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The Firehouse Trilogy began with a simple idea that wouldn’t let go of me: what happens when the people who run toward danger finally stop long enough to face their own hearts?

Firefighters live in a world built on trust, instinct, and showing up when it matters most. I was drawn to that quiet courage—the way competence replaces chaos, the way bonds form without words, and the way intensity doesn’t end when the fire is out. Placing two male leads in that world felt natural. Their connection grows out of shared pressure, shared silence, and the kind of loyalty that doesn’t need explaining.

These stories aren’t just about heat or heroics. They’re about men who carry weight, who protect others for a living, and who slowly learn that they’re allowed to want something for themselves, too. Love doesn’t arrive gently for them—it arrives honestly, earned through trust and choice.

I also want to take a moment to thank firefighters everywhere—career and volunteer alike—who give their time, their bodies, and often their peace of mind in service to others. This trilogy is fiction, but the respect behind it is very real.

Thank you for reading. Thank you for stepping into the firehouse with me. I hope you enjoy the story, the connection, and the quiet moments in between the sirens.

—Alexander Grant
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BACKDRAFT


PROLOGUE
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The fire is already breathing when we pull up.

It’s not the angry kind, not yet. No flames clawing out of windows. No cinematic glow lighting up the street. This one is quieter, heavier. Smoke rolling slow and thick from the eaves, pressing low, hugging the house like it knows where to hide. The kind of fire that waits.

Those are the dangerous ones.

I step off the engine and the heat hits my face through the hood, dull and constant, like standing too close to an open oven. The air smells wrong. Not clean wood. Not paper. Plastic, chemicals, something sharp at the back of my throat. I clock it without thinking. Ranch-style house. Single story. Garage attached. Neighborhood still asleep except for a few silhouettes on porches, phones glowing in their hands.

“Two minutes in,” the captain says, already moving. “Possible occupant.”

My stomach tightens. It always does at those words. Possible means unknown. Unknown means we don’t get to be cautious. We get to be fast.

I pull my mask on and the world narrows to the sound of my own breathing and the hiss of the line being charged. Everything slows and sharpens at the same time. Tunnel vision, but controlled. I’ve lived in this headspace long enough that it feels almost calm.

Almost.

Luke Navarro is to my right. I don’t look at him directly, but I know he’s there. I always know where he is. The rhythm of the way he moves is familiar to me now, the way some people recognize footsteps without hearing them. He checks his gear once, quick and efficient. No wasted motion. No nerves on display.

“Ortega,” he says through the mask, voice steady. “I’ve got you.”

I nod. He doesn’t need the confirmation, but I give it anyway. This is how we work. Simple. Clean. No extra words.

We force the front door and the smoke drops on us instantly, thick and hot, visibility gone in the space of a breath. The beam of my flashlight cuts a narrow tunnel through it, catching on furniture legs, picture frames, the edge of a couch. Everything looks abandoned in a hurry. A shoe by the door. A coffee mug knocked over on the counter, liquid dried in a dark ring.

I advance low, hose heavy in my hands, counting steps without realizing I’m doing it. One, two, three. Navarro stays close, close enough that I can feel the vibration of him moving, sense his presence through the air.

The heat spikes as we move deeper. That’s not good. Heat without flame means it’s banking somewhere, building pressure, waiting for oxygen. I signal back with my hand, a sharp motion, and feel Luke respond immediately, shifting position without hesitation.

That trust doesn’t come easy in this job. You earn it call by call, moment by moment. He’s earned mine.

The layout opens into what used to be a living room. I can tell by the shape of the space, even though I can’t see more than a few feet in front of me. The smoke churns now, faster, like it’s agitated. I hear it before I see anything — a low, rolling sound, like something alive moving through the walls.

“Fire’s in the back,” Luke says. “Kitchen or utility.”

I agree. I always do when he’s right.

We advance another few feet and then the floor shifts under my knee. Not a collapse, not yet, but enough to make my heart slam once against my ribs. I test it with my weight. Soft. Compromised.

“Watch the floor,” I say.

“Copy.”

We move around it, slow and deliberate. This is the part people don’t see — the inches, the decisions that happen faster than thought but slower than panic. The discipline. The restraint.

A sound cuts through the static in my ears.

A cough.

Human. Weak. Close.

My pulse spikes. The hose feels suddenly heavier, like my body knows what’s coming before my mind catches up.

“Victim,” Luke says, already moving toward the sound.

I follow, every sense locked on that direction. We find him slumped near a doorway, older man, semi-conscious, soot smeared across his face. His chest rises shallowly, each breath a struggle. I grab under his arms while Luke clears debris, and together we haul him toward the exit we came in through.

That’s when it happens.

The heat surges, violent and sudden, like the house has decided we’ve overstayed our welcome. The smoke roils, pressure slamming into us from behind. I hear it — the roar of oxygen feeding fire — a split second before the world explodes.

Backdraft.

The force throws me forward. My shoulder slams into the wall hard enough to rattle my teeth. The temperature spikes to unbearable in an instant, even through the gear. My instincts scream at me to run, but training holds me in place long enough to get my bearings.

“Miles!”

Luke’s voice cuts through everything.

I turn my head and see him through the smoke, reaching for me, eyes wide but focused. The wall behind him flashes orange, flame licking out like a living thing, hungry and fast. I realize in a detached, distant way that we’re boxed in. That the exit is no longer clear.

My air alarm chirps once. A warning.

Luke grabs my arm, grip firm, unyielding. “Stay with me,” he says, like it’s an order, like it’s a promise. “I’ve got you.”

And in that moment — surrounded by heat and smoke and the very real possibility that this goes wrong — I realize I’m not thinking about the fire at all.

It’s not fear. I know fear. This is something else. A sudden, sharp awareness of him. Of the weight of his hand on my arm, the certainty in his voice. The fact that my first instinct isn’t to pull away, but to lean into that grip and trust it completely.

We move together, coordinated without speaking, bodies aligned, decisions shared, the victim’s weight between us as real as the heat pressing in. I feel him behind me as we push through the smoke, his presence solid and constant, one hand steadying the man we’re carrying. When we break through into cooler air and stumble out onto the lawn, the night feels unreal, like stepping into a different world.

The victim is handed off to medics. The house behind us is fully involved now, flames finally showing themselves, wild and bright against the dark sky. The adrenaline drains fast, leaving my limbs heavy and my thoughts loud.

I pull my mask off and suck in air that tastes like smoke and rain and relief. My hands shake slightly. I tuck them against my turnout coat, pretending it’s just the cold.

Luke stands in front of me, helmet askew, face streaked with soot. He looks at me for a long second, eyes searching mine like he’s checking something deeper than injuries.

“You good?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah. You?”

A corner of his mouth lifts. “Always.”

There’s a beat of silence between us, filled with everything we don’t say. The fire crackles behind us. Sirens wail in the distance. Life goes on, as it always does.

But something has changed.

I feel it settling into me, heavy and undeniable. The realization that when the walls closed in, when the heat surged and the air thinned, it wasn’t just my training that kept me steady.

It was him.

And that thought — that knowledge — scares me more than the fire ever could.

Because fires can be put out.

Some things, once they start burning, don’t go away so easily.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The firehouse smells like coffee that’s been sitting too long and diesel that never quite leaves your clothes.

It’s barely dawn, the sky outside still gray and undecided, and the house is in that quiet stretch between shifts where everything feels suspended. Gear is hung, boots lined up just right, helmets resting where they belong. Order matters here. It always has.

I move through the bay on autopilot, checking the engine the way I’ve done a thousand times before. Hand on the side panel. Quick glance at the gauges. Muscle memory takes over while my mind drifts, replaying the call from earlier whether I want it to or not.

Backdrafts don’t announce themselves. They wait.

“Morning,” someone says behind me.

I don’t have to turn to know who it is.

Luke Navarro’s voice has a certain weight to it — calm, unhurried, like he’s never rushing even when everything is on fire. I glance over my shoulder anyway, because I always do, and there he is, leaning against the rig like he owns the place.

He’s already half out of his turnout coat, suspenders hanging loose at his waist, dark T-shirt clinging to him in a way that feels unfair this early in the day. Broad shoulders. Thick arms. The kind of build that comes from work, not a gym mirror. Sweat-darkened hair pushed back from his forehead, eyes sharp and awake like he actually slept.

I look longer than I should. I don’t pretend otherwise, at least not to myself.

“Morning,” I say, neutral. Controlled.

Luke’s mouth tilts slightly, like he knows something I don’t. Or maybe like he knows exactly what I’m thinking and doesn’t feel the need to call it out.

“You good after earlier?” he asks.

The question is simple. Routine. But it lands heavier than it should. I shrug, focusing back on the engine, giving my hands something to do.

“Yeah. All good.”

It’s a lie. Not a big one, but not nothing either.

I’m fine in the way firefighters are always fine — upright, functional, breathing. But the memory of his hand gripping my arm, his voice cutting through the chaos, hasn’t faded the way it usually does after a call. It’s still there, lingering under my skin like residual heat.

Luke steps closer. Not invading my space exactly. Just... occupying it. The air shifts when he does, warm and solid, like gravity has changed direction.

“You took a hit,” he says. “Shoulder okay?”

I nod again, sharper this time. “It’s fine.”

He studies me for a second longer than necessary, gaze flicking to my shoulder, my face, like he’s cataloging details. I feel exposed under it, like he can see past the gear and the routine and the practiced calm.

“Alright,” he says finally. “Just checking.”

He turns away, easy, unbothered, and the space he leaves behind feels colder for it. I exhale slowly, annoyed at myself for noticing.

Luke Navarro transferred into our house six months ago. Long enough to be established, short enough that everything about him still feels new. He fits in too easily — good on calls, sharp instincts, no ego. The kind of firefighter you trust without realizing when that trust settled in.

The kind of man you shouldn’t think about the way I do.

Around the house, he’s liked. Respected. He laughs easily, listens more than he talks. Doesn’t posture. Doesn’t compete. He moves through the firehouse like he belongs, like he’s always been here.

I tell myself that’s what I’m reacting to. Competence. Familiarity. The relief of knowing someone has your back when things go sideways.

But that explanation starts to fall apart the moment I notice the way his T-shirt pulls tight across his chest when he reaches for his helmet. Or the way his forearms flex when he tightens a strap. Or the way his focus sharpens on a call, expression going still and serious, like everything else fades away.

Attraction is inconvenient. Dangerous. Especially here.

“Coffee’s on,” someone calls from the kitchen.

That’s enough to break the moment. Luke grabs his mug, nods at me once, and heads that way. I follow a few steps behind, keeping my distance, keeping control.

The kitchen is small, lived-in. Someone left a newspaper on the table. A half-empty cereal box sits on the counter. Normal life wedged between emergency calls and high-risk decisions.

Luke leans back against the counter, mug cradled in his hands, shoulders relaxed. He looks... comfortable. Like he knows who he is and doesn’t spend much time questioning it.

I envy that more than I want to admit.

“You ever think about how quiet it gets after?” he asks suddenly.

I glance at him. “After what?”

“Calls like that,” he says. “Everything loud and chaotic, and then—” He gestures vaguely. “This.”

I consider that. “Yeah,” I say. “It’s strange.”

He nods, eyes on me now, direct and steady. “Sometimes I feel like that’s the part that messes with me more.”

I don’t answer right away. His honesty catches me off guard. Luke doesn’t overshare, but when he says something personal, he means it. There’s no performance in it.

“Yeah,” I say again, quieter. “I get that.”

The look he gives me then is soft. Curious. Like he’s seeing something in me that I’ve spent years keeping locked down.

The silence stretches, not awkward, just... charged. I feel it in the way my pulse ticks up, in the way I suddenly become too aware of my own body — the tension in my shoulders, the heat under my skin.

This is the part where I should step away. Say something neutral. Break the moment.

Instead, I stay.

Luke smiles, small and genuine, and for a split second it feels like the world has narrowed to just this kitchen, this quiet, this man standing too close.

The tones blare suddenly, sharp and unforgiving, cutting through the air.

We both move at once.

Coffee mugs are abandoned. Gear is grabbed. The shift snaps back into place, instinct and training overriding everything else. Luke’s expression shifts seamlessly from relaxed to focused, and I feel that familiar surge of adrenaline as we head for the rig.

As I pull my gloves on, I catch Luke’s eye. Just for a second.

Something passes between us — unspoken, unresolved, undeniable.

The engine roars to life, and we’re moving again, racing toward whatever waits for us next.

I tell myself that whatever this is — whatever I’m feeling — can stay compartmentalized. Controlled. Contained.

Fire always seems manageable at first.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Routine is supposed to steady you.

That’s what they say, anyway. That repetition is grounding. That doing the same things in the same order keeps your head clear, keeps the noise where it belongs.

I’ve built a career on that belief.

The call turns out to be nothing dramatic — a false alarm triggered by an overheated unit in a commercial kitchen. No flames, no victims, just steam and annoyed business owners and paperwork waiting back at the house. We clear it fast, efficient and professional, the engine rolling back through quiet streets as the sun finally commits to rising.

By the time we pull into the bay, the adrenaline has bled off completely, leaving behind that familiar hollowed-out fatigue. The kind that settles into your bones, not your muscles.

Gear comes off. Helmets are set down. Radios crackle with dispatch chatter that no longer concerns us.

Luke peels his gloves off and flexes his fingers once, like he’s shaking off the call. His movements are unhurried, almost lazy, and I find myself watching again before I can stop myself.

I don’t usually notice people this much.

I tell myself it’s because he’s new enough to still register. That I’m subconsciously evaluating him, the way firefighters do, slotting him into categories: reliable, competent, safe.

But that explanation doesn’t account for the way my attention tracks him across the bay. Or how I register the way his turnout pants sit low on his hips when he loosens the suspenders. Or the way his jaw tightens briefly when he stretches his neck, rolling out the tension.

“You always stare like that after calls?” he asks mildly.

I freeze.

“What?” I say, too quick.

Luke glances over at me, expression neutral but eyes sharp. There’s a hint of amusement there, not mocking, just... observant.

“Like you’re replaying everything,” he says. “I’ve noticed.”

Heat creeps up my neck, and I’m grateful for the lingering warmth of the bay to cover it. “Habit,” I say. “Keeps me from missing something next time.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Makes sense.”

He doesn’t push it. Doesn’t smirk. Just accepts the answer and turns back to stowing his gear. The moment passes, but the echo of it stays lodged in my head.

I didn’t realize it was that obvious.

Later, after showers and a late breakfast, the house settles into its daytime rhythm. Someone turns on the TV in the common room, volume low. A few guys head to the bunks. Others linger in the kitchen, nursing coffee and trading half-hearted complaints about the call.

I sit at the table with a plate I’m not particularly hungry for, flipping through my phone without really seeing anything on the screen.

Luke drops into the chair across from me without asking.

“Mind?” he says, already reaching for the salt.

“No,” I say. “Go ahead.”

He salts his eggs, takes a bite, and sighs like he’s been personally wronged by the concept of mornings.

“You’d think after all this time I’d get used to the hours,” he says. “Still hits me sometimes.”

“Depends on the night,” I say.

He nods. “You always this talkative?”

There it is again. That almost-smile. That tone that rides the line between casual and something else.

“Only with people I trust,” I say dryly.

His eyebrows lift, just a fraction. “That so?”

I realize too late how that sounds. I backtrack immediately. “I mean—guys I work with. You know.”

Luke studies me for a second, then nods, expression unreadable. “Right.”

The conversation drifts after that. Nothing personal. Safe topics. Training schedules. A new restaurant opening down the street. Easy stuff.

But every now and then, Luke’s gaze lingers on me a second longer than necessary. Or his knee bumps mine under the table, and he doesn’t move it right away. Or he asks me questions that feel oddly specific — how long I’ve been with the department, whether I grew up here, what I do when I’m not on shift.

Normal questions.

Probably.

Still, I feel keyed up, hyper-aware, like I’m standing too close to an open flame without realizing how hot it’s getting.

Later, I’m in the gym, running through a slow set of reps, trying to burn off the restless energy humming under my skin. The room smells like rubber mats and sweat, familiar and grounding.

Luke appears in the doorway like he belongs there, too.

“Mind if I join you?” he asks.

I shrug. “It’s a free gym.”

He grins at that and steps inside, shedding his shirt without ceremony. My grip slips on the bar for half a second before I recover.

I don’t look at him. I absolutely look at him.

His body is all hard lines and functional strength, nothing ornamental about it. Scar on his shoulder. Faint bruising along one forearm. Evidence of work, not vanity. He moves like he knows exactly what his body can do.

We work out side by side without much talking. Just the sound of breathing, weights clanking softly, the low hum of the building. At one point, Luke steps in behind me to spot, his hands hovering close to my ribs without touching.

“Got you,” he says quietly.

I nod, throat suddenly dry.

When I rack the bar, I straighten and nearly brush into him. He stays exactly where he is. Not retreating. Not advancing. Just close enough that his warmth bleeds into mine.

He smells like sweat and clean skin, like effort and heat, and it does something to my focus that I don’t appreciate. My eyes catch on the shape of him without permission — the pull of his shirt across his chest, the solid line of his body beneath it — and I have to remind myself to breathe evenly, to stand still, to not lean in.

The space between us feels intentional. Like he’s aware of it. Like he’s choosing not to move.

“Good form,” he says. “You’re strong.”

It shouldn’t feel like anything. Compliments get thrown around here all the time. Strength is currency in this job.

Still, something about the way he says it — low, steady, matter-of-fact — lands differently.

“Thanks,” I say.

Our eyes meet, and for a second the world narrows again. The gym fades. The noise disappears. It’s just us and the space between us, charged and unresolved.

Luke breaks the moment first, stepping back with an easy smile. “Beer later?” he asks. “Couple of us are heading out.”

“Maybe,” I say. “I’ll see how I feel.”

He nods like he expected that answer, like he already knows me better than I’m comfortable with. “Alright. Offer stands.”

When he leaves, the room feels emptier than it should.

I sit on the bench longer than necessary, staring at nothing, my pulse finally starting to slow. I replay the day in my head — the looks, the comments, the touches that may or may not have meant anything.

It would be easy to dismiss it. To tell myself I’m reading into things that aren’t there. That Luke is just friendly, just comfortable, just being himself.

The problem is, I’m not sure that explanation fits anymore.

And the more I think about it, the harder it becomes to ignore the truth settling in at the back of my mind:

Whether he’s flirting or not, I’m already responding like he is.

And that feels like a line I don’t know how to uncross.
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CHAPTER THREE
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By the time our shift ends, the day feels different than it should.

Not in the bone-deep way that comes from bad calls or long hours, but in a quieter, more insistent sense — like something unresolved has been sitting with me all day, waiting for a moment when I can’t ignore it anymore.

We clean up the house in silence, the kind that isn’t uncomfortable but isn’t empty either. Gear gets checked. Reports get logged. The rhythm is familiar enough that I barely have to think about it, which leaves too much room for everything else.

Luke catches my eye across the bay as he’s hanging his jacket. Just a look. Nothing obvious. It stays with me, quiet and insistent, like something waiting to exhale. 

“Drinks,” one of the firefighters named Mike says, clapping his hands together. “Anyone in?”

A few guys nod. Someone groans but agrees anyway. It’s routine. Post-shift decompression. No one thinks twice about it.

Luke looks at me, head tilted slightly, question unspoken.

“Sure,” I hear myself say.

The bar is close. Dark wood, low lighting, the kind of place that knows firefighters by name and doesn’t ask questions. We claim a table near the back, noise rising around us as the first round hits.

Luke sits across from me at first, forearms resting on the table, sleeves pushed up just enough to show skin marked by work — faint bruises, a scar that disappears under the cuff. He looks relaxed here, loose in a way he never quite is on shift.

I notice the way he fills the space without trying. The way his shoulders stay broad even when he slouches. The way his shirt pulls tight when he leans forward, the fabric stretched by muscle and movement. It’s not showy. It’s just... there. Unavoidable.

He talks easily, laughs when someone tells a story, listens when someone else does. Every so often, his attention drifts back to me, like a magnet snapping into place.

“You’re quiet,” he says at one point, leaning closer so I can hear him over the noise.

“Am I?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “More than usual.”

I shrug. “Long day.”

His gaze flicks over me — not scanning, not obvious — but I feel it anyway. The way he seems to register me the same way I register him, like he’s taking in details without realizing he’s doing it.

“Still,” he says. “You holding up okay?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

It’s the truth. Mostly.

The beers go down easy. Too easy. I don’t feel drunk, exactly, but something in me loosens all the same. The edges soften. The constant internal monitoring slips just enough to let sensation bleed through.

At some point, the table thins. One by one, the guys peel off, excuses offered, goodbyes exchanged. Someone has an early morning. Someone’s phone keeps buzzing. Eventually, it’s just the two of us, our glasses half-empty, the bar quieter now.

Luke shifts into the chair beside mine without comment. The move is casual, almost thoughtless — except it isn’t. It can’t be.

Our knees brush. He doesn’t move away.

I feel suddenly aware of myself — of my body in the chair, the way my shirt clings faintly to my back, the solid weight of my arms resting on the table. I’ve always known I’m built well. The job demands it. But I’m not used to thinking about how I look through someone else’s eyes.

Luke’s gaze dips briefly, then lifts again, expression unreadable.

“Want me to drive?” he asks when we finally stand.

I hesitate, the room tilting just enough for me to register it.

Luke smiles faintly. “Humor me.”

I exhale and nod. “Yeah. Alright.”

The parking lot is cool, the air sharp after the warmth of the bar. Luke’s truck is parked a little ways down, and the walk feels longer than it should, every step charged with something I don’t have a name for.

He opens the passenger door for me, waits until I’m settled before walking around to his side. The cab smells faintly like leather and clean laundry and something else — something distinctly him.

We pull onto the road in comfortable silence, streetlights sliding past in a steady rhythm. My head tips back against the seat, eyes half-closed, the alcohol humming quietly in my system.

“You alright?” Luke asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just tired.”

“Me too,” he says. “Always hits after.”

We stop at a red light, the glow washing the cab in muted color. Luke glances over, and I catch the look this time — the way his eyes trace my profile, linger for a fraction of a second too long.

The light changes. He doesn’t look away right away.

Something tightens in my stomach. Not nerves. Awareness.

“You ever think about leaving?” he asks suddenly.

“Leaving?” I repeat.

“Yeah,” he says. “The job. The city. Starting over somewhere else.”

I consider that. “Sometimes,” I admit. “But I don’t think I’d know who I am without it.”

He nods slowly. “Yeah. I get that.”

The truck slows as we pull into my building’s lot. He parks but doesn’t turn the engine off. The silence settles, heavier now, weighted.

Luke turns toward me fully, one arm resting across the back of the seat. The movement brings him closer, his presence filling the space between us. I can feel his warmth again, smell that clean-sweat mix that’s become too familiar.

His eyes drop, just briefly, then lift again. I realize, distantly, that he’s noticing me the same way I’ve been noticing him — the solid line of my shoulders, the way my chest rises with my breath, the tension I haven’t bothered to hide.

“You okay, Miles?” he asks, softer now.

The way he says my name does something to me. Grounds me and unravels me at the same time.

“Yeah,” I say. “I just—”

I don’t finish the thought. I don’t get the chance.

Luke leans in, slow enough that I could stop it if I wanted to. His hand comes up, light against my jaw, thumb brushing my cheek like he’s testing something.

The kiss is brief. Careful. More question than statement.

I freeze for half a second — then kiss him back.

It’s nothing like the fantasies I didn’t know I was having. No urgency. No hunger. Just warmth and pressure and the unmistakable knowledge that this is real.

I pull back first, breath uneven, heart pounding.

Luke lets me, hands dropping immediately, expression open but guarded.

“Sorry,” he says quietly. “I—”

“It’s okay,” I say, too fast. “I just... I need a second.”

He nods. “Yeah. Of course.”

We sit there in silence, the engine still running, the moment hanging between us like smoke that hasn’t cleared.

When I finally open the door, the cool air feels like a shock.

“Night, Luke,” I say.

“Night, Miles.”

I walk inside without looking back, every step heavy with the weight of what just happened.

The kiss wasn’t planned.

But it wasn’t nothing either.

And I know, with a certainty that settles deep and steady, that things have shifted — whether I’m ready for that or not.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The apartment is dark when I step inside, the quiet settling around me like a held breath.

I close the door softly behind me, toeing my boots off near the mat instead of kicking them aside the way I usually do. The place smells faintly like lavender and laundry detergent — Savannah’s doing. She says it makes everything feel calmer. More like home.

A lamp glows dimly in the living room, left on the way she always leaves it, like she’s expecting me even when she’s already asleep. My chest tightens at the sight of it. Not guilt exactly. Something that’s been there longer than I want to admit.

I move through the space on autopilot, shrugging out of my jacket, setting my keys in the bowl by the door. The quiet gives my thoughts too much room to roam, and Luke slips into them without warning — the way he looked in the bar, the warmth of his hand against my jaw, the soft certainty in his voice when he said my name.

I push the thought away and head for the bedroom.

Savannah is sprawled across the bed, hair fanned across the pillow, one bare shoulder exposed where the sheet has slipped. She’s beautiful in the way familiarity becomes beautiful — not striking, not startling, but deeply known. The curve of her back. The steady rise and fall of her breathing.

She stirs when I slide in beside her, turning instinctively toward me.

“Miles?” she murmurs, eyes still closed.

“Hey,” I say quietly.

Her hand finds my chest without hesitation, palm warm, fingers splaying like she’s checking that I’m really there. The touch grounds me, anchors me to the room, to this life I’ve built carefully and deliberately.

She smiles sleepily and presses closer, her body fitting against mine in a way that feels practiced, rehearsed by years of small moments like this. There’s comfort in it. Safety.

She kisses me, soft at first — familiar, unhurried. When I kiss her back, it’s automatic, my body responding before my mind can catch up. Her mouth opens, inviting, and our tongues meet in a slow, intimate rhythm that should feel right.

I focus on the sensations. The warmth. The closeness. The way she sighs softly against my lips.

But my mind betrays me.

Luke’s face flashes unbidden — the quiet intensity of his gaze, the way his thumb brushed my cheek like it meant something. The memory of that brief kiss in the truck, charged and careful, presses in on me without permission.

I pull Savannah closer, as if proximity can drown the thought out. Her hands slide up my back, familiar paths traced without thinking. There’s affection here. History. Something real and lived-in.

Still, the kiss feels... muted.

Not wrong. Just distant. Like I’m watching myself from somewhere slightly removed, going through motions I’ve known how to perform for a long time.

Savannah deepens the kiss, tongue pressing more insistently, breath hitching softly. I respond because I always do, because this is what couples do when one of them comes home off shift and the distance has been sitting there, waiting.

But instead of grounding me, it unsettles something deeper.

Luke’s presence lingers at the edges of my thoughts — not as fantasy, not as desire exactly, but as contrast. The way his attention feels sharper. More immediate. The way the space between us crackles even when nothing happens.

I break the kiss gently, resting my forehead against Savannah’s.

“You okay?” she asks, eyes half-lidded but searching.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just tired.”

She studies me for a moment longer, then nods, accepting the answer without pushing. That’s one of the things I’ve always loved about her — the way she doesn’t demand more than I can give.

She settles back against me, head tucked under my chin, and I wrap an arm around her out of habit as much as affection. Savannah and I have been together for three years, long enough for this to feel familiar in every sense of the word. We lie there in the dark, her breathing evening out again as sleep pulls her under.

I stay awake.

The ceiling fan hums softly above us. The lamp in the living room casts a faint glow down the hallway, a reminder that this space is shared, that my life is full in ways I can’t pretend it isn’t.

Savannah sleeps, trusting, comfortable.

And I lie there staring into the dark, the weight of the evening pressing down on me as the truth settles in, slow and unavoidable.

Nothing is wrong.

And yet something has changed.

The kiss with Luke wasn’t supposed to matter. It wasn’t supposed to linger, to follow me home, to slip into places it doesn’t belong.

But it has.

And as I lie there beside the woman I care about, the truth settles in, quiet and unavoidable —

Whatever this is with Luke, it isn’t staying contained.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Saturday comes quietly.

No alarms. No tones cutting through sleep. No rush to pull on gear and step into someone else’s emergency. Just sunlight filtering through the blinds and the steady hum of the city waking up around us.

Savannah is already up when I surface, moving through the apartment barefoot, hair pulled up in a loose knot that never stays neat for long. She’s wearing one of my old T-shirts — faded, soft, stretched in places that make it unmistakably hers now.

“Morning,” she says, leaning in to kiss my cheek.

It’s easy. Familiar. The kind of affection that doesn’t ask anything of me beyond showing up.

“Morning,” I say back.

She’s already talking about errands before I’ve fully woken up. Groceries. A stop at the hardware store. A new place downtown she wants to check out, something about shelves or lighting or both. I nod at the right places, follow her lead, let myself be pulled into the rhythm of a shared day.

This is the life I know how to live.

Outside, the air is crisp, the sky clear in that deceptively calm way that makes you forget how fast things can change. We walk side by side down the sidewalk, Savannah’s hand sliding easily into mine like it’s always belonged there.

I squeeze back automatically.

At the store, she drifts ahead of me through the aisles, stopping to inspect things with focused attention. I watch her the way I always have — the tilt of her head, the crease between her brows when she’s deciding something. There’s comfort in it. History.

My phone vibrates in my pocket.

I feel it immediately.

Not because it’s loud or urgent — just because I’m already tuned to it.

I ignore it at first, trailing behind Savannah as she debates between two nearly identical throw pillows. But the second vibration comes a few seconds later, insistent enough that I can’t pretend it’s nothing.

I glance down.

Luke:

You on today or tomorrow? Captain just shifted training.

My thumb hovers over the screen.

Nothing about the message is inappropriate. It’s work. Logistics. The kind of thing firefighters text each other all the time. Still, my pulse ticks up, awareness sharpening in a way that feels disproportionate to the words on the screen.

I don’t answer right away.

Savannah turns toward me, pillow tucked under her arm. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Just work.”

She nods, accepting it without question, and turns back to the shelf. The ease of it makes something twist low in my gut.

I type back quickly.

Me:

Tomorrow. I’ll check the schedule.

The reply comes almost instantly.

Luke:

Got it. Thanks.

That should be the end of it.

It isn’t.

I slip the phone back into my pocket, but the awareness lingers, humming just under the surface. Luke’s presence feels closer than it should, like the distance between us has shortened without my consent.

Savannah slides the pillow back onto the shelf and steps into my space, looping her arm through mine. “Come on,” she says. “Let’s grab coffee.”

The café is busy, the kind of place where conversations blur together into a low, constant murmur. We find a small table near the window, sunlight warming the edge of it. Savannah leans across the table, chin resting in her hand, eyes bright.

“You seem distracted,” she says lightly.

“Do I?”

She smiles. “A little.”

I shrug. “Probably just not used to being off.”

She reaches across the table and brushes her fingers over mine, grounding. “You’re allowed to relax, you know.”

I nod. “I know.”

My phone vibrates again.

I don’t mean to check it so quickly. I don’t mean to tilt the screen away from her instinctively. The movement is subtle, but Savannah notices everything.

She raises an eyebrow, amused rather than suspicious. “Popular today.”

“It’s nothing,” I say. Then, because the pause stretches, I add, “Luke. One of the guys from work.”

“Luke,” she repeats, tasting the name. “Is he the one who transferred in?”

I hesitate — just a fraction of a second too long.

“Yeah,” I say. “A few months back.”

She nods, satisfied. “He must like working with you.”

I let out a quiet breath. “He’s solid. Good firefighter.”

“That’s high praise coming from you,” she says, smiling.

I return it, but it feels slightly delayed, like my attention is split between the table and something just out of reach.

Savannah stands to grab our drinks when they’re ready, leaving me alone with my thoughts and my phone. I don’t check it again. I don’t need to. Luke’s presence is already there, threaded through the day in a way I can’t untangle.

When Savannah comes back, she sets my cup down and leans in, pressing a quick kiss to my mouth. It’s affectionate, casual — the kind of kiss that belongs in public spaces, that claims without demanding.

I respond easily.

But even as I do, I’m aware of the contrast.

Savannah’s touch is familiar, known. Luke’s memory is sharp, vivid — the careful way he watched me, the quiet certainty in his voice. It unsettles me that the comparison exists at all.

We finish our coffee and head back out, the day stretching ahead of us. Savannah talks about plans, about things she wants to do with the apartment, with us. I listen. I contribute. I try to stay present.

I succeed, mostly.

But every so often, my hand drifts toward my pocket without conscious thought, as if checking that something is still there. As if Luke might reach through the screen and pull me back into that charged, narrow space where everything feels more immediate.

When we finally head home, arms full of bags, Savannah laughs about how much we bought and how none of it was necessary. I laugh with her, the sound real even if my attention isn’t entirely where it should be.

Inside, she sets the bags down and stretches, arching her back with a quiet sigh. The sight is domestic and intimate, familiar in a way that usually soothes me.

Today, it just makes the difference more pronounced.

She catches me looking and smiles, stepping closer, hands sliding up my arms. “You okay?” she asks again, softer this time.

“Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

It’s true.

And it isn’t.

Later, when she’s curled up on the couch flipping through channels, my phone buzzes one last time.

Luke:

See you tomorrow.

I stare at the message longer than necessary before replying.

Me:

Yeah. See you.

I set the phone down and sit back beside Savannah, letting her lean into me, her head settling against my shoulder like it’s always done.

The weight of it is comforting.

The awareness beneath it is not.

Because Luke didn’t flirt.

He didn’t push.

He didn’t cross a line.

And yet, somehow, he’s everywhere.
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CHAPTER SIX
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The station feels different when I walk in.

Same building. Same smell of metal and oil and coffee that’s been reheated one too many times. Same lockers, same rig, same familiar noise of voices overlapping in easy rhythm.

But I’m different.

Training runs long, stretching into the afternoon. Drills, ladders, hose evolutions — the kind of work that leaves your muscles burning and your mind focused enough that everything else quiets down. It helps. For a while.

Luke works beside me the entire time, efficient and precise, his movements clean and controlled. We don’t talk much beyond what’s necessary. No jokes. No side comments. Just work.

It’s almost worse that way.

I catch him watching me once, just a glance held a fraction too long before he looks away. The awareness settles low and steady, familiar now. Not surprising. Not ignorable.

By the time we finish resetting the rig, sweat has soaked through my shirt, clinging to my back and chest. My arms ache pleasantly, that deep exhaustion that usually brings relief.

Today, it just sharpens everything.

The guys peel off toward the showers in loose groups, voices echoing down the tiled hallway. Someone cracks a joke. Someone else complains about the water pressure. Normal.

Luke and I finish last, tightening straps, checking compartments one final time. He hands me a rag without comment. Our fingers brush briefly, just enough to register.

Neither of us reacts.

When we finally head into the locker room, most of the noise has already faded. Lockers stand open, gear hanging loose. The air is humid, heavy with steam drifting in from the showers.

Luke strips out of his shirt without ceremony, peeling it over his head and tossing it into his locker. I look before I can stop myself.

His skin is flushed from the workout, muscles relaxed but still defined, lines softened by heat and exertion. There’s nothing performative about the way he moves — no flexing, no posing — just the quiet confidence of someone who knows his body and doesn’t think about it much.

I turn back to my locker and focus on my own gear, hands steady, movements deliberate.

The showers are open — no dividers, no stalls, nothing to hide behind.

It’s always been that way here. Practical. Efficient. No privacy illusions. You get clean and you move on.

Most of the guys are already finishing up by the time Luke and I step under the spray. A few voices echo briefly, then fade as towels are grabbed and lockers slam shut. Footsteps trail off down the hall until it’s just the sound of running water and the heavy, humid air clinging to skin.

Luke stands two feet away from me.

Nothing between us but steam.

The water hits my shoulders hard, rolling down my chest, sliding over skin that’s still warm from training. I tip my head back for a moment, letting it run, trying to let the heat drain everything out of me.

It doesn’t.

When I lower my chin again, Luke is looking at me.

Not glancing.

Not accidentally catching my eye.

Looking.

His gaze moves slowly, deliberately — not leering, not rushed — taking me in the way someone does when they aren’t pretending anymore. The line of my shoulders. The spread of my chest. The way my body reacts to heat and proximity whether I want it to or not.

I don’t look away.

I return it.

The awareness between us sharpens instantly, electric and undeniable. There’s no question now. No misinterpretation. Whatever we’ve been circling around has stepped fully into the open.

Luke’s body is all right there — wet skin, muscles relaxed but present, lines clear under the spray. Water tracks down his torso, catching in the shallow planes of his stomach, sliding lower before disappearing. He’s breathing a little deeper than necessary, chest rising and falling in a steady, controlled rhythm that mirrors my own.

The air feels thick. Pressurized.

I take a step closer without thinking.

So does he.

We’re standing well inside the kind of distance that usually triggers an automatic correction — a shift, a step back, an apology. Neither of us makes it.

The water splashes between us now, spraying across both our bodies, mingling heat and steam until it feels like we’re sharing the same breath. I’m acutely aware of how my body responds to him — the unmistakable pressure of arousal he pretends not to notice.

Luke’s eyes darken slightly. Not hunger exactly. Recognition.

This isn’t fantasy.

This is physical reality.

No barriers.

No excuses.

Just two men standing naked under running water, staring at each other like they already know exactly how this would feel if either of us moved.

Neither of us does.

The restraint is deliberate. Chosen. Heavy.

Luke’s jaw tightens almost imperceptibly, like he’s locking something down. I do the same, grounding myself in the feel of tile under my feet, water on my skin, breath in and out.

This is want stripped of illusion.

After a long moment — longer than it should be — Luke exhales and breaks eye contact first. Not abruptly. Not in retreat. Just... controlled.

“Water’s hot today,” he says quietly.

“Yeah,” I answer, voice steady despite everything. “It is.”

He steps back a half step, just enough to restore a fraction of space, then turns away to rinse off. The spell doesn’t break so much as settle, sinking deeper instead of dissipating.

I stand there a second longer, watching the water bead and slide down my arms, feeling everything I’m not letting myself do.

Nothing happened.

But the truth is undeniable now.

We didn’t hide.

We didn’t look away.

And neither of us pretended this wasn’t exactly what it is.

When Luke finally turns the water off and reaches for his towel, I follow suit, movements precise, controlled, practiced. We don’t speak as we dry off. We don’t need to.

The silence is loud enough.

As we step back into the locker room, dressed again, armored again, the distance between us looks the same as it always has.

It isn’t.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The station goes quiet in layers.

It’s never sudden. Never complete. Just a gradual thinning of sound until the place feels hollowed out, like the world has stepped back and left us to keep watch.

Most of the guys are asleep by the time Luke and I drift outside. Not together — not intentionally — just one of those unspoken convergences that happen when neither of us is ready to lie down yet.

The night air is cool, sharp enough to cut through the lingering heat of the day. I step onto the concrete pad behind the station and exhale slowly, letting the quiet settle into me.

Luke is already there.

He’s leaning against the low railing, jacket unzipped, posture loose but alert, like he never fully shuts off. The glow from the exterior light catches the edge of his face, leaving the rest in shadow.

For a second, neither of us speaks.

Then he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pack of cigarettes.

I arch a brow. “Didn’t know you smoked.”

“Only when I can’t sleep,” he says. “Which is... more than I’d like.”

He offers the pack without comment.

I hesitate. I quit years ago. Or told myself I did. Still, the sight of it, the ritual, the familiarity tugs at something low and steady inside me.

I take one.

Luke lights his first, shielding the flame with his hand. The small movement brings his body closer, the scent of smoke curling into the cool air. He flicks the lighter again and holds it out to me.

I lean in.

Our faces are close — closer than necessary — and for a split second, the world narrows to the soft hiss of the lighter, the glow of the flame, the space between us.

I draw in, the cigarette catching, smoke filling my lungs in a way that feels both foreign and familiar. Luke watches me while I do, eyes steady, intent, like he’s cataloging the moment.

I straighten, exhale slowly.

“Damn,” I mutter.

He smiles faintly. “Yeah.”

We stand side by side, shoulders nearly brushing, the space between us intimate without being deliberate. Smoke drifts upward, dissipating into the dark. The station behind us hums quietly, alive even in rest.

The silence stretches — not awkward, not empty. Just... full.

“I don’t want things to be weird,” Luke says eventually, voice low, careful.

I take another drag, buying myself time. The nicotine buzz settles in, sharp and grounding.

“They’re not,” I say.

He nods once, accepting the answer for what it is. “Okay.”

The simplicity of it disarms me. No pressure. No challenge. Just acknowledgment.

We smoke in silence for a while after that. I’m acutely aware of him beside me — the warmth of his body bleeding through his jacket, the way his breathing syncs with mine without either of us trying.

Every so often, our hands brush as we lift our cigarettes. Small, incidental touches that land heavier than they should.

Luke’s gaze drifts to me again, unguarded in the low light. He doesn’t look away when I meet it.

There’s no hiding it now.

The want is there, open and unashamed. Not frantic. Not desperate. Just present. Steady. Mutual.

He exhales smoke slowly, lips parting just enough that my attention snags and holds. The thought of those lips — the memory of how briefly they pressed against mine — flashes unbidden through my mind.

I look away first, grounding myself in the cool night air, the rough concrete under my boots.

“This job,” Luke says quietly, almost to himself. “It messes with your sense of time.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Everything feels stretched. Or compressed. Depends on the day.”

He nods. “Makes things feel more... intense.”

The word hangs there, loaded.

I glance at him. “Things like what?”

His mouth curves slightly, not quite a smile. “Like noticing when something matters.”

My pulse kicks up. I don’t answer. I don’t need to.

We finish our cigarettes in silence, both of us staring out into the dark like we’re waiting for something to break the moment. Neither of us moves closer. Neither of us steps away.

The restraint is deliberate.

When Luke finally stubs his cigarette out against the railing, he doesn’t look at me right away.

“I don’t regret the other night,” he says, voice low but steady.

There it is.

My breath catches, subtle but real. I keep my eyes forward, afraid that if I look at him now, something will tip too far.

“I’m not asking for anything,” he adds. “And I’m not trying to complicate your life. I just wanted you to know where I stand.”

I turn then, meeting his gaze fully.

The honesty there is disarming. No expectation. No demand. Just truth, laid bare and left alone.

“I appreciate that,” I say.

It’s not enough. It’s all I can give.

He nods once, accepting it without resentment, without pulling away emotionally even as he gives me space.

We stand there a moment longer, the night pressing in around us, the weight of what’s unspoken settling between us like a promise we’re both pretending not to see.

Eventually, Luke pushes off the railing. “We should head back in.”

“Yeah,” I agree.

We walk inside together, steps measured, shoulders nearly touching. The station feels different now — quieter, heavier, like it’s holding onto something it wasn’t meant to hear.

Nothing happened.

But everything did.

And as I lie awake later, staring up at the darkened ceiling of the bunk room, one truth keeps circling back, impossible to ignore:

This isn’t about impulse.

It’s about choice.

And neither of us is going to be able to keep choosing restraint forever.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Savannah shows up just after lunch.

I’m in the bay with Luke, wiping down equipment, hands moving automatically as we talk through inventory. The afternoon is slow, the kind of lull that makes the station feel almost domestic — doors open, sunlight spilling in, radios quiet.

I hear her before I see her.

Her voice carries easily, bright and familiar, cutting through the low hum of the building.

“Miles?”

Something in me tightens. Not fear. Recognition.

I turn.

She’s standing just inside the open bay doors, sunglasses perched on her head, tote bag slung over one shoulder. She looks relaxed, comfortable — like this place isn’t foreign to her. Like she belongs here.

Because, in a way, she does.

“There you are,” she says, smiling when she spots me.

Luke straightens beside me. I feel it more than see it — the subtle shift in his posture, the way his attention sharpens as he takes her in.

I step forward instinctively, closing the distance between Savannah and the space Luke occupies. “Hey,” I say, leaning in to kiss her cheek.

Her hand slides to my arm, fingers curling there naturally. Possessive without meaning to be.

“I was nearby,” she says. “Thought I’d stop in and say hi.”

“That’s fine,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “Yeah. Of course.”

She glances past me then, curiosity lighting her expression as she takes in the bay, the rig, the quiet activity. “This place always smells like oil and coffee,” she says. “It’s kind of comforting.”

Luke lets out a soft breath beside me.

I turn slightly, aware now of how close he is, how exposed everything feels with all three of us standing there.

“Savannah,” I say, “this is Luke. He transferred in earlier this year.”

Luke steps forward and extends his hand, expression polite, professional — but I catch the flicker in his eyes before he masks it.

“Nice to meet you,” he says.

“Hi,” Savannah replies easily, shaking his hand. “You work with Miles a lot?”

“Yeah,” Luke says. “We do.”

The words are neutral. The weight behind them is not.

Savannah smiles, glancing back at me. “He talks about the station all the time.”

I don’t.

Not really.

But I don’t correct her.

Luke’s jaw tightens just slightly — not enough for anyone else to notice, but I see it. I feel it, like a shift in pressure.

Something changes in the air.

Savannah’s hand remains on my arm, thumb brushing idly over the fabric of my shirt. The contact is familiar, affectionate. It’s also suddenly very visible.

Luke notices.

He notices everything.

“You want to see the truck?” I ask Savannah, desperate to move, to redirect.

Her eyes light up. “Sure.”

I lead her over, Luke following a step behind. Savannah asks questions, genuinely interested, pointing things out she remembers from stories I’ve told her. She laughs when I explain something she already knows, teasing me lightly.

Luke stands there, quiet, attentive — a third presence in a space that suddenly feels too small.

Savannah leans into me at one point, shoulder brushing my chest as she peers into a compartment. “This is impressive,” she says. “I forget sometimes how much you carry in there.”

I swallow.

Luke looks away then, just briefly. The movement is controlled, restrained — but I see it for what it is.

Understanding.

The realization lands heavy and immediate: Luke didn’t know.

Not about Savannah.

Not about any of it.

The awareness hits me harder than I expect. Guilt flares sharp and unwelcome, followed by something worse — the knowledge that I never corrected the assumption.

Savannah turns toward Luke again, smiling warmly. “Do you live nearby?”

“Close enough,” he says.

She nods. “That’s good. Makes long shifts easier.”

He meets her gaze, steady and unreadable. “Yeah. It does.”

There’s nothing hostile in his tone. Nothing cold. But something has shifted all the same.

I feel it in the way Luke steps back slightly, restoring a distance that wasn’t there before. In the way his shoulders square, posture closing just enough to signal a boundary.

Savannah doesn’t notice.

She squeezes my arm once, then steps back. “I should let you get back to work,” she says. “I just wanted to say hi.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll walk you out.”

Luke nods once. “I’ll see you inside.”

He turns and walks away without looking back.

The absence he leaves behind feels louder than his presence ever did.

Outside, Savannah slips her sunglasses back on, expression relaxed. “He seems nice,” she says. “Luke.”

“Yeah,” I reply. “He is.”

She studies me for a moment, head tilted slightly. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I say automatically. “Just work stuff.”

She kisses me once more, quick and affectionate. “Call me later.”

“I will.”

I watch her walk away before turning back inside.

Luke is nowhere in sight.

The station feels different now — exposed, fluorescent, too bright. I move through it with a weight settling in my chest that I don’t have a name for.

When I finally spot Luke near the lockers, he doesn’t look up right away. He finishes what he’s doing, movements precise, controlled.

“Luke,” I say.

He glances at me then, expression neutral. Professional.

“You didn’t mention you were seeing someone,” he says quietly.

It’s not an accusation.

It’s a fact.

“I didn’t think—” I start, then stop.

He nods once. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

The restraint in his voice is almost worse than anger would be.

“I should’ve told you,” I say.

“Maybe,” he replies. “But you didn’t.”

Silence stretches between us, heavy and uncomfortable.

“I meant what I said,” he adds after a moment. “I don’t want to complicate your life.”

My throat tightens.

“And now,” he continues, “I won’t.”

He steps past me, shoulder brushing mine briefly — just enough contact to remind me of everything we’re pretending not to feel.

As he walks away, one truth settles in, cold and clear:

I didn’t lose control.

I lost the illusion that this could stay simple.

And that might be worse.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Luke doesn’t avoid me.

That’s the worst part.

He’s there — on shift, in the bay, at the table during meals — present in every practical sense. He does his job. He speaks when spoken to. He’s polite. Professional. Impeccably so.

And he is gone.

The space he keeps between us is precise, measured like a line he’s drawn with intention. Not cold. Not hostile. Just... controlled. The same kind of control I’ve been practicing for weeks, now reflected back at me with uncomfortable clarity.

I feel it immediately.

The first time I reach for something and he hands it to me without our fingers brushing.

The first time he answers a question without looking directly at me.

The first time he chooses a seat across the room instead of beside me.

Nothing dramatic happens. Nothing anyone else would notice.

I notice everything.

Two days pass.

When we’re back on shift, the routine settles in like muscle memory. The station hums around us — radios crackle, coffee brews, someone laughs at something on TV. Life continues, indifferent to the quiet fracture running through me.

Not the way I did before — not openly, not hungrily — but with something closer to hunger sharpened by loss. He moves the same as always. Confident. Steady. Unaffected.

Or maybe that’s just how he wants it to look.

During a call that afternoon, we work side by side like nothing has changed. Our coordination is flawless, automatic. We move in sync without speaking, bodies aligning in tight spaces, trust intact even as everything else frays.

That makes it worse.

When it’s over, when the rig is back in the bay and gear is coming off, I feel the distance again like a physical thing pressing between us.

Luke steps away first.

Later, in the quiet stretch before dinner, I find myself alone in the gym, pushing through reps harder than necessary. My body welcomes the strain — the ache, the burn — anything that keeps my mind from circling back to him.

It doesn’t work.

Luke appears in the doorway, pauses when he sees me, then steps inside like this isn’t loaded at all.

“Mind?” he asks, already reaching for a set of weights.

“Go ahead,” I say.

We work out in silence, the air thick with effort and things unsaid. Sweat darkens his shirt, clings to him in familiar ways that shouldn’t matter anymore.

They still do.

I feel his awareness like a low current — not focused on me, not withdrawn either. Just... contained. It’s maddening.

At one point, I glance up and catch him looking at me.

The look is brief. Controlled. Gone before I can read too much into it.

But it’s there.

Later that night, the station quiets again. Lights dim. Voices fade. I sit at the small table near the back, paperwork spread out in front of me but unread.

Luke passes by on his way to the bunk room.

I stop him without thinking. “Luke.”

He pauses, turns. “Yeah?”

The single word feels heavier than it should.

“I didn’t mean for you to find out like that,” I say.

He studies me for a moment, expression careful. Not closed. Just guarded.

“I know,” he says.

“I should’ve told you,” I add.

“Maybe,” he agrees. “But you didn’t.”

The echo of his earlier words lands harder now.

“I wasn’t hiding her,” I say, quieter. “I just... wasn’t ready to talk about it.”

Luke nods slowly. “I figured.”

Silence stretches between us, loaded and fragile.

“I meant what I said,” he continues. “I don’t want to complicate your life.”

I swallow. “And what about yours?”

A flicker of something crosses his face — something raw and unguarded — before it’s gone.

“That’s on me,” he says. “I can handle my own boundaries.”

The restraint in his voice is unmistakable. Deliberate. Chosen.

It’s the same restraint that made me want him in the first place.

He shifts his weight, already stepping back into distance. “We’re good, Miles. Work-wise.”

Work-wise.

The words land like a verdict.

“Yeah,” I say. “We are.”

He nods once, then turns and walks away.

I sit there long after he’s gone, the quiet pressing in around me. I think about Savannah — her easy smile, her trust. I think about Luke — the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not watching, the way he’s choosing to step back now that he knows the full picture.

No one has asked me to choose.

And yet, somehow, I feel like I already am.

Later, lying in my bunk, staring up at the ceiling, I replay when Savannah came to the station. The look on Luke’s face when understanding set in. The way he adjusted instantly, without drama, without accusation.

The professionalism. The respect.

The loss.

I roll onto my side, restless. My body remembers him too well — the heat, the closeness, the way desire sharpened instead of dulled when we didn’t act on it.

That’s the problem.

Nothing about this is fading.

Luke pulling back doesn’t make the want disappear.

It clarifies it.

And as the station settles into deep sleep around me, one truth becomes impossible to ignore:

I didn’t just want Luke when he was close.

I want him more now that he’s gone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TEN

[image: ]




Savannah cooks dinner like she always does when she wants things to feel normal.

Not rushed. Not elaborate. Just intentional.

I watch her move around the kitchen, bare feet on tile, hair pulled back, sleeves pushed up as she chops vegetables with practiced ease. The radio hums softly in the background, some playlist she’s had on repeat for weeks. It smells like garlic and oil and something so familiar it feels lived-in.

She hums along under her breath.

I sit at the counter, beer untouched in front of me, and try to be here.

Really here.

“Can you hand me the salt?” she asks without looking up.

I slide it across the counter. Our fingers brush. The contact is brief, casual. It shouldn’t mean anything.

It does.

She glances up then, just for a second, eyes searching my face the way they’ve always done. Not suspicious. Not guarded. Just attentive.

“Long shift?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “You know how it is.”

She nods, accepting the answer easily. Too easily—again.

Dinner is quiet but not awkward. We talk about small things — something she read, a friend she ran into earlier, a movie she wants to see. I respond in the right places, smile when I’m supposed to, reach for her hand across the table without thinking.

From the outside, it probably looks fine.

From the inside, it feels like I’m watching myself do all of it from a step removed.

Later, we end up on the couch, Savannah tucked against my side, her legs draped over mine. She traces lazy patterns on my arm, absentminded, affectionate. The television flickers in front of us, light shifting across the room.

Her head rests against my shoulder.

“You’re tense,” she says softly.

I exhale. “Am I?”

“Yeah,” she replies. “You’ve been like that a lot lately.”

I adjust my position, trying to relax, trying not to overthink the way her body fits against mine so easily. This should feel grounding. It always has.

Tonight, it just feels... heavy.

“I’m fine,” I say.

She doesn’t argue. She never does. Instead, she shifts slightly, turning her face up toward mine.

“Can I ask you something?” she says.

The tone is careful. Gentle.

“Of course.”

She studies me for a moment, thumb brushing lightly against my arm. “Are you happy?”

The question lands harder than any accusation could have.

I open my mouth. Close it again.

“Of course I am,” I say finally.

She nods slowly, but her gaze doesn’t leave my face. “You didn’t answer right away.”

“I’m just tired,” I say. “Work’s been a lot.”

“I know,” she says. “It always is. I just... you feel far away lately. Like you’re here, but not all the way.”

The words hit uncomfortably close to the truth.

“I don’t want to push,” she adds quickly. “I just wanted to check in.”

I pull her closer, arm tightening around her shoulders. “You didn’t do anything,” I say. “I promise.”

She relaxes slightly at that, settling back against me. The tension doesn’t disappear entirely, but it softens.

We sit like that for a while, the room quiet except for the low murmur of the TV and the steady rhythm of her breathing. I should feel calm.

Instead, my mind drifts.

Luke slips in without permission — not as a vivid image, not as fantasy, but as presence. The way he stands just a little too close. The way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not paying attention. The restraint he’s chosen since Savannah came to the station.

The distance.

I shift slightly, uncomfortable with the direction my thoughts have taken.

Savannah tilts her head up, catching the movement. “Hey,” she says quietly.

“Yeah?”

She reaches up, fingers brushing my jaw, guiding my attention back to her. Her touch is familiar, confident. She leans in and kisses me — slow, unhurried, intimate.

I kiss her back because I want to want this. Because this is safe. Because this is the life I’ve built.

Her mouth opens against mine, tongue brushing softly, inviting. I respond automatically, hands sliding to her waist, pulling her closer. Her body presses against mine, warm and real.

For a moment, I almost lose myself in it.

Almost.

But there’s a disconnect I can’t ignore — a thin layer of distance that wasn’t there before. I feel it in the way my attention fractures, in the way the kiss doesn’t quite deepen the way it usually does.

Savannah notices.

She pulls back slightly, resting her forehead against mine. “You don’t have to,” she says softly.

“I want to,” I reply quickly.

She studies me, searching for something in my eyes. “Okay.”

We don’t push it further. She settles back against me, fingers still tangled in my shirt, and we sit there in the quiet.

Later, when we climb into bed, she curls toward me instinctively, her back fitting against my chest. I wrap an arm around her, breathing her in — familiar, comforting, safe.

She falls asleep quickly.

I don’t.

The room is dark, the city outside muted and distant. Savannah’s breathing evens out, slow and steady, trusting.

I stare at the ceiling and let the truth settle in, quiet and unavoidable.

I care about her.

That hasn’t changed.

But something else has entered the space between us, uninvited and impossible to ignore. Luke isn’t a distraction. He isn’t a phase. He isn’t something I can work harder to forget.

He’s a mirror.

And what he’s shown me is that I’ve been moving through my life on autopilot, mistaking stability for certainty.

I turn slightly, careful not to wake Savannah, and stare into the dark.

I don’t know what I’m going to do.

I only know that pretending everything is fine isn’t working anymore.

And sooner or later, I’m going to have to choose honesty — even if it costs me more than I’m ready to admit.
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Luke waits until the shift winds down.

Not during cleanup, not during dinner, not when the station is still loud with energy and noise and the easy camaraderie of men who’ve been running on adrenaline for days.

He waits for shift change.

For the moment when our time here officially ends — when the next crew filters in carrying fresh coffee and overnight bags, voices overlapping as updates are passed along. The air shifts then, subtly but unmistakably. One rhythm giving way to another. Familiar faces peeling off, shoulders loosening, jokes tapering into tired smiles.

Gear is checked, notes exchanged, radios tested. Hands clap shoulders. Someone complains about traffic. Someone else already looks ready for sleep.

The building exhales.

The lights dim in stages as responsibility transfers. The noise thins. What’s left behind is quieter, stripped of urgency — a firehouse between breaths.

That’s when Luke moves.

When our shift belongs to memory and the next one hasn’t fully claimed the space yet. When it feels like everything unnecessary has fallen away, leaving only the essentials.

That’s when he speaks.

“I’m heading out for a drink.”

I look up.

He’s already got his jacket on, movements unhurried, deliberate. He doesn’t look at me right away.

“You can come if you want,” he adds. Not casual. Not loaded. Just... offered.

I hesitate.

I shouldn’t go.

I know that.

“Okay,” I say anyway.

We drive separately. The bar is low-lit and unpretentious — the kind of place that understands long shifts and doesn’t ask questions. Wood tables. Worn floors. Music low enough to talk over. We sit at the bar, a few feet apart, close enough to feel each other without forcing it.

Luke orders whiskey. I do the same.

We drink in silence for a moment, letting the burn settle, letting the night stretch around us.

Finally, Luke turns toward me.

“I wanted to be clear about something,” he says. “I’m not here to complicate your life.”

The words are careful. Controlled.

“So you’ve told me,” I say.

“And I’m not looking for anything,” he continues. “Not a secret. Not a situation. Not something half-formed.”

I nod slowly. “I get that.”

He studies me for a second, eyes steady, unreadable. “Good.”

The pause that follows is heavy — not awkward, but charged. The kind of silence that exists because the thing underneath it is too big to rush.

Luke exhales slowly, eyes fixed on his glass.

“I didn’t bring you out here to talk about this,” he says. “I just didn’t want to pretend I hadn’t noticed.”

I nod once. “Me neither.”

The admission hangs between us, unspectacular and heavy.

We sit there for a moment longer, side by side, shoulders almost touching. I’m acutely aware of him — the warmth of his body, the quiet strength in the way he holds himself, the restraint he’s choosing even now.

“I didn’t invite you out here to talk,” he says. “I just didn’t want to keep acting like nothing was there.”

I nod, slow. “Yeah.”

It feels like enough.

The walk out of the bar is quiet.

Not awkward — just loaded. The kind of silence that presses in from all sides, broken only by gravel under boots and the distant hum of traffic somewhere beyond the lot.

We split toward our trucks, parked a few spaces apart. Luke reaches his first. I slow without meaning to, stopping just short of my own.

“Night,” I say, casual in a way that feels like a lie.

Luke turns.

He doesn’t answer.

Instead, he closes the distance in two quick steps, hand gripping my arm, spinning me before I can process what’s happening. My back hits the side of my truck with a dull thud, metal cool through my shirt.

Then his mouth is on mine.

No warning. No restraint.

The kiss is hard, urgent — weeks of tension breaking loose all at once. His body presses in, solid and unyielding, heat everywhere we touch. I gasp into his mouth, fingers clutching at his jacket as if I need the anchor.

Luke’s hand slides up my chest, firm and deliberate, palm splayed over muscle, thumb brushing where my nipple tightens beneath the fabric of my shirt. The contact sends a sharp, electric jolt through me — not subtle, not gentle — just need.

I feel his chest against mine, his breath rough, his mouth demanding without apology. This isn’t curiosity. This isn’t hesitation.

This is want.

He pulls back just enough to breathe, forehead resting against mine, hand still on my chest like he doesn’t trust himself to move it.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” he says again, voice low, steady — even now.

“I know,” I manage.

“It doesn’t promise anything.”

“I know.”

His eyes search mine in the dim light, checking — not for permission, but for alignment. For understanding.

When he kisses me again, it’s slower this time. Controlled. Like he’s proving a point to himself.

Then he stops.

Steps back.

Creates space where every instinct is screaming to close it again.

“We’re not crossing lines tonight,” he says.

I swallow hard. “No.”

We stand there for a moment longer, breathing the same air, bodies still humming with everything we’re not doing.

Finally, Luke steps away.

I watch him unlock his truck, climb in, the door closing with a finality that rings in my ears.

When I slide into my own driver’s seat, the night feels colder. Sharper.

Nothing has been decided.

Nothing has been promised.

But the truth has been spoken — not about love, not about the future, but about desire that can no longer be ignored.

And that might be the most dangerous part of all.
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Nothing dramatic happens.

Nothing anyone else would notice.

I notice everything.

Two days later, we’re back at the station like nothing’s changed.

Radios chirp. Coffee gets poured. The shift slips into place with practiced ease.

I move through it on autopilot, aware of how normal everything looks—and how little that means.

Luke is already here when I arrive.

He looks the same. That’s the problem.

Same steady posture. Same calm competence. Same body that seems built for this job—broad shoulders filling out his turnout coat, forearms roped with muscle when he rolls his sleeves up, movements economical and sure.

But something is different.

He doesn’t seek me out.

He doesn’t avoid me either.

He’s professional in a way that feels intentional.

“Morning,” he says when our paths cross by the lockers.

“Morning,” I reply.

That’s it.

No extra glance. No pause. No echo of the night in the parking lot, his hands on my chest, the heat of him pressed close enough to feel through layers of fabric.

I tell myself that’s good. Necessary.

It doesn’t stop my attention from tracking him anyway.

The way his shirt pulls tight across his back when he reaches overhead. The way his jaw sets when he’s concentrating. The way he moves through the space like he belongs everywhere in it.

At breakfast, he sits across the table, close enough that our knees almost touch. Almost. He eats quietly, listening more than he talks, eyes flicking up now and then—not to me, I tell myself, but my body doesn’t buy the distinction.

When his gaze does catch mine, it’s brief.

Neutral.

Like nothing has shifted.

My body reacts anyway.

The reaction is automatic, his control having nothing to do with it. Awareness sharpens, every nerve tuned to his presence. It’s frustrating in a way that borders on physical pain—want with nowhere to go.

We run drills mid-morning.

Luke and I get paired without comment. We move in sync, like we always have, like nothing has changed. He hands me tools without looking. I anticipate his movements before he makes them. It’s seamless. Too seamless.

At one point, he steps in close to adjust my grip, fingers brushing my wrist.

The contact is brief. Professional.

It still sends a jolt straight through me.

He doesn’t react. Doesn’t linger. Just steps back, nods once, and keeps going.

I catch myself watching him walk away, the sway of his body easy and controlled, and force my attention back to the task at hand.

Later, in the bay, we reset the rig together. The space is tight, the air smelling of oil and metal and sweat. Luke crouches to check a compartment, shirt riding up just enough to expose a strip of skin at his lower back.

I look away.

I don’t want to be this obvious with myself.

“Everything good?” he asks, glancing up.

“Yeah,” I say, too quickly. “All set.”

He studies me for half a second longer than necessary, then nods.

“Good.”

The word feels loaded. Or maybe I’m just projecting.

By the time night settles in, the station quiets again. Lights dim. Voices soften. The rhythm slows. Luke keeps his distance, not in a cold way—just enough to remind me that whatever happened didn’t change the rules.

That he’s holding his line.

I find myself outside later, leaning against the railing, the cool night air cutting through the residual heat under my skin. Luke joins me a moment later, standing a few feet away, not close enough to touch.

We don’t speak right away.

The silence is companionable, familiar. The kind shared by people who’ve spent too many hours together in high-stress spaces.

“You good?” he asks eventually.

I nod. “Yeah.”

It’s not a lie. Not entirely.

He watches the street for a moment, hands resting on the rail, forearms catching the light. There’s tension there—not in his body, but in the stillness of him.

“Long shift,” he says.

“Always is.”

Another pause.

He glances at me then, quick and unreadable.

“Get some rest when you can,” he adds.

“You too.”

He pushes off the railing and heads back inside, leaving me alone with the night and the awareness that nothing has resolved.

That something has only been named.

When I finally head back in, I catch my reflection in the glass—tired, wired, eyes too sharp. I don’t recognize myself entirely.

That’s what scares me.

Nothing has happened.

And yet, everything feels different.
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[image: ]




The call comes just after midnight.

The station snaps awake instantly—boots hitting concrete, voices sharp and clipped, muscle memory taking over before thought has time to catch up. I’m geared up and moving before the details finish crackling over the radio.

Luke is already at the rig.

He doesn’t look at me when I climb in beside him. Doesn’t need to. We move like this is routine, like nothing sits between us except protocol and training.

The fire is messy.

Old structure. Tight interior. Smoke thick enough to chew on. The kind of job that demands full attention and gives nothing back.

Luke and I work shoulder to shoulder, communication stripped down to hand signals and single words shouted through masks. There’s no space for anything else—not memory, not want, not the echo of his mouth on mine in a dark parking lot.

And yet.

I’m acutely aware of him the entire time.

The heat of his body when he crowds past me in a narrow hallway. The solid press of his shoulder when we brace together. The way his breathing sounds in my ear—steady, controlled, unshakeable.

At one point, debris shifts overhead.

I don’t think. I just react—grabbing his turnout coat, yanking him back hard enough that he stumbles into me. For a split second, he’s pressed flush against my chest, his back fitting there like it belongs.

Our eyes lock.

Even through the masks, I see it. The awareness. The jolt.

Then the moment’s gone, swallowed by smoke and urgency.

We clear the structure without injury. Outside, helmets come off, air tanks hiss, adrenaline bleeds slowly out of my veins.

Luke pulls off his gloves, jaw tight, eyes still sharp.

“You good?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “You?”

He nods. “Yeah.”

But he doesn’t move away right away.

We stand there in the wash of red lights, bodies still keyed up, sweat cooling fast under turnout gear. His chest rises and falls, and I can’t stop myself from tracking the movement.

I want to reach out.

I don’t.

Back at the station, the building settles again. Gear gets stowed. Reports get written. The world resumes its careful indifference.

Luke showers before me.

When I step into the locker room afterward, the air is still warm, humid. The faint scent of soap hangs in the space.

He’s toweling off when I come in.

Bare from the waist up. Water still slicking down the hard lines of his torso. Muscles relaxed now but no less powerful for it.

He looks up.

Doesn’t look away.

The moment stretches.

I take my shirt off slowly, aware of his eyes on me now. There’s no pretense left in the way he watches—no professionalism, no distance. Just want, open and unguarded.

We don’t touch.

We don’t speak.

The restraint is almost unbearable.

Luke exhales, sharp and controlled, then finally looks away, dragging the towel over his hair like he needs the distraction. He turns toward his locker, giving me the out without saying a word.

I take it.

I grab my things and head for the showers, the sound of running water filling the space as I step under the spray. My pulse is loud in my ears, skin still buzzing, the image of him burned into my mind even with my eyes closed.

I stand there longer than necessary, letting the heat beat down on me, trying—and failing—to shake the awareness of how close we came without touching at all.

Later, lying in my bunk, sleep refuses to come.

My body still hums with the memory of him pressed against me in the smoke, the look in his eyes afterward, the way neither of us pretended not to feel it.

Nothing has changed.

Everything has.

And I know—with a certainty that settles deep and unshakeable—that this is heading somewhere neither of us is ready for yet.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Home feels smaller than I remember.

Not physically—everything is where it should be—but emotionally, like the walls have edged in while I wasn’t paying attention. Savannah’s shoes are by the door. A light is on in the kitchen. The place smells like clean laundry and whatever candle she’s been burning lately.

Normal.

She looks up from the couch when I come in, smiling the way she always does, easy and warm. She crosses the room and kisses me without hesitation, familiar lips, familiar pressure.

“You’re back,” she says.

“Yeah,” I reply.

She slides her arms around my waist, fitting herself against me with practiced ease. I rest my hands on her hips out of habit, aware of how well our bodies know this shape.

“How was it?” she asks.

“Busy.”

It’s the truth. It’s also not enough.

She pulls back just far enough to study my face. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Just tired.”

She nods, accepting it as she always does, and turns back toward the kitchen. “I’ll make something quick. You must be starving.”

I watch her move around the space—confident, comfortable, at home here. There’s nothing wrong with this life. That’s the problem.

Later, we’re in bed, the room lit only by the glow from the street outside. Savannah presses close, her leg sliding over mine, skin warm and familiar. She kisses my neck, slow and unhurried, hands exploring in ways she’s done a hundred times before.

I respond because I always do.

Because this is what couples do when they finally have a night together after long shifts and missed time. Because it’s easier to move forward than to stop and explain why something feels off.

Her mouth traces a line along my jaw. I close my eyes.

And see Luke.

Not deliberately. Not because I want to.

He’s just there—leaning against a locker, water slicking down his skin, eyes dark and unguarded. The memory hits without warning, sharp and immediate.

Savannah’s hand slides under my shirt. I inhale, steadying myself, forcing my attention back to the present.

This is different, I tell myself. This is safe.

She kisses me again, deeper this time, tongue brushing mine. I respond, matching her rhythm, letting the familiarity carry me. But something inside me stays distant, like I’m watching myself from a few feet away.

Her body fits against mine, curves I know by heart. I touch her the way I always have—confident, practiced. It works. It always has.

And yet.

There’s no electricity. No edge. Just warmth and memory and something that feels... finished.

When she murmurs my name, I answer. When she pulls me closer, I let her. The intimacy unfolds the way it always has, quiet and unremarkable, and that’s what finally lands the blow.

This used to be enough.

After, she curls into my side, content, fingers tracing idle patterns across my chest. I stare at the ceiling, listening to her breathing even out, the room settling around us.

I feel hollow.

Not guilty—at least not in the way I expect to—but aware. Sharply, uncomfortably aware.

This didn’t fix anything.

If anything, it made the difference clearer.

Savannah shifts, pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder before drifting off completely. I lie there beside her, careful not to wake her, thoughts running circles I can’t seem to break out of.

At the station, everything is sharp. Immediate. Alive.

With Luke, even silence feels charged.

Here, in this bed, with the woman I care about, everything feels muted. Like I’m going through the motions of a life that no longer fits the way it used to.

I don’t have the language for what that means yet.

I just know I can’t unfeel it.

And as sleep finally creeps in, one thought repeats with quiet certainty:

Something has already shifted.
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The call leaves us wired.

It’s not a bad one — contained, controlled — but it demands focus, speed, proximity. By the time we’re back at the station, the edge hasn’t worn off.

Luke doesn’t say much on the ride back. Neither do I.

In the locker room, gear comes off fast. Helmets hit benches. Gloves get tossed aside. The air is thick with heat and sweat and the faint metallic edge of smoke that never quite leaves us.

Luke strips out of his turnout coat, movements efficient, unhurried. His shirt follows, damp with sweat, clinging just long enough to outline everything before he pulls it free.

I look. Don’t bother pretending I don’t.

He catches it this time.

Doesn’t call me on it. Doesn’t look away either.

The showers are already running when I step inside, steam curling up toward the ceiling, water echoing against tile.

The room is empty now—just me, and Luke two heads down under the spray.

At first, it’s just awareness — the familiar kind. The sense of him there without looking. The weight of another body sharing the space.

Then I glance over.

He’s rinsing his hair, head tipped forward, water sliding down the back of his neck, over shoulders still keyed from the call. He doesn’t look at me right away.

I look away first.

The next glance lasts longer.

Long enough to register the lines of his body under the spray. The way his chest rises and falls. The way water traces over skin that still looks charged, restless.

This time, when I look back, he’s already watching me.

His eyes meet mine through the haze, and for a moment, everything else fades away. It’s just us, the water pounding, the world outside nonexistent. His gaze is steady, intense, and I feel it like a punch to the gut. I look away again, but the image of him lingers—his wet hair slicked back, water tracing the contours of his chest, the way his lips part slightly as he breathes.

My hand drifts up, almost of its own accord, tracing the line of my collarbone, then down my chest, slowly pinching and rubbing my nipples. It’s a mirror of what he’s doing, his fingers moving in sync with mine, slow and deliberate. The air feels electric, charged with something unspoken, something we both know is always there. 

Luke’s hand slides lower, his palm pressing against his stomach, and I follow suit, my own hand moving in time with his. It’s like we’re dancing, a silent, secret rhythm only we can hear. My breath catches as his hand dips further, his fingers brushing his cock, which is completely erect. My heart hammers in my chest, and I do the same, my hand sliding down, my fingers grazing my own hardness, then gripping it firmly and slowly stroking it.

The water continues to roar around us, but all I can hear is the sound of our breathing, shallow and quick, as we stand there looking at each other stroking our hard dicks. His eyes are locked on mine, and I can’t look away, even if I wanted to. His lips part, and a soft sound escapes him, a hitch in his breath that sends a jolt straight to my core. I cup my balls, squeezing gently as I continue to stroke faster; he does the same, his movements mirroring mine like we’re connected by an invisible thread.

The heat between us is unbearable now, the tension snapping like a live wire. His breathing grows ragged, each inhale sharp and desperate. I can see the strain in his jaw, the way his muscles flex under his skin. Without a word, he lets out a quiet moan, his head tipping back as he releases his desire, the water carrying the evidence away in a rush.

I’m right behind him, my own surrender coming in a rush, my breath catching as I join him. My hand moves faster, my body tightening as I spill out, the warmth spreading through me like fire. Our eyes stay locked, even as our bodies tremble, even as the water washes away the evidence of what just happened.

For a moment, we just stand there, breathless, the only sound the pounding of the water against the tiles. The steam swirls around us, obscuring everything but the two of us, the world outside forgotten. I feel a strange mix of relief and longing, like I’ve crossed a line I can’t uncross, but I don’t regret it.

Luke’s the first to break the silence, his voice rough and low. “Shit,” he murmurs, shaking his head like he’s trying to clear it. I nod, not trusting myself to speak, my chest still heaving as I try to catch my breath.

For a few seconds, neither of us moves.

The water keeps pounding down, indifferent, relentless. Steam curls between us, thick enough to blur the edges of the room, but not thick enough to hide what just happened. My hands feel heavy at my sides now, useless, like they don’t quite belong to me anymore.

I can’t look at him.

Not because I don’t want to—but because if I do, I’m afraid I’ll see something I can’t walk back from.

Luke reaches for the soap first.

It’s an ordinary movement. Almost jarring in its normalcy. He scrubs his hands under the spray, jaw tight, eyes fixed on the tile like he’s grounding himself through the routine. The distance he creates isn’t physical—it’s intentional.

I follow suit, turning slightly away, rinsing off, letting the water do its work. My body is still buzzing, nerves too loud, heart still racing like it doesn’t know the emergency is over.

The silence stretches.

Not awkward. Heavy.

The kind that presses in on your ears until you’re hyperaware of every sound—breathing, water, the faint echo of movement outside the room. The station is still awake. Life is still happening just beyond these walls.

Which makes this feel impossible.

Luke shuts off the water and reaches for his towel. When he wraps it around his waist, it’s with the same efficiency he brings to everything—controlled, contained. When he finally looks at me, his expression is unreadable.

Not regret.

Not satisfaction.

Something sharper.

“We shouldn’t have done that” he says quietly.

The words land clean. No accusation. No anger. Just fact.

I nod. My throat feels tight. “Yeah.”

He studies me for a moment longer, like he’s checking to make sure I understands what he’s saying. What he’s not saying.

Then he turns away.

By the time I step out of the showers, he’s already dressed, back to me, pulling on his shirt like armor. I dress quickly, movements stiff, aware of how exposed I still feel even with fabric between us now.

At the door, Luke pauses.

He doesn’t turn around.

“Nothing changes on shift,” he says. “You good with that?”

I hesitate. Then: “Yeah.”

Another beat.

“Good.”

And then he’s gone.

I stand there alone for a moment longer, the locker room suddenly too quiet, too normal. The mirror catches my reflection—flushed skin, eyes too sharp, something unrecognizable just beneath the surface.

I don’t feel relieved.

I don’t feel satisfied.

I feel altered.

And as I step back into the rhythm of the station, one truth settles in with brutal clarity:

Whatever line we just crossed, there’s no pretending it didn’t matter.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Luke doesn’t look at me when I walk in.

It’s not dramatic. That’s the thing. No tension anyone else would clock, no obvious avoidance. He just doesn’t look. Doesn’t track my movement the way he used to. Doesn’t register me with that quiet awareness I’d come to expect.

It lands harder than distance ever could.

The station is already awake—coffee brewing, someone flipping through channels on the TV, boots lined up by the wall like always. The world has resumed its rhythm without waiting for either of us to catch up.

Luke is at the table with the rest of the crew, mug in hand, posture relaxed. He laughs at something one of the guys says, easy and unforced. The sound hits me sideways.

It shouldn’t bother me.

It does.

When our eyes finally meet—accidentally, I think—it lasts half a second. No heat. No recognition. Just acknowledgment, clean and professional.

Then he looks away.

I tell myself this is what I wanted. What we agreed to. What he was clear about.

It doesn’t make it easier to breathe.

On the rig, he keeps things tight. Efficient. He speaks when necessary, voice even, never sharp, never warm. If our hands brush while reaching for equipment, he doesn’t react. If our shoulders bump in a tight space, he adjusts immediately, creating room where there didn’t used to be any.

He’s not punishing me.

He’s protecting himself.

That realization doesn’t leave.

We run a call mid-morning—routine, nothing complicated—but I’m off my game in a way I can’t fully mask. I miss a step. Reach for the wrong tool. Luke corrects it without comment, without looking at me.

The quiet professionalism feels louder than anger.

Back at the station, I catch him in the hall by the lockers. Not intentionally. Or maybe I’m lying to myself about that.

“Luke,” I say.

He stops. Turns. Meets my eyes fully for the first time since the showers.

“What’s up?”

His tone is neutral. Open. Closed.

I hesitate, words tangling before they ever make it out. There’s too much I could say. Too much I shouldn’t.

“I just—” I start, then stop. “You good?”

He studies me for a moment. Really studies me. Whatever he’s looking for, he seems to find it—or decide it’s not his to deal with.

“I’m fine,” he says. “We’re fine.”

The we lands like a boundary.

“Okay,” I reply.

He nods once, then steps past me, continuing down the hall without another word.

The rest of the day drags.

Not because it’s slow, but because everything feels sharpened, exposed. I’m aware of Luke everywhere—across the room, down the table, a few feet ahead of me in the bay. He moves through the space like he always has, but now I see the effort in it. The restraint. The choice.

That night, when the station settles again, I lie awake staring at the ceiling, replaying everything I didn’t say. Everything I shouldn’t have done.

The memory of the showers comes back uninvited—steam, eye contact, the way the air felt charged and dangerous. The way it all stopped so abruptly, like a door slammed shut.

I don’t regret it.

That might be the worst part.

I think about Savannah. About the way she’d curled into my side the last time I was home, comfortable and trusting. About the quiet question in her eyes lately, the one she hasn’t asked yet.

I think about Luke’s voice in the locker room afterward.

We shouldn’t have done that.

He was right.

And still.

By morning, I feel wrung out, like I’ve been holding my breath for days without realizing it.

Luke’s already dressed when I come into the locker room. Fully contained. Buttoned up. He doesn’t linger. Doesn’t glance my way.

I realize then—with a clarity that’s almost brutal—that the line we crossed didn’t just change things between us.

It changed me.

I can’t go back to before. To pretending the heat was imaginary, the pull coincidental, the wanting harmless.

Luke is doing what he said he would. Holding his line. Being the adult in the room.

Which leaves me alone with the mess.

As the day wears on, one truth becomes impossible to ignore:

If I don’t make a choice soon, something is going to break.

And I don’t know who’s going to get hurt first.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Savannah notices before I’m ready for her to.

She always has.

It’s not something she says right away. It’s in the way she watches me when I come through the door, the way her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes anymore. The way she asks questions she already knows the answers to.

“How long are you back for?” she asks one night as I drop my keys into the bowl by the door.

“Couple days,” I reply.

She nods, like she’s filing it away. “You want dinner?”

“Sure.”

We move around each other in the kitchen easily—too easily. This is muscle memory too. Familiar rhythms. Shared space. The kind of quiet that used to feel like comfort.

Now it feels like avoidance.

Later, we sit on opposite ends of the couch, the TV on but neither of us really watching. Savannah curls her legs under her, fingers twisting absently in the hem of her sweater.

“You’ve been quiet,” she says finally.

“I’m tired.”

It’s the same answer I always give.

She studies me for a moment, then shakes her head. “No. You’ve been gone. I’ve been feeling it for a while.”

The words land between us.

I open my mouth to argue. To deny it. To give her something vague and safe.

Nothing comes out.

That’s when she leans forward, elbows on her knees, voice softer now.

“Did I do something?”

“No,” I say immediately. “God, no.”

“Then help me understand,” she says. “Because I feel like I’m talking to someone who’s already halfway out the door.”

The room feels smaller all of a sudden.

I look at her—really look. At the familiar lines of her face, the steadiness she’s always brought into my life, the patience she’s extending even now.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” I admit.

“Try.”

I take a breath. Then another.

“I’ve been... off,” I say slowly. “And it’s not about you. It’s not about us doing something wrong.”

She nods once. “Okay.”

“But I don’t feel the way I used to,” I continue, the words scraping on the way out. “And I didn’t notice it at first. I thought it was stress. Work. Fatigue.”

“And now?” she asks quietly.

“And now I know it’s not.”

She doesn’t cry. That’s what guts me the most.

She just sits back against the couch, arms folding loosely over her stomach, like she’s bracing herself.

“Is there someone else?” she asks.

The question is calm. Reasonable. Devastating.

I don’t answer right away.

That hesitation tells her everything.

Her jaw tightens, just slightly. “You don’t have to name them,” she says. “I just need to know if I’m imagining this.”

I swallow hard. “I haven’t cheated on you.”

She exhales, slow and controlled. “That’s not what I asked.”

I nod. “I know.”

Silence stretches.

“I don’t think I can be what you need anymore,” I say finally. “And you deserve someone who’s fully here. Someone who isn’t questioning everything.”

Savannah looks down at her hands, then back up at me. “How long have you known?”

“Not long,” I say. “But long enough.”

She presses her lips together, eyes bright but steady. “So this is it.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

She stands first, walking toward the window, arms wrapped around herself. The city lights glow outside, indifferent.

“I wish you’d told me sooner,” she says.

“So do I.”

She turns back to me then. “I loved you.”

The past tense breaks something open in my chest.

“I know,” I say. “I cared about you. I still do.”

“That’s not the same thing,” she replies gently.

“No.”

She grabs her coat, movements brisk now, controlled. At the door, she pauses.

“I’m going to my parents’,” she says. “I need some space. We’ll figure this out later.”

Her hand rests on the knob for a second longer than necessary.

“I hope you figure out whatever it is you’re running toward,” she adds. “Or from.”

Then she’s gone.

The apartment feels hollow without her.

I sit there for a long time afterward, staring at nothing, the weight of the quiet pressing in. I don’t feel relief. I don’t feel free.

I feel stripped down to something raw and exposed.

I didn’t lie to her.

But I didn’t tell her everything either.

And as the night settles in around me, one truth becomes unavoidable:

Whatever this thing is inside me—it’s no longer contained.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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The apartment doesn’t echo when Savannah leaves.

That’s what surprises me most.

No slammed door. No dramatic quiet. Just the same low hum it’s always had—the refrigerator cycling, traffic somewhere outside, the city breathing along without us.

I sit on the couch long after she’s gone, elbows on my knees, hands loosely clasped like I’m waiting for instructions that aren’t coming.

I keep replaying it.

Not the words—we didn’t say much.

The space between them.

I think about how long it’s been since I felt fully here.

Not distracted. Not tired. Not going through the motions.

Just... present.

The truth is, this didn’t start tonight.

It started weeks ago, maybe longer. Subtle at first. Easy to ignore. A restlessness I chalked up to work, to long shifts, to the way this job gets under your skin and doesn’t let go.

I think about the first time Savannah asked if I was okay and I said yes without checking.

About the way I started answering questions with fewer words. The way I touched her out of habit instead of hunger. The way intimacy turned quiet—not uncomfortable, just muted.

I didn’t panic then.

I told myself relationships settle. That comfort replaces urgency. That wanting changes shape over time.

And maybe that’s true.

But this wasn’t that.

This was absence.

The night Luke and I stood in the locker room after the call comes back to me uninvited—the heat still humming under my skin, adrenaline bleeding off slowly. The way awareness snapped into something sharper the moment I noticed him noticing me.

I hadn’t gone looking for that.

That’s the part that keeps circling back.

I didn’t wake up one day dissatisfied. I didn’t plan to unravel my life. I didn’t want something else so much as I noticed it—noticed what it felt like to be fully awake again.

And once you notice that, everything else becomes harder to ignore.

Savannah wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t imagining it. I was already halfway out the door—not because I wanted to leave her, but because I couldn’t stay in a version of myself that felt hollow.

I cared about her. I still do.

That’s what makes this hurt.

She deserved more than half-attention. More than honesty filtered through fear. More than someone who was silently recalibrating his entire internal landscape while sharing a bed with her.

I press my palms flat against my thighs, grounding myself, trying to steady the swirl of emotion that refuses to land cleanly anywhere.

I don’t feel relief.

I don’t feel free.

I feel exposed.

The safety net is gone now. The familiar shape of a life that made sense on paper but not in my body.

I think about Luke—about the way he drew his line cleanly after the showers, no drama, no blame. About how hard he worked to put distance back where heat had been.

He didn’t ask for anything.

Didn’t push.

Didn’t make promises or demands or suggestions.

He just stopped.

That restraint feels heavier now than the want ever did.

I realize, sitting there alone, that Savannah leaving wasn’t the end of something—it was the removal of a buffer. A way to pretend the rest of this could stay theoretical.

It can’t anymore.

I don’t know what comes next.

I don’t know what this means about me.

I don’t know how much of this I’m ready to face.

What I do know is this:

Tonight didn’t come out of nowhere.

It came from a long stretch of quiet misalignment I didn’t want to name. From wanting something I didn’t understand yet. From staying too long in a place that no longer fit because it was easier than admitting that I had changed.

Savannah saw it before I did.

And now, with nothing left to cushion the truth, I’m alone with it.

The night deepens outside the windows. Somewhere, a siren wails and fades.

I close my eyes, inhale slowly, and let the weight of it settle.

Whatever happens next, it won’t be accidental.

I’m done pretending this was.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Luke figures it out without me telling him.

I know the moment it happens.

It’s mid-morning, the station settled into that in-between state where nothing’s urgent but everything’s ready. The kind of quiet that feels unfinished. Someone’s cleaning gear. Someone else is half-asleep on the couch. Coffee’s gone stale in mugs no one remembers pouring.

I come in from outside, phone still in my hand.

Luke looks up from the counter, and something in his focus sharpens. Not suspicion. Recognition.

He doesn’t stare. He doesn’t ask.

He just knows something’s different.

I feel it in the way his eyes track me—not lingering, not searching, just... recalibrating. Like he’s reassessing the space I take up in the room.

Later, in the bay, we’re restocking supplies together. The space is tight, the air thick with oil and metal and the faint after-smell of smoke. He hands me a box without looking at me.

“You go home last night?” he asks, casual.

I pause. Just long enough.

“Yeah,” I say.

He nods, sets another box down. “Savannah good?”

The name lands harder than I expect.

I exhale slowly. “She’s... gone.”

Luke stills.

Not dramatically. Not visibly. But I see it—the way his shoulders lock for half a second before he forces them loose again.

“Gone gone?” he asks.

I finally look at him. Meet his eyes. “Yeah.”

He holds my gaze, reading everything I’m not saying. Then he nods once.

“Okay.”

That’s it.

No questions. No reaction. No relief he lets himself show.

But the air between us changes.

We keep working, moving around each other in a silence that feels charged now. When our hands brush passing equipment, neither of us pulls away. Neither of us leans in.

It’s worse than either.

By evening, the station quiets again. The kind of quiet that makes you aware of what you’re carrying.

I step outside for air, leaning against the railing, watching the street below glow with movement that doesn’t care about me. Luke joins me a minute later, stopping close enough that I can feel the heat of him without touching.

We don’t speak right away.

“You okay?” he asks finally.

I let out a breath that feels like it’s been stuck in my chest all day. “I think so.”

He watches my face, reading more than I’d like him to. I don’t look away.

“You didn’t end it because of me,” he says quietly.

It’s not a question.

“No,” I say. “I didn’t.”

He nods. “Good.”

I huff a short laugh. “You sound relieved.”

He glances at me then. “I’m not relieved. I’m clear.”

The word settles deep.

We stand there shoulder to shoulder, close enough that the space between us feels intentional.

“You should know,” he adds, voice low, steady, “this doesn’t change my line.”

“I know,” I say.

“But it does mean,” he continues, eyes holding mine now, “that whatever happens next happens because you’re choosing it. Not because you cleared space for something else.”

I swallow. “That fair warning?”

“That’s respect.”

The radio crackles then, snapping the moment cleanly in half. Reality comes rushing back in, sharp and unavoidable. We move instantly, falling into rhythm like we always do.

Later, in the locker room, the air is warm and damp, bodies still keyed from the day. I peel off my shirt, aware of Luke behind me without turning around.

I feel his eyes.

This time, he doesn’t pretend otherwise.

I turn.

We hold each other’s gaze across the narrow space, steam creeping in from the showers beyond. The look in his eyes isn’t restrained now. It’s honest. Wanting.

He steps closer—not touching, just enough that I can feel the heat of him, the pull of him.

“This is where it gets harder,” he says quietly.

I nod. “I know.”

He holds my gaze another second longer than necessary. Then he steps back.

Not because he wants to.

Because he chooses to.

As he turns away, one truth settles into me with undeniable clarity:

Savannah leaving didn’t create this.

It removed the last thing keeping it theoretical.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

[image: ]




The call comes at 2:17 a.m.

The tone cuts through the station like a blade. I’m on my feet before my brain catches up, heart already pounding, body moving on instinct.

“Structure fire,” dispatch says. “Possible occupants.”

Luke’s beside me in seconds.

We gear up fast, movements automatic, practiced. No words. No glances. Whatever lives between us gets locked down the way it always does when the alarm sounds.

The ride out is short and loud. Sirens scream. Red light flashes across Luke’s face, sharp and focused, jaw set like this is where he belongs. He looks alive in a way that still hits me harder than it should.

We arrive to chaos.

Flames lick up the side of a two-story structure, windows coughing black smoke into the night. Someone’s yelling from the sidewalk, voice high and panicked.

“Interior attack,” the captain orders.

Luke and I move together without thinking.

Inside, the heat is immediate. Crushing. Smoke drops visibility to nothing. The world narrows to breath, sound, and touch. I track Luke by instinct now—his movements, his pace, the way he adjusts before I do.
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