him, thinking: You don’t see it. You won’t see it. But I will. And I’ll know when it matters.
The room hummed with silence, a fragile bubble of ordinary night. Outside, the faint hum of the city leaked in, neon light painting the edges of the blinds. Draven’s eyes flicked back to the empty corner. Danyel’s absence didn’t calm him—it sharpened the tension. Every trace left behind was a breadcrumb, and Draven catalogued each one with the cold, deliberate patience he had honed for years.
Sorren yawned again, burying his face in his hands for a moment. Draven allowed himself a quiet exhale. He would wait. Watch. And when the time came, he would know exactly what to do.





