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Maximis Eldridge banged his head on the mahogany desk his mother gifted him when he left for school. From across the room, his roommate Ellie Stone sighed. She walked over with a cup of coffee. "Max, you can do it. You're a brilliant writer. Drink up and type something."

"Easier said than done. I've been stuck on this one story for days. It's fighting back." Max took a drink. Ellie always knew exactly how to make it. "I've deleted, retyped, added detail, cut characters — nothing works. I think they've become self-aware. They're plotting against me."

Ellie brushed her bleach-blonde hair back. "Max, that's insane."

"No, Ellie. Writing the same chapter for days is insane. My characters keep coming to life when I'm not looking — that's insane. I swear if they don't stop, I'm erasing them all." Max let out a small sigh. He ran his fingers through his dyed burgundy hair.

"Maybe you need to get out and clear your head. Has that girl called back yet?"

"One — don't call me Maxi. Two — no. I've been too buried in this story and trying to make sure we can afford rent." Max returned his fingers to the keyboard. His characters had other plans. "Fine. You want to rebel? I give up."

Ellie laid a hand on his shoulder. "You need air. And we have rent covered for two months. Let's walk."

"Okay, Ellie smelly."

"That's all you've got?"

She plucked the coffee from his hands before he could take another sip. "Nuh uh — you'll drink that, your stomach will hate you, and we'll end up on the couch until we pass out. We do that every night. Not tonight."

"Fine. What are we doing —" Max checked his watch. "At 1:30 in the morning?"

"We live in New York. The question is what can't we do at 1:30." Ellie disappeared into the kitchen.

Max saved his work, grabbed his lucky bomber jacket and black beanie, and scratched Russ behind the ears on his way out. "Watch the place."

"Maxi, let's go," Ellie called from the living room.

"Leaving Russ in command."

"Should've gone with Commander Nova."

"Nova breaks things on purpose and makes sure we witness it. Poor judgment."

Ellie raised her eyebrows. "Wow. Maybe I have bad judgment too."

"I mean — look at your exes this past month."

"Oh my god. We just had a breakthrough. You're the best therapist." She smirked. "Well. Besides this bowl I have ready."

"Did you bring enough for two?"

"Duh."

"I'm asking as your therapist. I don't work for free."

"Oh, Max." Ellie placed both hands over her heart and floated out the door. Max locked it behind them.

They walked the streets of New York for hours, the way they always did on restless nights — until the city stopped pretending it was dark and the sun threatened the skyline. Max was nineteen but built like someone who'd made bad decisions in gyms and worse ones outside them. Six-two, broad, with scars along his right arm from sparring matches and too many longboarding accidents. Most people on the street gave them room without being asked.

Ellie wrapped her arms through his. "Max, we should get tattoos. Let's go do that now."

"Wait, really?"

"We're bored and we need more. That wolf on your arm looks lonely." She nudged him. "I'm sure Heather would appreciate fresh ink."

"Speaking of Heather — she called earlier."

"What did she say?"

"I don't know. I missed it. Haven't listened to the voicemail yet."

"Well get your phone out." Ellie tapped his chest.

"I bet she says she's done with the cat-and-mouse and we should see other people. Like the others."

"Yeah, why do you do that?"

Max shrugged. "Still deciding if it's because I'm a sociopath or just afraid of commitment."

"Since you've proven to be a sociopath — it's both. Sorry."

"Damn. I thought you'd tell me different." He pulled his phone from his back pocket, flipped it open, and selected the voicemail from Heather H. He put it on speaker.

"Hey Max, I just wanted to say I had a splendid time the other day — I mean, it was four days ago, but that's okay. I know you talked about being busy with your story. I just hope I didn't mess up. You were sweet, genuine, a perfect gentleman. It's hard to find that. Anyway — I'm just rambling. Call me when you get the chance. I'd love to talk and have another date soon. Okay. Bye."

The voicemail ended. Ellie unlaced her arms from his. "She seems sweet. Why haven't you called back?"

"Too much on my plate. I need to finish this story." Max closed the phone and pocketed it.

"Well, you're allowed to take breaks. The story doesn't go anywhere. She might."

"I know. I'll call her tomorrow."

They passed a tattoo shop with its open light still burning. Ellie pulled on Max's sleeve. "This is the one."

After ID checks, they split up — Ellie with an artist named Dave, Max with one named Allison. Ellie kept her tattoo a secret. Max had already known what he wanted.

He took off his jacket and settled into the chair. His left arm carried a lupus tattoo that looked almost disappointed in him. He ignored it. "I'm thinking a rose vine. Black roses, plenty of thorns." He traced his right arm — the one mapped in scars. It could use a cover-up.

"That'll be fun." Allison pulled out a tablet. "Let me sketch a few ideas."

After picking the design that caught his eye, they got started. Allison asked what he did for a living. Max gave her the un-exciting details of his writing life. She told him she used to face the same problem with her poetry and encouraged him to push through the block.

Three hours later, Allison finished the half sleeve. Every rose held its own shape. The thorns warned anyone who looked: these will prick back. Allison wiped down the tattoo, and the alcohol bit at Max's skin. "Do you like it?"

"I love it. Thank you." Max stood and followed her toward the lobby. "I wonder what Ellie got."

"I'm sure it'll be something." Allison glanced back at him. "You two are cute together."

"We're just friends."

She shook her head. "Sure you are. My husband and I saw the way she wrapped herself around your arm. If anyone understands the confusing waters of friendship and romance, it's me. She likes you."

Max figured he'd blushed straight through his fair skin. He had nothing to say about it. He picked up his jacket and followed her out.

Ellie was already in the lobby, waving. "How'd it go?"

"Well. What did you get?"

"A surprise. That's what I got."

They walked in silence back through the city. Streetlights glowed above small seas of nocturnal creatures — party-goers hailing cabs, restaurants keeping their doors open for the hungry. The population of the restless city never really rested.

Two blocks from their secret spot, Max looked around. Coast clear. He helped Ellie over the fence, then climbed it himself and hopped down beside her. They walked the dim alley and climbed the ladder to the roof. Empty, as always. Four flights up, right next door to a police station — and Ellie was already packing a bowl.

"I have a little bowl of weed," she sang to no tune in particular. "The sweet taste of irony."

"That's not the right use of the word irony."

"Shut up. It rhymed." She lit it, inhaled deeply, and exhaled a slow cloud toward the city. "Wonderful. Your turn, Maxi."

"You irk me." He lit the bowl and inhaled. Held it. Tilted his head back and exhaled toward the stars.

After they smoked they lay down side by side, the city glittering below them. Max's body had gone loose. He could float into space at any moment.

"Did you almost knock on my door a few weeks ago?" he asked.

"Yeah." Ellie didn't hesitate. "I'd smoked too much after Liza dumped me for her ex. I came home crying, walked over to your door — then thought it was a bad idea to do anything when I wasn't sober. Like you said. Our friendship is way better."

"I heard you walk over that night." Max's voice had gone dry from the smoke and the cold. "I almost opened it."

"Why didn't you?"

They turned to look at each other.

"I thought it would ruin us. What if we dated and then broke up? I'd lose my best friend and my best roommate. Out of everyone in this city who knows me, you're the one who knows me most."

Ellie was quiet for a moment. "Max. I don't know if it's because we're high — but if you weren't talking to Heather right now, I would kiss you."

"Shut up, smelly." He laughed.

They made their way back to the apartment as the city switched shifts around them — workers going in, workers coming out, millions of faces none of which you ever saw twice. Ellie wrapped her arms through Max's again.

Inside, she went straight to Commander Nova. "I need a cuddle buddy. I have chosen you. Do you accept?" Nova stepped off the couch and walked to his food bowl.

"That's a no," Max said. He threw his jacket on the loveseat.

"How about you, Maxi? Care to take his spot?" Ellie leaned against her bedroom door.

"We just talked about why that's not a superb idea."

"I know. I'm kidding." She winked and opened her door slowly, turned, walked in, shut it just as slowly as she opened it.

Max stood in the living room. "What the hell is going on?"

He walked to his computer and opened his draft. He found his characters laughing at him.

Come on, man. She wants you. Go for it. Or are you too much of a coward for that too?

Max backed away. Rubbed his eyes. Looked again. Still there. He sat back down slowly and placed his fingers on the keys.

He hadn't typed those words.

He scrolled up. Read what he'd written earlier — his character Andrew failing to focus on his knight training, his best friend Samantha helping him, then kissing him unexpectedly. He stared at the screen.

"I've lost my fucking mind." He stood up. Walked away from the computer again.

He crossed to Ellie's door. He could knock. He reached for the knob — and his phone vibrated in his pocket. Heather. Calling. The phone buzzed against his palm.

He looked at his phone. Then at Ellie's door.

He put the phone back in his pocket. He opened the door and walked in.

Ellie sat on the edge of the bed in nothing but a loose tank top and black cotton shorts. Bare-legged. No bra. Hair pulled up messily like she'd given up trying to pretend she was going to sleep.

She smiled when she saw him — not smug, not coy — just open. Like she'd been waiting.

"I convinced myself you weren't going to open it," she said quietly.

Max stepped in and shut the door behind him.

"Does that offer still stand?"

Ellie didn't answer.

She stood and walked to him.

Her fingers grazed his jaw, slid to the back of his neck, and then she was kissing him — softly at first, then harder. Her lips were warm, her mouth hungry. Max melted into her, hands gripping her waist as her body pressed against his.

She tugged at his shirt. "Off."

He pulled it over his head. Something about the way she watched him do it made his chest tight.

She pulled him down by the waistband of his jeans, walking them back toward the bed. Her tank top came off. No hesitation.

He stared for half a breath — skin glowing in the soft spill of streetlight through the window. Her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. She didn't cover herself. She let him look.

His fingers traced every curve he'd spent eight months trying not to imagine.

"Max," she said, voice low. "Touch me."

He did.

Hands ran up her sides, across her ribs, down her back. Her skin was soft, warm. She shivered when he kissed her neck, then again lower, until his mouth found the swell of her breast.

Ellie gasped, arching into him. Her hands threaded into his hair.

His jeans hit the floor. She pushed him back onto the bed, climbed into his lap, and kissed him again — deeper now, grinding against him. His hands found her ass, pulling her tighter.

"Have you thought about this?" she whispered, mouth brushing his ear.

"Every fucking night," Max groaned, pressing up into her.

She pulled his boxers down. He kicked them off. She peeled her shorts away — slow, teasing, never breaking eye contact.

Then she sank down on him.

He grabbed her hips, steadying himself, fighting to hold on.

She started moving — slow at first, rocking into him. Her nails dug into his shoulders as her pace quickened, breath catching between moans.

"Fuck, Ellie—"

"I know," she whispered. "I know."

She rolled her hips, riding him deeper, harder. Her head dropped to his neck, lips brushing his pulse.

Max sat up, wrapped his arms around her, and flipped her onto her back.

He kissed her — her lips, her throat, the valley between her breasts. He thrust into her harder now, watching her fall apart beneath him. She clawed at his back, eyes fluttering closed.

"I'm gonna — Max —"

"Come for me."

She did — back arching, mouth open in a silent cry, body trembling under his.

The way she looked at him in that moment — wrecked and glowing — burned itself into him like something he wouldn't be able to take back.

He followed her over the edge seconds later, breath ragged, hips bucking until he was spent.

They lay tangled in the dark. His heart was still loud in his chest. Outside, the city kept moving — indifferent, relentless — the way it always did when something inside a person quietly changed.

An alarm woke Max. His head struggled to place him. He wasn't in his bed. He blinked three times before the room settled into something real.

Ellie groaned beside him.

He turned over and had to look twice at what he saw. The alarm kept ringing. Ellie reached past him to her nightstand and silenced it. She rolled back and smiled. "Good evening."

"Good evening."

"Incredible morning, right?" Her smile was wider than he'd ever seen it.

Did I cause that? "Yeah. Amazing."

"What's wrong?" The smile lowered. "Did I mess up?"

"No. You're okay." He reached over and took her hand. "I just didn't expect it to happen."

"I can tell." She crawled closer. "I mean, you came in here with all that flirting. I thought we both wanted this."

"I did. I mean — I do. I just." Max pulled at his hair. "Fuck."

"What's the matter?" Ellie rested inches from him. She moved like water finding its way — patient, inevitable. Still hungry.

"Heather." He said it with the weight of something he'd been carrying since before he walked through her door. "I just cheated on Heather."

"Max, you aren't even dating her." Ellie reached for his hand. He moved it away. "You can't cheat on someone who isn't your girlfriend."

"It still doesn't feel—" He stopped. Started again. "I feel good that we did this. I feel bad that I don't feel guilty. She thinks we're at least casually dating. I don't think she'll be okay with this."

"Then maybe don't tell her." Ellie's voice went quiet. "She doesn't have to know. Do you even plan on calling her again?"

His chest tightened. Guilt, maybe. Or just the minor fact that Ellie was lying beside him, asking him to keep a secret. "I don't know what I'll do."

It occurred to him, then, that they were both still exposed to one another. He'd thought about this — what it would mean to wake up next to her. He'd wanted the circumstances to be better. Ellie placed her hand flat on his chest. "Maximis. It'll be okay. We have a connection."

He couldn't argue with her. "You never fail to surprise me."

"Tell me about it." She shifted closer, her body almost over his. "I could call off work. We could stay here all day."

"As much as I'd enjoy that —" Max rested a hand on her head. "We have to make sure we can afford to live here. I have plans. We can talk about this tonight."

"Darn you and your logic." Ellie kissed him once on the neck — gentle, unhurried, enough to send a chill straight down his spine. "You're welcome to stay and watch."

She would make sure he had the hardest time leaving. She knew exactly what she was doing. She got out of bed and walked to her dresser.

He couldn't take his eyes off her.

He found his clothes eventually — Commander Nova had claimed his jeans. "Now you come in here," Max whispered. He lifted the cat, pulled on his jeans, and walked out.

He sat on his bed and checked his phone.

Hey, want to meet at my place? I'll be home by two. Heather's text. Sent hours ago.

He'd go. She was too sweet to lie to. If he was going to end it he'd do it in person.

I'll be there. See you soon. He sent it and fell back onto his mattress.

How had last night happened? He'd barely remembered walking through Ellie's door.

You're fantastic at kissing. I knew you would be. Ellie had bitten his lip, soft and certain.

You're not bad yourself. His hands had moved across her like they already knew the map.

Stop thinking and kiss me back. Her mouth at his ear, her voice a low pull. I want you here. With me.

He'd kissed her back. Found himself beneath her, arms pinned above him, not resisting.

Max rolled off his mattress when he heard the shower start
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