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Chapter 1 – 12:07 A.M.
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At 12:07 a.m., the city felt honest.

Neo liked that about midnight — it stripped everything down to what it really was. The noise softened into a low hum. The sharp edges of ambition dulled. Even the skyline looked less like a competition and more like a constellation pretending to be one.

The rooftop bar didn’t officially advertise its late hours. It didn’t need to. The kind of people who came here knew. They arrived in tailored coats and careful expressions, carrying the day on their shoulders like a weight they refused to set down until the clock gave them permission.

Neo stood at the glass railing, one hand wrapped around a sweating tumbler of bourbon he hadn’t really tasted yet. The air was cool enough to sting his lungs. Below, headlights streamed through the streets like slow-burning veins of light.

He told himself he came here for the quiet.

He told himself he came here because no one asked questions after midnight.

The truth was more complicated.

Three months ago, he had ended something that had lasted almost two years. A relationship that began with fireworks and ended with a whisper: I just don’t think I can do this long term.

He had heard it before.

From a woman who said she loved how open-minded he was — until her parents found out.

From a man who swore labels didn’t matter — until they did.

Neo was openly bisexual. Not confused. Not experimenting. Not waiting to “choose.” He had done the work to understand himself. He refused to shrink into someone else’s comfort zone again.

Still, knowing who you are doesn’t stop it from hurting when someone else can’t hold it.

He lifted the glass, finally taking a slow sip. The bourbon burned in a way that felt earned.

That was when he felt it — that subtle shift in air pressure that happens when someone is looking at you.

He didn’t turn immediately.

He had learned patience.

Instead, he let the sensation settle along his spine, warm and deliberate. Then he angled his head slightly, just enough to see the reflection in the glass before he fully faced him.

Lowrence stood near the far end of the bar.

He wasn’t trying too hard — which meant he didn’t need to. Dark shirt, sleeves rolled with careless precision. A watch that caught the light but didn’t scream for it. His posture relaxed but intentional, like a man accustomed to being observed and choosing when to return the favor.

He was watching Neo without pretending otherwise.

Not predatory. Not arrogant.

Curious.

Neo held his gaze for exactly three seconds before looking away.

A silent invitation.

The bartender approached Lowrence first. Neo noticed the way Lowrence leaned slightly closer when he spoke — not flirtatious, just focused. Attentive. It made something tighten pleasantly in Neo’s chest.

He didn’t expect him to walk over.

Men like that usually waited to be approached.

Lowrence didn’t.

Neo heard his footsteps before he saw him, measured and unhurried. He turned just as Lowrence stopped beside him, leaving a deliberate few inches of space between them.

“Is it always this quiet,” Lowrence asked, voice low and smooth, “or did the city decide to behave tonight?”

Neo glanced at him fully now.

Up close, he was sharper. High cheekbones softened by tired eyes. There was something restrained there — like he’d built himself carefully and didn’t allow cracks.

“It’s never quiet,” Neo replied. “You just have to know how to listen.”

A small smile touched Lowrence’s mouth. Not wide. Controlled. Appreciative.

“That sounds rehearsed.”

“It’s not.”

“Pity,” Lowrence said. “I respect preparation.”

Neo tilted his head slightly. “You don’t look like someone who needs to rehearse.”

Lowrence’s gaze shifted — subtle but unmistakable. He took Neo in slowly, not lingering anywhere long enough to be crude.

“And you don’t look like someone who believes that.”

The tension settled between them like a shared secret.

Neo turned back toward the skyline. “What brings you here?”

Lowrence signaled the bartender with a slight lift of his fingers before answering. “I don’t exist before midnight.”

It was said lightly, but there was weight under it.

Neo studied him again. “That’s convenient.”

“For who?”

“For whoever meets you.”

The bartender placed a glass in Lowrence’s hand. He didn’t drink immediately. Instead, he leaned his forearms against the railing beside Neo, mirroring his posture.

“Let me guess,” Lowrence said. “You’re the type who comes here to disappear.”

Neo exhaled through his nose. “I don’t disappear.”

“No?”

“I remove access.”

That earned a real smile.

“And why would anyone lose access to you?”

Neo considered not answering. Considered deflecting. But something about the hour loosened his instincts.

“Because they want parts of me,” he said evenly. “Not all of me.”

Lowrence was quiet for a beat. “That sounds specific.”

“It is.”

Their shoulders almost brushed when the wind shifted. Neither moved away.

Lowrence finally took a sip of his drink. “And what would ‘all of you’ include?”

Neo met his eyes deliberately this time. “Everything that makes people uncomfortable.”

Lowrence’s gaze flickered — interest deepening.

“Dangerous,” he murmured.

“Honest,” Neo corrected.

A group of people laughed near the bar entrance, breaking the cocoon for a moment. Music thumped softly from hidden speakers, bass low enough to feel but not dominate.

Lowrence studied him in the dim light. “And do you offer honesty to strangers?”

“Only the ones who ask interesting questions.”

A pause.

Lowrence shifted slightly closer — not touching, but close enough that Neo could catch the faint scent of something clean and expensive.

“Then here’s one,” Lowrence said quietly. “Are you looking for something tonight?”

Neo didn’t answer immediately.

He could say no. Keep it simple. Keep it safe.

But safe had started to feel suspiciously like lonely.

“I’m looking,” he admitted, “for something that doesn’t disappear when the sun comes up.”

There it was. Laid out between them.

Lowrence didn’t flinch.

Instead, he asked, “And what if it’s not ready to exist in daylight?”

Neo’s jaw tightened slightly. “Then it shouldn’t start.”

The words hung in the cool air.

For the first time, something vulnerable passed across Lowrence’s face — quick, almost imperceptible.

“You assume I’m offering something temporary,” Lowrence said.

“Aren’t you?”

Lowrence studied him as if calculating risk.

“Maybe I just prefer the night,” he said finally.

Neo let a slow smile form. “I prefer honesty.”

Silence again. But this one felt charged.

Lowrence leaned closer, lowering his voice just enough that Neo felt it more than heard it.

“What if I told you I’m not sure who I am before midnight?”

The confession was soft. Almost accidental.

Neo’s pulse ticked up.

“That sounds like a problem,” he replied gently.

“It might be.”

They were standing close enough now that the space between them felt intentional. The kind of distance maintained not by uncertainty, but by choice.

Lowrence’s fingers tapped lightly against his glass. “You’re very certain of yourself.”

“I worked for it.”

“And if I haven’t?”

Neo searched his face.

“You don’t look lost,” he said.

Lowrence’s mouth curved slightly. “Appearances are efficient.”

Neo laughed softly. “That’s not an answer.”

“No,” Lowrence agreed. “It’s not.”

Another gust of wind swept across the rooftop. Neo’s hand brushed Lowrence’s briefly as they both adjusted their grip on the railing.

The contact was accidental.

Neither apologized.

Electricity ran clean and sharp up Neo’s arm. He felt Lowrence go still beside him.

Slowly, deliberately, Lowrence turned his hand palm-up against the metal railing — not touching Neo again, but offering the possibility.

Neo looked at it.

Then at him.

“You don’t exist before midnight,” Neo said quietly.

Lowrence’s eyes held his. “Neither do you.”

The city lights flickered below them, indifferent and infinite.

Neo hesitated for half a breath — long enough to acknowledge the risk — then placed his hand over Lowrence’s.

Not gripping.

Not claiming.

Just there.

Warm. Real.

Lowrence exhaled slowly, like he’d been holding it all evening.

“What time is it?” he asked.

Neo checked his watch without breaking eye contact.

“12:19.”

Lowrence’s thumb brushed lightly against Neo’s knuckles.

“Good,” he murmured. “We have hours before we have to decide who we are.”

Neo felt the familiar warning rise in his chest — the voice that said be careful.

But it was quiet tonight.

For now, midnight felt like enough.

And for the first time in months, Neo didn’t feel like he was waiting for someone to leave.

He felt like someone had just arrived.
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Chapter 2 – The Rule
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At 12:11 a.m., Neo told himself he wouldn’t look for him.

He failed at 12:12.

The rooftop bar was almost identical to the night before — same low amber lighting, same muted bass threading through the air, same skyline stretching wide and indifferent beyond the glass railing. The city didn’t care who returned or why.

But Neo did.

He stood at the bar this time instead of the railing, bourbon already poured, posture relaxed in a way he’d practiced over years. He wore black — simple, sharp, deliberate. Not for attention. For control.

He hadn’t texted. They hadn’t exchanged numbers. There had been no agreement to meet again.

And yet.

At 12:14, the air shifted.

Neo didn’t turn immediately. He let the awareness build — the quiet hum along his nerves that recognized presence before confirmation.

Lowrence.

He felt closer tonight, even before he spoke.

“You’re early,” Lowrence said smoothly behind him.

Neo took a measured sip before glancing over his shoulder. “You’re observant.”

Lowrence stood a little nearer than he had the night before. No hesitation now. Dark coat this time, collar open, expression unreadable but intent.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come back,” Lowrence admitted.

Neo raised an eyebrow. “You assumed I wouldn’t?”

“I assumed you don’t repeat experiences.”

There was something probing in the statement.

Neo turned fully toward him. “And you?”

Lowrence’s mouth curved faintly. “I repeat the right ones.”

A pause.

It wasn’t awkward. It was assessment.

Last night had been electricity — unexpected, unfiltered. But tonight there was awareness. Of consequence. Of pattern.

Lowrence gestured toward the far end of the rooftop, where the noise softened into something more private. Neo followed without comment.

They stopped near the railing, close enough to feel each other’s warmth but not touching.

“You look different,” Neo observed.

“How?”

“More certain.”

Lowrence exhaled quietly, eyes flickering across Neo’s face as if committing details to memory. “That’s because I thought about you.”

The honesty could have felt like a move.

It didn’t.

Neo leaned back against the railing. “That’s dangerous.”

“For who?”

“For someone who says they don’t exist before midnight.”

Lowrence studied him carefully. Then something shifted — subtle but real. His posture straightened slightly, the charm thinning into something more serious.

“We should set expectations,” Lowrence said.

Neo didn’t react outwardly, though something in his chest tightened.

“Expectations,” he repeated lightly.

“Yes.”

The music pulsed faintly behind them. A couple nearby laughed too loudly. Somewhere, glass clinked against glass.

Lowrence held Neo’s gaze.

“I don’t do complicated,” he said calmly. “And I don’t do messy.”

Neo’s jaw flexed. “That depends on your definition.”

Lowrence ignored the edge. “If we’re going to continue this — whatever this is — it has to be simple.”

There it was.

Neo forced his expression into neutrality. “Define simple.”

Lowrence inhaled slowly, as if choosing each word with care.

“No personal questions.”

Neo blinked once. “That
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