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The rain hadn't let up for hours. It came in waves now, thrashing sideways against the wide stone walls of the old firehouse perched on the edge of the Highland hills. The building was solid and warm inside, a converted relic from another time, filled with the low hum of generators and the occasional burst of laughter from the bunk room.

She'd arrived an hour ago — soaked to the skin, lips trembling, mascara washed clean from her face. She hadn't planned on breaking down in the middle of nowhere, but maybe, on some level, she'd needed to.

The men had taken her in without question. Gave her towels, dry clothes, and a seat by the fire. Said she could stay as long as she needed.

She wasn't used to kindness without strings. The next morning, while they drilled, ran hoses, or did whatever men do in firehouses, she found a bucket and soap and started cleaning. Floors first. It helped her settle. Helped her feel useful and invisible.

She was on her knees in the kitchen, scrubbing around the baseboards, her skirt pulled high on her thighs. The smell of lemon cleaner and coffee filled the room.

Behind her, she didn't hear Tom come in. He was always quiet, big, and broad-shouldered with smoke-dark eyes. He hadn't spoken to her yet — not more than a nod.

But she felt him now. Felt the heat of him close behind her. She paused, her hand gripping the edge of the bucket.

Then: the lightest touch. Fingertips brushing the bare skin just under her hem. She froze.

"Tom?" she said, breath catching.

He knelt behind her, one warm hand on the small of her back, the other moving with deliberate softness — a whisper of a touch sliding past her panties. Her breath hitched.

"You alright?" he asked, voice low, Scottish-accented and quiet like the hills outside.

She looked back at him, wide-eyed, but not afraid. Not anymore. Not with him.

"I think so," she whispered.

He didn't push. Didn't move. Just held her gaze, waiting.

And then, still watching him, she nodded.

"Yes."

He exhaled — just once — His hand moved again, not greedy, just sure. She let her forehead rest against the cool tile, eyes fluttering shut, something uncoiling inside her that hadn't relaxed in years.

She stayed still, grounded by the warmth of his palm at her back, by the quiet strength of him behind her. Outside, it was raining again, and the thunder rolled again, distant now, like the storm was moving on.

Tom's fingers traced her gently, coaxing more than claiming — a softness she hadn't known she needed. She felt herself open to it, her body warming, breath catching in her chest.

He slid her panties down with a kind of reverence, easing them past her hips, his touch always asking — never taking. When the cool air kissed her skin, she shivered, but not from cold.

His hands returned, stroking her thighs, the curve of her hips, until she sighed — not out of fear or pain, but something else entirely. Surrender, maybe. Relief.

He leaned in, pressing his mouth to the dip of her lower back, slow kisses like punctuation. She let out a quiet sound, a gasp or maybe a thank you — it didn't need to be clear.
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