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      The chainsaw kicked in Maya's hands as she carved through the training prop, a rusted car hood welded to a wooden frame. Sparks showered across the pavement. Ryan stood two feet to her left, holding the pike pole steady, his voice cutting through the roar of the engine.

      "Angle up. You're gonna catch the frame."

      She adjusted without thinking, muscle memory syncing with his direction. The blade bit clean through. Metal shrieked, then gave. She killed the saw and stepped back, shaking sawdust from her gloves.

      "Show-off," Ryan said.

      "You're the one who wanted to run drills on our day off."

      "Captain wanted to run drills. I'm just here for moral support."

      Maya shot him a look. He grinned, that slow pull at the corner of his mouth that made her chest tighten in ways she refused to catalog. She turned toward the equipment rack, busying herself with checking the saw's chain tension.

      Behind her, Ryan's boots scuffed against asphalt. "You good?"

      "Fine."

      "You've been quiet all morning."

      "I'm always quiet."

      "You're always focused. That's different."

      She set the saw down harder than necessary. "What do you want me to say, Ryan? That I'm thrilled to be spending my Saturday pretending to cut people out of cars?"

      He leaned the pike pole against the rig, arms crossing over his chest. The shirt pulled tight across his shoulders. Maya looked away.

      "You love this stuff," he said. "Don't pretend you'd rather be anywhere else."

      He wasn't wrong. She did love it, the precision, the weight of the tools, the way her body knew what to do before her brain caught up. But lately, working beside him felt like walking a tightrope she hadn't asked to climb.

      "Claire coming by later?" Maya asked, keeping her tone neutral.

      Ryan's expression shifted, something softer, warmer. "Yeah. She's picking me up after shift."

      "Good."

      "You'd like her."

      Maya doubted that. Not because Claire was unlikable, she didn't know the woman, but because liking her would make everything worse. It was easier when Claire stayed abstract, a name dropped in conversation, a reason Ryan left the station smiling.

      "I'm sure I would," Maya said.

      The next drill involved a simulated entrapment. Maya worked the spreaders while Ryan stabilized the door. They moved in sync, no wasted motion, no second-guessing. His hands appeared in her peripheral vision, guiding the frame as she positioned the tool. His forearm brushed hers. She felt the contact through two layers of fabric and told herself it meant nothing.

      "There," he said. "Hold it."

      She braced. He twisted, shoulders flexing as he wrenched the door free. It came away with a groan of stressed metal. He dropped it, breathing hard, and looked at her.

      "Nice work."

      His eyes held hers a beat too long. Maya's pulse kicked.

      "You too," she managed.

      He wiped sweat from his forehead, still watching her. "You ever think about...”

      "About what?"

      A pause. Something flickered across his face, then disappeared. "About getting lunch. After this."

      "Can't. I've got errands."

      She didn't. But she needed space, needed air that wasn't thick with whatever unspoken thing kept building between them.

      Ryan nodded, easy smile sliding back into place. "Rain check, then."

      "Sure."

      He turned toward the rig, and Maya let herself breathe.

      This was fine. She could handle this.

      She had to.
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      The shift change happened at six in the evening, but Ryan always lingered well past the handoff, methodically checking and rechecking equipment that had already been inspected, trading stories and war tales with the oncoming crew, finding any excuse to postpone the inevitable return to his empty apartment with its quiet rooms and unpaid bills scattered across the kitchen counter. Maya understood the impulse completely. The station, with its constant motion and familiar rhythms, felt more like home than most actual homes did. It had purpose. It had people who understood.

      She was restocking the rescue truck, inventorying carabiners and checking rope conditions, when footsteps echoed across the apparatus bay, the sound bouncing off the high ceiling and concrete walls.

      "There you are."

      Maya glanced up from the compartment. A woman stood beside Ryan's locker near the back wall, dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, wearing navy scrubs under a worn denim jacket that looked soft with age. Claire. Had to be. She had that particular look people got when they'd just finished a grueling shift in emergency medicine, bone-tired but still upright, shoulders squared against exhaustion, running on whatever mysterious reserves kept emergency workers vertical long after normal humans would have collapsed.

      Ryan's entire face transformed when he saw her, lighting up in a way Maya rarely witnessed. Maya looked away quickly, focusing with sudden intensity on the straps she was coiling, giving them privacy in the only way she could in the open bay.

      "Maya." Ryan's voice carried across the concrete space, warm and insistent. "Come meet Claire."

      No escape now. Maya set down the equipment with deliberate care and crossed the bay to them, hyper-aware of the grease on her hands, the smoke embedded in her hair, the way she must look after twelve hours on shift. Claire extended her hand anyway, unfazed.
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