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Prologue
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Before the land belonged to them, before fences, golden sunlight, lively nature walks, and shared laughter filled the days. There were two men moving through separate worlds, both rebuilding, both content, yet both unaware that the missing piece they’d been subconsciously working toward wasn’t a place at all.  

Kevin had spent years naturally making everything look strong on the outside, the career, the composed presence, the compassionate voice that shielded a history he rarely allowed anyone to see. His mind was always in motion, thinking, analyzing, surviving, yet somewhere along the way, his soul had forgotten what it felt like to be held without resistance. It was a language he’d never been taught, so he never expected it.

Jake moved through life with deliberate purpose, fixing what had been broken, working through long days and longer memories. Marked by an early loss that altered his path, he spent years in motion, unaware he was moving toward the place where he would finally find peace. He had no idea that when he opened his eyes that morning, he was already on the road that would lead him directly to it.

And then, one late-winter afternoon, on a long stretch of California road draped in vineyard gold, one man’s dust rose behind a large dark blue Silverado, while another guided a horse into a wide, open field, letting the creature breathe, wander, and claim the freedom Kevin himself hadn’t known was waiting for him.

They didn’t know it yet, but everything that had felt scattered before that day was already beginning to align in an orchestration that would stun them both. Not by accident or coincidence, but by the subtle hand of grace that slips silently into a life without warning. The kind that arrives at just the right moment, when two strong, grounded, fulfilled men, long accustomed to standing on their own, meet their match, and recognize home in each other.
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Chapter 1

Jake
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In Paso Robles, California, the last edge of winter lingered in the early March air, but the land was already beginning to wake. The hills were a vivid washed green, the vineyards showing the first signs of new growth, and sunlight stretched itself just past mid-morning. Somewhere beyond the dirt road and rising dust, two lives were about to change forever. 

A curl of dust trailed behind the dark blue Silverado as it rolled down the long gravel driveway, sunlight flashing across its hood before sinking into the golden haze of the hills. The engine shut off, leaving the faint rustle of wind through the brush. Jake stepped out, boots crunching against the dirt, the brim of his well-worn cowboy hat shading his eyes. He wore a simple gray T-shirt and faded jeans, clothes that looked lived-in, not styled. His posture was confident and grounded, the kind of strength you couldn’t manufacture. He paused, taking in the ranch, his gaze drifting to the house, then back out over the land. Rows of vineyards stretched in long, parallel lines down the hillside, winter buds just beginning to swell with the promise of grapes. Sunlight slid over the vines in a way that made the whole property glow. The bright yellow house stood like a cheerful beacon in the center of it all. Farther out, the old barn leaned with age, and the fences carried the weathered stories of seasons long gone.

Jake felt something stir, something along the lines of recognition. There was an openness here, a kind of unshakable warmth that wrapped around him. Like the land itself had character, personality, and soul. He liked it more than he understood. He was still scanning the property when Kevin stepped out from the side of the house. For a moment, his chest tightened, just a flicker.

The late morning light struck Kevin’s short dark hair, buzzed close in a military cut, and glinted across his sun-touched skin. Jeans, a fitted black T-shirt, shoes dusty from morning chores on the land. Compact build, strong and defined. He moved with the disciplined precision that belonged to men who’d learned early in life how to rely on themselves.  What hit Jake was Kevin’s presence.  It was confident and contained, but commanding in its own way.  Kevin slowed when he saw him. His mouth parted just slightly. Not obvious, but just a tiny, involuntary reaction at the sheer size of the man waiting for him. Jake was tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, built like a power athlete. Good-looking enough to punch through someone’s composure and momentarily disarm them before they could brace for it.

“Hey there,” Kevin said, recovering quickly. “You must be Jake, the contractor I emailed with.” That smooth, gritty surfer tone carried through the distance, soothing and calm. Jake swallowed once, pulled in harder than he expected. Hearing Kevin’s voice for the first time sent a charge through him, something he couldn’t explain, but only feel. Kevin’s expression was harder to read. Handsome, yes, but also distant, reserved, almost cool. A man who kept most things tucked behind his eyes, guarded yet grounded, but still carrying the easygoing vibe of someone who’d lived by the ocean long enough for it to seep into his soul.

Jake nodded. An unmistakable Southern drawl rolled off his tongue. “Yeah. That’s me. Jake Marshall. You’re Kevin?” He asked, though he already knew the answer. His eyes swept over Kevin’s solid strength and smaller frame, yet unmistakably powerful. It was the kind of presence a man earns when life demands a hard, bone-deep resilience. Jake’s eyes sharpened with piercing focus, the sunshine warmth of a slow, wide smile landing on Kevin. 

“I am. Yes.” Kevin said catching the quick dilation in Jake’s pupils. It was a tiny tell he recognized instantly. It could’ve been appreciation, attraction, or simply a raw, aesthetic pull. It didn’t matter which to him.  Kevin noticed the spark, logged the reaction, then let it go. “It’s good to meet you,” he added. His voice smoothed back into controlled neutrality.

Jake towered over him. He was broad-shouldered. His fair skin was warmed from long days outdoors. Solid muscle shifted beneath his shirt. Their handshake was firm, no posturing, no testing, just stability. Two strong men taking each other’s measure without a hint of competition.

For Jake, the spark hit immediately. The way Kevin’s deep brown eyes met his, fixed, penetrating, almost unsettling in their focus. It sent a flicker of heat straight through his chest. There was something wiser in them, something perceptive and serious, a gravity he hadn’t encountered before. It wasn’t just attraction; it felt like recognition. Familiar in a way he couldn’t explain, like some part of him had been waiting for this exact moment without knowing it. For Kevin, the pull was sharp and unwelcome in its intensity. Discipline kicked in fast, smoothing his features, locking the sudden jolt behind a practiced calm. Attraction had never been natural for him to show. His aura tended to stay remote, distant, untouchable, like a planet that kept itself far from the heat of any sun. But even he couldn’t ignore the grounded, relaxed confidence Jake carried, the stance of a man who led crews, solved problems, and didn’t back down from hard work, qualities Kevin valued more than he’d ever admit aloud.

Jake stood close enough now for Kevin to feel the difference in their size, all solid muscle and power, the kind of presence that made space feel smaller without being threatening.  Dark brown hair fell slightly over bright blue eyes; eyes that were disarmingly deep and inviting. There was a spark in them too, an unguarded curiosity that made Kevin feel seen in a way he wasn’t prepared for. Both men wore the unspoken armor of those who’d had to stand on their own. Independent, capable, unpretentious, and far more alike than either realized.

Kevin’s skin held a warm, sun-touched glow, a hint of the Southern California coast still in him. His deep brown eyes carried a magnetic stillness, calm and assessing, the kind of gaze that made you feel seen all the way down to the truth of yourself. He was smaller than Jake, but strong and defined, his movements purposeful; posture straight like a soldier without the sword; discipline without harshness. Jake found himself caught in that gaze longer than he meant to, realizing Kevin’s presence carried just as much force as his own size did.

Kevin gestured lightly toward the vineyard stretching out behind him, rows gleaming in the late-winter sun. “So, this is the place.”

Jake smiled with a small nod, taking it all in. “This is incredible.”

“Why don’t we walk?” Kevin continued. “Easier to show you everything than explain it standing still.” A faint smile tugged at his mouth; small, but potent enough to shift the air between them. “Besides, I can’t stand still anyway. Too restless.”

They started down the dirt path together, shoes scuffing the dry earth as the sun climbed higher. A light breeze rippled through the tall grass, carrying the scent of sage and the faint sweetness of ripening vineyard fruit. Kevin talked as they walked, measured and purposeful, outlining repairs for the barn, the fencing that needed replacing, the additions he envisioned for the property. Jake listened closely, nodding here and there, occasionally glancing toward the house or pastures as if already sketching possibilities in his head. Every so often, Kevin caught Jake studying the land with that thoughtful, assessing gaze. It wasn’t the look of a man waiting for a paycheck. It was focus and passion for the build. Genuine, methodical. Jake was clearly a man who worked with purpose.

As they walked, the conversation moved smoothly between work details and small personal moments neither had planned on sharing. Nothing deep, nothing out of place, just the kind of effortless back-and-forth that happens when two people’s energies line up without trying. They weren’t friends, not yet, but there was an effortlessness between them that felt rare. A compatibility that showed itself in quick smiles, mirrored humor, and the sense that talking to each other came unnervingly easy. They reached the pasture fence and paused, leaning against the weathered wood. Sunlight stretched long golden lines across the grass, and for the first time, Kevin let his shoulders relax.

Jake nodded appreciatively. “You’ve got a hell of a spot here. Needs work, sure. But it’s got bones. Real character.”

Kevin’s face carried a natural intensity at rest, sharp and unreadable, the kind of expression that might intimidate someone who didn’t know better. But Jake saw it for what it was: focus. Depth. And when that intensity broke into a grin, it hit like sunlight through storm clouds.

“That’s what I saw too when I first toured it.” Kevin glanced away towards the pasture. “Loved it instantly. Bought it at a good price, knowing it’d take a lot of rebuilding. I needed...” He hesitated, offering a half-shrug. “Something I could rebuild.”

Jake didn’t pry. He simply looked out across the field. “Well, you picked the right guy for that. I build things that last.”

Something in the way he said it was certain and unhurried, brushed with that Southern cadence; it sent a flicker through Kevin. Not charm, but substance. A voice with enough weight behind it to make you trust it in a storm.

Kevin glanced at him sideways. “You sound like you’ve been doing this your whole life.”

Jake’s mouth curved, understated but confident. “Feels like it sometimes. I figured out early that my hands were good at shaping things that start rough and end up strong. I’m a carpenter and contractor by trade, like we emailed about. But mostly, I just like seein’ something broken start to stand again.”

The phrasing hit Kevin harder than he expected. Something broken... start to stand again. It landed somewhere deeper than he meant to reveal.

“Then you and this place might get along,” Kevin said under his breath.

Jake looked over, blue eyes catching the light. “I have no doubt we will. And just from talking with you, I can already tell we’ll make a good team.”

The line was simple, almost playful, but something unspoken hummed between them.

Kevin dipped his head in a small nod. “I think so too.” He shifted the moment back into neutral. “Well, if you’re open to taking this on, I’d love to work with you. Maybe we can talk timeline and budget.” A faint smirk tugged at his mouth, deflecting the sudden heat rising between them.

Jake grinned, tipping his hat. “Sounds good to me. I take pride in what I build.”

Kevin’s eyes flicked toward him, a thin, genuine smile forming. “I can see that.”

As they walked in the general direction of the house, still a good stretch away across the open land, the air between them felt different, looser now, charged by an elusive, mutual awareness neither man could yet name. Before they reached the halfway point, Kevin slowed and nodded toward the barn off to their right. “Oh. Let me show you this next,” he said, guiding Jake toward the long, weathered structure.

He pointed out what needed restoring: new support beams, reinforced stalls, better drainage where the rainwater pooled along the back wall. Jake listened with that same laser focus; present, attentive, the kind of attention that made whoever stood in front of him feel like the only thing that mattered. Every so often, he asked a thoughtful question or ran his palm along the wood, fingers tracing the grain like he could hear what the structure was trying to say. When Kevin mentioned expanding the fencing, Jake nodded, the hint of a grin pulling at his mouth. “You’ve got good instincts. This place just needs the right kind of attention and patience. You can tell it wants to be great again.”

“Yeah,” Kevin said softly, almost to himself. “That’s exactly it.”

They paused near the old water trough where the light hit just right, turning the dust particles gold in the air. Jake tipped his hat back a fraction, squinting toward the horizon. “You’ve got the kind of land that’ll take care of you if you take care of it. Most people don’t see that at first glance.”

Kevin looked at him for a long moment as if he was talking about him. There was something about Jake, some combination of grounded certainty and humility, and that easy Southern enunciation that made him sound like he was saying more than the words carried. Kevin realized Jake wasn’t just a man who built things. He was a man who understood them: structures, people, even silences.

Kevin finally spoke, voice calm but unwavering. “You strike me as someone who takes real pride in what he builds.”

Jake’s mouth curved slightly, loving how accurately Kevin saw him. “That’s something that matters to me, yeah. Thank you, I appreciate that.”

They stood there a beat too long, neither moving to end it, nor entirely sure why. The air smelled of sun-warmed wood and fresh vineyard wind. Somewhere by the fence, a horse huffed softly.

Kevin shifted first. “We could start Monday, if you’re available.”

Jake adjusted the brim of his hat, meeting Kevin’s gaze with steady focus. “Monday is perfect. I’ll draw up the plans and email you my rate and materials estimate tonight. If extra hands are needed, I’ve got a crew I trust, but I like to work the wood myself to start.” There was no bravado in his tone, just pride and passion. “I build places like they’re mine.”

Kevin didn’t know why that line landed in his chest, but it did. He nodded, a smile forming. “Awesome. I think this will be great. Thank you for your help with this.”

Jake smiled back. “Yeah. I’ve got you.” The tone hovered between friendly and something more intimate, the words lingering longer than they should have, settling somewhere Kevin couldn’t quite name.

Jake started toward the truck, then paused and looked back, sunlight striking his blue eyes. “My mama liked people who did brave things,” he said with a rough sincerity. “Buying a ranch from scratch? She would’ve liked this. It’s admirable.”

Something shifted in Kevin’s expression, respect first, then a deeper pull he wasn’t ready to examine. “Wow. Thank you,” he said, the words landing heavier than he expected. “Took a leap of faith, I’ll tell ya.”

Jake gave a measured nod, studying Kevin’s face, trying not to let himself be drawn in too strongly. “It really is a great place,” he said. “Thank you for meeting with me and...” He hesitated, just a flicker of unguarded nerves slipping through before he could stop it. “...for trusting me with it. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

Kevin’s lips lifted, gentle and controlled. “Me too.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The land around them held the silence like it knew it was witnessing a beginning.

Jake tipped his hat, that familiar gesture falling somewhere between old habit and instinct. “Alright then. Monday. Eight o’clock.”

Kevin nodded with a faint smile. “I’ll be here.”

As Jake climbed into his truck and rolled down the long gravel drive, Kevin walked back toward the porch, glancing over his shoulder just in time to watch the dust rise in the sunlight until the taillights slipped beyond the trees. Only then did he exhale, palm pressing against the railing, as if grounding a world that had just tilted a degree.

Down the road, Jake caught himself checking the rearview mirror when he didn’t need to, finding nothing but open sky, vineyard rows, and the thin line of a new horizon. He didn’t smile exactly, but something eased in his jaw, like a man who’d just been handed a map he didn’t know he’d been searching for. A light flicked on inside him that was unexpected, and he liked the way it felt. He rested his left arm against the window, the wind moving through the truck as he replayed Kevin’s voice, his calm presence that soothed him, the way those deep brown eyes had met his without flinching. He wasn’t the daydreaming type, not anymore, but thoughts of Kevin kept nudging in anyway. Different, he found himself thinking. Alluring, even. The kind of man who stayed in your mind long after you drove away.

Back at the house, Kevin paced the porch, shoes tapping softly against the boards. The sun dipped lower, turning the land honey-gold, but he kept glancing toward the road, half expecting the dust from Jake’s truck to reappear like an echo. He’d met plenty of people in his life, good ones, decent ones, but this one felt different in a way he couldn’t categorize. There had been something in Jake’s calm strength, in that unhurried drawl, in the way he took the world in that tugged at something Kevin hadn’t felt in a long time. He gripped the railing, his eyes tracing the distant tree line where the road vanished. The afternoon heat hung heavy over the vineyards, a golden, expectant silence that seemed to vibrate with the sudden weight of what had passed between them. Whatever had happened on that porch, however ordinary it looked from the outside, he knew it wasn’t. Not at all. Standing there in the hush of the bright ranch, surrounded by vineyards and light, Kevin had the sweet, sure sense that his life had just shifted. Tilted. Opened into something magnificently grand.

And the man driving away? 

Somehow, he already felt woven into the landscape, like he’d belonged to this place long before his truck ever rolled up the driveway. Both men went on with their day unaware that something permanent had already begun. All they knew was that thoughts of the other kept surfacing, gradually at first, then persistent, like a tide that never stopped rolling in.

The dust on the road had long since settled before the weekend began to take shape around them. Each man moved through his routine, though neither routine felt quite the same anymore. The sounds of the ranch felt different now.

Jake woke early the next morning, the first light slipping through the blinds of his small house on the edge of town. He was up before the sun, as always, years in the Marines had carved that habit deep into him. The coffee pot hissed and gurgled while he leaned against the counter, cup in hand, the steam curling into his face. He told himself it was just another Saturday: Errands, a few hours in his shop, maybe a run to the feed store. But Kevin’s voice kept nudging into his thoughts, that calm grit carrying more weight than it should for a man he’d met only once.

He remembered the way Kevin’s smile had landed a beat late, like he didn’t give it freely unless it meant something. Jake shook his head with a half-smile and finished his coffee, irritated at himself and amused in equal measure. Get a grip, he told himself. You’re not a teenager. Still, when he stepped outside to load lumber into the back of his truck, he caught his eyes drifting toward the road, toward the direction of Kevin’s ranch, before he forced himself to look away.

On the ranch that same morning, Kevin stepped out onto the porch in flip-flops, a warm cup of tea in his hands. The land unfurled in front of him under a faint amber shimmer, the animals still quiet except for a few lazy calls from the chicken coop. It was peaceful. But it wasn’t still. Jake’s face had been drifting through his mind since yesterday afternoon, not in the noisy way of infatuation, but in that deep, bone-level way a song stays with you even if you’ve only heard it once. Kevin paced a little, sipping his tea, telling himself it was just the excitement of finding a contractor who could help rebuild the ranch. But the truth had settled in his chest: profound and undeniable. There was something in Jake’s eyes. Something strong. Something safe. Something he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. If at all. It was unnerving how familiar Jake had seemed. Almost like he’d met him before.

The next day, by mid-morning, Jake was in his workshop sanding down a cedar bench, sawdust catching in his hair. Music drifted from the speaker on his workbench, but his focus kept slipping. He’d think about the next cut, then find his mind back on the ranch, to Kevin walking beside him, to the cadence of his voice, to the way their steps had matched without trying. Jake set the sander down with a sigh and rubbed his jaw. He wasn’t the type to let his head get cloudy over someone he’d only just met. He felt strangely comfortable with Kevin, like some part of him recognized the man instinctively. It was a comfort he hadn’t felt in years, a familiarity without a name.

That same afternoon, heat leaned heavily over the pasture as Kevin walked the fence lines. It was routine work, nothing special. But every now and then, he caught himself picturing Jake out here, boots in the dirt, hands in the job, that easy Southern way about him. He didn’t know if Jake was seeing anyone. Didn’t know if he was even looking. But it didn’t feel like coincidence that their paths had crossed. Small thoughts, simple choices, and an unseen gravity that was shaping their steps long before they realized it.

By Monday morning, Jake was awake before his alarm. The sun was rising, painting the room in bands of orange and yellow, a kind of brilliance that felt like the start of something grand. Normally he moved through the early hours with nothing but focus: caffeine, gear, truck, and go. But today, a thrilling anticipation threaded through him, speeding up his hands. Even before he finished his coffee, he could feel his mind skipping ahead to the ranch. When he finally hit the road, the sky had moved into melted gold, and the air was warm, rushing through the open window. His hands tightened on the wheel when the ranch’s fence line came into view, the long driveway stretching forward like an invitation. His heart punched once, a rare, noticeable beat. Jake never got nervous. He’d led men out of danger. He’d negotiated hard deals. But this was different, and he knew exactly why. This wasn’t just business.

Back at the ranch, Kevin’s morning tea sat cooling on the counter, forgotten. He’d already checked the animals and walked the property once, but he couldn’t settle into anything. Every so often, he caught himself glancing toward the road, listening for the rumble of an engine. There was no logical reason for his pulse to react the way it did. He didn’t know Jake beyond that brief meeting. But something about the man’s presence had lingered with him all weekend. His groundedness, the calm authority he carried, and that subtle undercurrent of pull Kevin couldn’t shake. So, when he finally heard the crunch of tires across the gravel drive inching closer, something inside him tightened before he could compose himself. He stepped outside with purpose, jeans, T-shirt, worn tennis shoes, the morning sun brushing over his face.

Jake was here, pulling his truck into place and cutting the engine, the air thick with unspoken tension even from a distance. Spotting Kevin coming down the porch steps, he consciously kept himself from staring too long and busied himself grabbing his tool bag from the passenger seat. Still, out of the corner of his eye, he caught the way Kevin moved, confident, with a soldier’s precision, like every step had purpose. When Kevin got closer and lifted a casual hand with that unexpected smile, Jake felt a pull in his chest he couldn’t entirely explain. Ah, damn, he thought, half amused at himself. This man is hittin’ me hard. What is happening to me? This is not good. 

Not good because he had a job to do. Not good because the last thing he wanted was to cross any lines.   But the truth sat there, solid and undeniable. A pull between them, thin as wire and just as charged. Neither man would name it. Both felt it all the same.

Jake stepped out of the truck with a smile he didn’t bother hiding. “Morning, Kevin.”

Kevin’s answering smile came more deliberate, more intentional, his eyes flicking briefly over Jake’s frame before he could stop himself. A quick hit of something bright and euphoric pulsed through him, the early edge of a crush, subtle but unmistakable. 

“Hey, Jake,” Kevin said, voice strong and assured even as something inside him tilted. Jake met his eyes, and that open, sunlit smile of his surfaced without effort.

Kevin shifted into host mode almost instantly, grounding himself. “Thank you again for working with me on all this. I figured I’ll just take your lead today. And like we talked about Friday, the barn is yours to set up however you need. Use it as your main workspace.”

Jake chuckled, liking how naturally welcoming Kevin became, with a low, easy sound. “That’s perfect. You’ve got a lot of space to work with out here. I can do a lot with that.”

Kevin nodded as he looked toward the barn. “That’s awesome. Do you need help bringing anything over? Tools, supplies?”

Jake shook his head with a small smile. “Nah, I got it. But thank you, Kev.”

The nickname landed natural and claimed, like it had already belonged there. And Jake couldn’t help it; his eyes stayed on him a second too long. Kevin’s athletic build, the way he moved with controlled confidence, the raw, restless vitality that radiated off him: it hit Jake deeper than he expected. Kevin caught the look, not in a vain way, but in the way a perceptive, guarded man notices shifts in the field around him. And what struck him wasn’t the glance itself, but how comfortable Jake was with him already. As if they’d known each other longer than a handful of minutes spread out over two days. Not flirtation, not presumption. Just a smooth ease. A silent, unforced familiarity that neither could quite account for. 

The barn was weathered with sun-bleached boards, bowed siding, and dust gathering in the high rafters like old memories. Jake stepped inside first, running his hand along a warped panel before crouching to inspect the base beam, his focus razor-sharp. Kevin appeared across the wide doorway a moment later with several wood pieces in his arms, his movements spare and efficient, no wasted steps, no excess motion, just purpose. He set them down against the wall, and Jake couldn’t help letting his eyes track the way Kevin moved. It was measured, confident, and carrying that coiled, magnetic power Jake had felt the moment they first shook hands.

Kevin caught his eyes for a half-second, just long enough to feel that jolt of awareness, before he instinctively diverted his attention back to arranging the lumber. Guard up, expression smooth, nothing to read. But Jake had felt the flicker between them all the same, something more than politeness, something neither man acknowledged out loud.

The silence stretched just long enough for Jake to realize he wanted to hear Kevin talk again, wanted to know him, not just work beside him. He cleared his throat lightly, keeping his tone casual. “What made you want a ranch?” he asked, prying at a rusted panel with his crowbar. “From the way you walk the land, feels like you’ve been here longer than a few months.”

Kevin paused, his fingers tracing the grain of a board before stepping closer. His voice improved just a shade, not intimate, but honest. 

“I’ve always wanted space,” Kevin said. “Quiet, outdoors, nature. Somewhere I could build a life from the ground up. This place, it just felt right. Like it was waiting for me.”

Jake glanced over, something tightening underneath his chest. “Yeah,” he said, meeting his eyes. “I get that.” He understood because it’s something he values as well.

Jake pried off old boards while Kevin held them steady, their bodies working in sync without effort. The air smelled of old timber and fresh sunlight. Dust floated in luminous ribbons where the light cut through the rafters. Every now and then their hands brushed when passing tools, small, accidental contacts that lasted barely a second but echoed longer in both men’s heads than either would admit. Jake kept stealing glances when Kevin wasn’t looking, admiring the precision in his movements, the way he carried tension in his back like a man who’d lived a whole story behind that guarded expression.

Kevin, for his part, stayed focused on the work. Or tried to. But every time Jake spoke, that rich, grounded voice tugged at him. Every time Jake looked his way, Kevin felt a delicate pull, like gravity shifting by a degree he couldn’t ignore. It was nothing they said aloud. Nothing they let show on their faces. But the spark between them had already formed: a deep, gathering force neither had the words for yet.

Later, while fitting a new brace, Kevin said, “I love how precise you are.”

Jake lit up at the compliment. “Oh yeah? Marine Corps taught me to work clean. No wasted moves. Makes a job go smoother.”

“Marine, huh?” Kevin tilted his head, studying him with new understanding. “That explains the discipline.”

Jake straightened, pulled in by the fact that Kevin was letting his guard down enough to engage. He also wanted to impress him. “Served a few years. Got out, started my own business. Figured if I was gonna work hard, I’d work for myself. Money’s good, but I do it because I love it.”

Kevin nodded, his tone drifting lower but still controlled. “I can tell. There’s pride in how you move. In how you build.”

Jake smiled, an unguarded grin breaking through. “Thank you, Kevin.”

Their eyes held for a beat longer than either intended. Jake broke it first, turning back to the wall, but a faint curve stayed at the edge of his mouth. The morning unfolded in that same rhythm: comfortable talk, natural silences, an understated pull tightening between them with every shared task. Neither man spoke of it, both stayed focused, disciplined, hard-working, but underneath it all, something had clearly started. The slow burn was underway.

They’d been working side by side for a few hours, the momentum between them already set. Jake handled the heavier lifting, Kevin held boards in place, passed tools, and watched the way Jake’s hands moved with that clean, practiced precision he clearly admired. When Jake finally stepped back and stretched, Kevin spoke for the first time in a while with a tone that was smooth. “You know, I can let you work if you prefer being solo. I don’t want to slow you down.”  

Jake shook his head immediately, brushing sawdust from his arm. “Oh no, not at all. I know you’re a smart guy. I like your input and the help. I can already tell we work well together.”

He said it with a relaxed smile, but his eyes lingered a touch longer than they needed to. It was that subtle flicker that could’ve meant they worked well on this barn. Or they just worked well, period.

The sun had climbed higher by then, the air thick with the scent of fresh-cut lumber and hay. Jake set his hammer down, and Kevin took the cue, heading toward the cooler he’d left tucked in the shade. He returned with two sandwiches wrapped in wax paper and a couple of cold drinks. Kevin sat on the edge of the fence and handed Jake one. His mind was still replaying Jake’s earlier line. He tried not to overthink things, especially with someone he barely knew, but the way Jake had said we work well together stuck with him, pulsing with insistence.

They ate comfortably, stretched toward the pasture. It wasn’t silence exactly; it was the kind of quiet that settles in when both people are aware of more than they’re ready to say. A few comments slipped in here and there, Jake noting how beautiful the view was, Kevin talking briefly about the wind patterns across the fields, just enough to keep it light. Every so often, Jake glanced over mid-bite, and Kevin caught him once or twice before Jake casually shifted his gaze back to the land like nothing happened. Kevin told himself it was just respect. Just friendship. Just camaraderie. Jake had a way of putting people at ease, maybe it was simply who he was. But another side of Kevin, the one he rarely acknowledged, wondered if that “we work well together” had meant something else. 

And the truth was... it had.

The afternoon burned itself deeper into the barn, sunlight slanting through the high beams until the heat felt thick enough to taste. Jake rolled his sleeves high, exposing solid muscular forearms tightened with work, veins raised beneath heat-flushed skin. His shoulders strained beneath his T-shirt, fabric clinging to a chest that lifted and fell with a steady strength. Kevin tried not to stare, but his body reacted before his mind could form excuses. There was something raw in Jake, elemental, as if the land itself had made him. Looking at him pulled at something low and primal inside Kevin. He’d spent years keeping his needs tucked behind a wall of composed neutrality, desire carefully managed, compartmentalized. But Jake was dismantling the barrier without effort. It wasn’t that Kevin hadn’t felt want before; it was the speed, the depth of it. Not this quickly. Not this completely.

Kevin bent over a timber, marking a cut line, when Jake stepped in behind him. The shift in the air reached Kevin first, the sensation of being hunted without a hand ever touching him. He sensed Jake’s presence at his back. Jake leaned in to reach for a level on the bench, and the space between them narrowed until Kevin felt the heat radiating off Jake’s torso. Jake’s arm slid past his shoulder, inches from brushing his jaw. His voice, close to Kevin’s ear, carried a slow Southern drawl that seemed to trace along Kevin’s back. “Excuse me.”

Kevin moved only enough to allow him room, but even then, the distance tasted forbidden. His pulse jumped. His breath stuttered. It felt like standing on the edge of something that could change everything. Jake felt it too. He had not intended to crowd Kevin, at least that was the lie he told himself, but the moment his arm grazed Kevin’s shoulder, his stomach tightened. Kevin smelled like sun-heated skin, sweat earned from labor, and something Jake couldn’t name, because naming it would make it real. The nearness made Jake’s lungs freeze in his chest. He wanted to lean in. He wanted to feel the press of Kevin’s body against his back. He wanted it so badly it terrified him. He stepped back half a pace, pretending he was focused on tools, pretending nothing inside him had changed.

Kevin kept his eyes locked on the timber to keep from giving himself away, but his hand around the pencil clenched, knuckles taut. He swallowed, feeling that brush of contact replay in his mind as if it had lasted minutes instead of half a second. He hated how easily Jake was getting to him. He craved it just as much.

They continued working, but the work became a disguise. Jake handed Kevin nails one at a time instead of leaving the box nearby. He did not realize he was doing it, only that his body kept finding reasons to be near Kevin’s. Each time their fingers touched, even barely, a spark lit beneath their skin, sharp enough that Kevin had to control his breathing to hide how it affected him. Jake fought the urge to watch Kevin’s mouth each time he took a nail from his hand, but he failed more often than he succeeded. He imagined Kevin’s lips pressed to his, while he took Kevin’s in just as fiercely. More than once, he had to drag his attention back to the work before Kevin caught him staring.

When they moved to the corner of the stall to replace a support brace, the space tightened around them. Jake stepped in close, shoulder to shoulder, their feet almost touching. The heat at Kevin’s back was immediate, like stepping against a man’s body without actually making contact. Jake’s arm pressed lightly along Kevin’s, firm muscle beneath warm skin. “Hold it steady,” Jake said, his voice roughened just enough to notice as he braced the wood. His breath released over Kevin’s cheek, close enough that if either of them turned their head, their lips might meet. The scent between them was cedar, sweat, sun, and something hungry neither dared name.

Kevin stared at the beam not because it held his focus, but because if he looked anywhere else, at Jake’s jaw or his hands or his chest, he was afraid he would do something reckless. His body gave itself away anyway: heart pounding, blood moving hard beneath his skin, heat pooling low in his body. The closeness left him dizzy, the kind of rush that came from wanting another fully. It terrified him. It thrilled him.

Jake felt every inch of it. His breath thickened in his chest, and his fingers tightened against the wood to stop himself from reaching for Kevin’s waist and pulling him in. The urge came like instinct, not thought. He imagined, for a split, dangerous second, pinning Kevin against the beam, pressing his full body against him, trapping him, tasting his neck, learning his breath. The thought nearly undid him.
Seconds stretched into a suspended eternity. Neither moved. Neither spoke. Their bodies were close enough to feel the answer, even if their mouths remained closed. The barn resumed its rhythm, but nothing inside either man felt the same. They were hooked.
A little later, Jake knelt to mark a cut line, then glanced up at Kevin from that angle assessing, one brow lifting slightly. “You’ve got an eye for this. You ever built anything before?” 

Kevin let out an unexpectedly shy smile. “Oh no, not like this. But I like learning from someone who knows what they’re doing.” 

Jake held his gaze a moment longer than necessary, a controlled, magnetized interest flickering in his eyes; the kind a Marine didn’t give lightly. “Well, I appreciate that. You’re a natural.” He stood and passed the pencil back, his fingers curling around Kevin’s for half a second before letting go. It was all small things, barely-there moments, but they were stacking up, one tiny spark on top of another. And if either of them had doubted it earlier in the day, they didn’t anymore. Something was happening here. They finished the brace and set the last boards. The barn already looked stronger, sunlight cutting through the slats in thin golden lines. Jake wiped his brow with the back of his forearm and gave the space one final, satisfied once-over.

As they wrapped up for the day, Kevin stepped back and nodded at the work. “You did an awesome job, by the way.”

Jake turned, an easy smile rising naturally. It was bright, genuine, impossible to misread. “Thank you, buddy. I had a great partner.”  

He said it simply, but his eyes didn’t move on. They stayed on Kevin a beat too long, unwavering and intent. Not inappropriate. Not crossing a line. But it carried weight. 

Kevin felt his chest tighten at the words buddy and partner. Inside, a thought flickered hard and fast: Was that just friendly? Or was that something else? He didn’t know the answer. But the question burned all the same.

They walked back toward Jake’s truck with comfortable ease, the kind that settled naturally after hours of good, solid teamwork. Tools clinked in the bed as Jake stowed them away. 

Kevin shifted back a step, slipping smoothly into that composed, businesslike tone he defaulted to when his guard rose. “Have a good night, Jake.”

Jake paused before climbing in. He rested one forearm on the open driver’s door and studied Kevin again, a faint, unguarded curve pulling at his mouth. “You too,” he said. Then, wanting to stay close a moment longer, he added, “And hey... thank you for today. Really. I’ll see you in the morning.” A brief pause, barely a heartbeat, but long enough to matter. “Looking forward to it,” he said.

Kevin froze for half a breath. The words hit harder than Jake probably meant them to, or maybe exactly as he meant them, Kevin couldn’t tell. He opened his mouth to respond, but Jake had already swung into the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life, and with one last nod, a half smile, half something else, Jake pulled onto the dirt road and rolled out of sight.

Kevin stayed on the porch until the sound faded. Then the armor cracked. He paced, unhurried at first, then with a restless energy he couldn’t mask, hands lifting to the top of his head. His thoughts tumbled, sharp and fast, refusing to fall into their usual order. What am I supposed to do with this? This guy is everything. He swallowed, glancing again at the empty stretch of road even though he knew Jake was already long gone.

Across town, Jake drove with one hand on the wheel, the other drumming his thigh in a controlled cadence. He shook his head with a crooked, disbelieving smirk, trying to understand the way Kevin had gotten into him so fast. His chest had been pounding when Kevin stepped outside that morning, and the feeling hadn’t eased once, not with work, not with distance, not even now with miles of open land between them. Watching Kevin move all day, listening to him talk, the way he carried himself with that strong magnetic presence stayed with him long after he’d left the ranch. Both men carried the same truth home, heavy and bright in their chests: they were already counting down the hours until tomorrow.

Night settled differently for both. Jake stepped into the shower, letting the hot water hit his naked skin, sliding down every ridge of muscle. He braced a hand against the tile, head bowed, trying to clear his thoughts, but Kevin was already there, creeping into the steam with him. He could almost feel him, coming up behind, hands gliding over Jake’s broad shoulders, chest pressed to his back, breath close to his ear. Jake exhaled hard, shaking his head as though he could rinse the thought away. The water only woke it further.

He finished quickly, dragged a towel over his body to dry off, then walked naked to his room, the cool air brushing across his skin. He pulled on boxers, a T-shirt, and dropped onto his bed with one arm wedged behind his pillow. He should’ve been gone, bone-tired after hauling lumber all day and rebuilding a brace from scratch. Instead, his body felt wired, wound tight. His mind kept returning to the ranch. To Kevin. To how close they’d stood. How easily it could’ve been more.

Kevin was smaller in build, but strong; a compact 5’7”, about 150 pounds or so of lean muscle and tight precision. Jake knew he had him by a head and a half, his broader 6’1” frame, roughly 190 pounds, from years of strong construction work and the Marines, but none of that mattered. What stuck with him wasn’t the size difference. It was the presence. He wanted to wrap himself around Kevin and shield him, without knowing why or from what. The thought landed deep. He didn’t bother trying to push it away. The way Kevin stood near him. The way he moved with that intentional, soldier-like discipline. The way he stayed guarded but still managed to let little pieces of affection slip through when he wasn’t looking.

Jake flipped his pillow over and punched it once, exhaling sharply. Why am I feeling this way? He’d worked with countless homeowners, countless crews. No one had ever left this kind of imprint on his mind after one day.

Across town, Kevin dropped onto his bed with the same restless energy. He dragged his body pillow close and stared at the ceiling, the room dim except for the faint glow from the hallway. His chest felt unsettled, almost tight. He tried dismissing it the way he dismissed most things, logic first, emotion later, but it wasn’t working. He kept replaying moments he shouldn’t have noticed. The brush of Jake’s arm. The way Jake’s voice lowered when he said his name. The way those icy blue eyes lingered just a second longer than they should have. Kevin swallowed, running a hand over his face.

Jake was solid, confident, and mesmerizing, the kind of man you couldn’t help but watch. Someone who filled a doorway without trying, whose groundedness did something strange to Kevin’s nerves, relaxing him and igniting him at the same time.

Kevin shifted, pulling his pillow tighter as he tried to breathe around the unfamiliar rush inside him. Both men lay there in different houses, rooms apart, lives apart, staring at their ceilings in the dark. Both tried to reason with feelings that didn’t make sense yet. Both knowing the truth anyway: They were already gone. Already hooked on each other. Already thinking about tomorrow.
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Chapter 2

Slow Burn
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By Tuesday morning, both admitted to themselves, if only silently, that this was no longer staying contained. More than a crush, maybe, but still a secret. It was only their second day working together, yet both men woke with the same restless, electric anticipation. Something had shifted overnight. The pull between them felt sharper now, harder to ignore.

Jake smirked to himself in the mirror as he tugged on a pair of shorts, laced up his old combat boots, and threw on a tank top. A baseball cap finished it off. He told himself it was practical for the heat, but part of him knew better. He wanted Kevin to notice. And the truth was, Jake didn’t do this on a job, or for anyone. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cared what a man or woman thought of how he looked. Kevin was permeating his whole being.

Across town, Kevin was doing nearly the same thing. He pulled on a pair of athletic shorts and a fitted T-shirt, grabbed his baseball cap, and paused when he caught his reflection in the mirror. What am I doing? This isn’t a date. Kevin wasn’t the type to adjust himself for anyone, not socially, not professionally, not personally. Not for any man or woman. Never had. He’d spent his entire life unmoved by outside approval, uninterested in tailoring himself to anyone’s expectations. He didn’t preen, didn’t dress to impress, didn’t shape-shift to win favor. He aimed for excellence because he held himself to it. He lived for God’s standard, not the world’s. And yet, standing there with his cap in hand, he felt something catch sharply in his chest that was unusual, uninvited, but unmistakably real. And now he knew exactly why.

Soon Jake’s truck rumbled down the dirt road, dust curling up behind the tires. Jake’s pulse kicked the moment he spotted Kevin stepping down from the porch. Why the hell am I this nervous? He tugged at his cap, suddenly aware of every inch of bare skin showing: the cut of his shoulders, the curve of his arms, the defined sweep of his chest under the tank. He never thought twice about what he wore on a job. Today? He felt every detail. It wasn’t just work anymore. It was an arrival. 

Kevin’s pulse wasn’t any calmer. As Jake swung out of the truck, Kevin almost forgot how to breathe. Jake looked dangerous in that kind of way that was too effortless to be intentional; tall and muscular, the tank molding across a broad chest and thick shoulders, biceps carved from years of carpentry and Marine conditioning. His quads filled the fabric of his shorts, powerful, athletic, built to work, built to lift, built to protect. Sunlight struck him from behind, catching in his dark brown hair and throwing a sharper glow into those bright blue eyes.

Kevin’s breath tightened. Get it together, he ordered himself, but nothing inside him obeyed. His mind felt scrambled, his discipline slipping in real time. Because Jake wasn’t just physically striking. There was something deeper running under the surface, an old-soul gravity wrapped in a body built like a brick wall; a gentleness in the eyes that didn’t match the sheer strength of him; the kind of man who’d lift a beam with one hand and help an elderly stranger across a crosswalk with the other. And when Jake’s gaze finally landed on Kevin, magnetic, and deliberate, Kevin felt it hit him like fire penetrating his chest. Jake’s mouth tugged into that potent, disarming smile he’d already started recognizing as lethal. Kevin swallowed hard. Oh God... he’s beautiful. And he’s looking at me like that? Nope. Nope. Can’t do this. But he didn’t look away. Not this time.

The air stalled in Jake’s throat at the sight. Kevin, in his fitted black tee and athletic shorts, looked devastatingly sexy, compact and lean, his smaller frame cut tight with definition, chest and arms toned, legs sculpted with strength and discipline. His posture was sharp and commanding, the kind of natural authority you’d see in a General, measured, decisive, every movement intentional. The kind of presence that made men straighten up without knowing why. And yet beneath all that command, there was something effortlessly sensual in the way he held himself, something Jake hadn’t been able to stop noticing since the moment they met. 

Then Kevin lifted his eyes, those deep brown, intense, magnetic eyes, and it hit Jake like a punch to the chest. Ah, fuck. He’s killing me. Jake thought. Lord, I want to kiss this man so bad. No, no, no, what am I gonna do?

The strangest part? They were dressed almost exactly alike: shorts, fitted tops, baseball caps, as if they’d subconsciously matched each other’s rhythm without trying. Neither commented, both pretending it meant nothing. Yet internally, both clocked it instantly. 

They stepped closer. Both opened their mouths to speak at the same time... and stopped. The air between them thickened on the spot, nervous, electric, and thrilling. Kevin felt it hit his nerves like a live wire. Jake felt it strike somewhere raw and dangerous. They went still, both overwhelmed by the same truth: The other man was just as keyed up. And the tension was hot, bright, unmistakable, and it only deepened from there.

The morning settled into the work. Saws buzzing, hammers knocking, the scent of cut wood drifting warm through the air. On the surface, it was just a ranch project. But beneath that, the growing romantic and sexual tension was impossible to ignore. They moved together, often without words, each man trapped in his own head, pretending their world hadn’t shifted. 

Jake bent to measure a beam, pencil scratching along the grain. Kevin reached for the square at the same moment, and their fingers brushed. Just a graze. A millisecond. But Kevin’s lungs stalled, a jolt of electricity shooting straight through his arm. Jake felt it too, his eyes flicking up fast, instinctive, then they both forced themselves to play it off. Still, the memory of that tiny touch burned hot, replaying in both minds like a song they couldn’t shake.

A little later, Kevin looked up just as Jake hauled a heavy timber against his chest. Sunlight poured over Jake’s shoulders and down his torso, the tank darkened with sweat, clinging just enough to hint at the hard lines underneath. His arms flexed, veins standing thick beneath his skin, and the air stalled in Kevin’s throat. He tried not to stare. But it was long enough for Jake to feel it like a hand. Their eyes hooked for a beat. Jake’s mouth curved into a smile, half challenge, half invitation, before he forced himself to look away, jaw clenching, blood rushing south.

Minutes passed, but the tension didn’t.

Jake wiped his palm along the thigh of his shorts, trying to reset his focus, then fate hit him back. He turned, at the exact second Kevin bent low to adjust the level line. The fabric of Kevin’s shirt rode up, uncovering a strip of toned abdomen and that carved line that disappeared into his waistband. Jake’s gaze dropped, hungry, his throat dry, lower body tightening with want. Kevin felt it. Heat crawled over his skin, straight to his back, a pulse between his legs he couldn’t admit to.

After that, the air shifted, breathing thickened and movements slowed. They worked, but every swing of the hammer, every step, every scrape of shoes on dirt was filled with unspoken sexual tension. Jake fought not to picture Kevin naked and pressed against him in the barn, breath ghosting his neck. Kevin kept his eyes down, terrified that if he met Jake’s again, they’d give everything away. The ranch around them seemed to grow quiet, but their bodies didn’t.

Kevin’s mind spun, trying to make sense of it. Maybe he’s just here for the job. Maybe he doesn’t want me hovering. But then came the memory of Jake’s look, filled with intent, and the brush of his fingers that lingered longer than it should have. No. He felt it. I saw it. He feels this too.

Jake had the same argument with himself. He hasn’t said much today. Maybe he’s not into me. Damn it, get out of your head, Jake. But then the memory hit, Kevin’s reaction to that touch, that glance, that moment by the beam. He didn’t pull away. He liked it. He’s guarded, that’s all. I just need to make him feel safe dropping that guard around me. Maybe at lunch. Maybe then he’ll open up.

Both worked on autopilot, caught between building the barn and building fantasies neither dared speak aloud.

Finally, when the sun hit its high point, they broke for lunch near the barn, sandwiches and cold water in hand. They stretched out their shoulders with dust and sweat coating their arms. 

Jake leaned an elbow on the fence, eyes sweeping over the land, the half-built frames, the long stretch of sunlit ground. He let out a low whistle. “So,” Jake asked, “how long you been on this ranch?”

Kevin took a sip of water, gaze softening as he looked over the vineyard. “Bought this place six months ago. First home I’ve ever owned.”

Jake’s head snapped toward him, brows lifted. “No kidding? Wow that’s so awesome. Congratulations.”

Kevin nodded, still watching the land. “Yeah. Born and raised in L.A. But the city was never really me. Always been more of a nature boy at heart. Used to fantasize about living on a ranch, surrounded by animals.” He smirked. “Not so much the feeding, touching and mucking and all that, just, you know, having them around. Looking at them once in a while.”

Loving his sense of humor, Jake laughed, a deep, involuntary sound that sent a current through Kevin. “Nature boy, but at arm’s length. I love it.”

Kevin chuckled. “Exactly. And I’m fifty-two now. Figured it was now or never. Found this place cheap, took a gamble. A few weeks ago, I realized I needed serious help... and then I found you.”

Something in Jake softened. “Glad you did.” Then, blinking, “Wait. Hold up, fifty-two?”

Kevin nodded. “Yeah.”

Jake shook his head not believing it, looking Kevin over like he was seeing him fresh. “Nah, absolutely not. You look twenty-five. What vampire blood are you drinkin’?”

Kevin chuckled. “I get that a lot. Funny thing? When I was twenty-five, I looked fifteen. Hated it. Guess it finally paid off.” He hesitated, then added, “And actually, I just turned fifty-two last week. March fifth.”

Jake’s expression warmed immediately. “It was your birthday? Well, happy birthday, Kevin.” 

It was sincere and caring. The kind of sincerity Kevin wasn’t used to. “Why thank you, Jake.”

They both looked out over the land again, and Jake’s thoughts shifted. “You know what’s interesting? I moved up here nine months ago. Just a few months before you got this place.” He rested his forearm on the fence. “Got myself a little spot in Templeton about fifteen minutes from here. Used part of an inheritance, nothing big, just enough to start a construction business and build something for myself.”

Kevin turned toward him, his interest sharpening.

Jake continued, voice dipping into a rougher register. “Joined the Marines at eighteen. Served until twenty-two. But construction’s been my thing since I was a kid. Here I am living out in nature. Same kind of fantasy you had. Now I’m thirty-one, turning thirty-two on November ninth. Scorpio.” A small grin. “You’re a Pisces. Maybe that’s why I feel so comfortable around you.”

Kevin’s lips tugged catching that, something soft flickering across his expression. “Oh wow... and yeah I feel comfortable with you too.”

That line slid through Jake’s mind like silk, catching on places he didn’t know were still raw.

Silence followed, thick, suspended. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring out across the fields as if the view mattered, but neither was really looking. Both were thinking the same thing, wanting the same thing, yet trapped in the danger of saying it. The knowing between them hung heavier than the heat in the air.

Kevin noticed the symmetry. “So, six months for me. Nine months for you.” His tone was light, but something edged beneath it.

Jake turned fully, really meeting his gaze. There was no quick glance this time, no half-look, but a direct hold that carried a flicker of recognition neither of them could ignore. “Yeah, like we were both pulled here. Same timing. Same place.” The way he spoke made it sound less like coincidence and more like a force that had moved them into position.

Neither of them spoke the word that hovered in the air, but both felt its weight. Fate. Divine timing. Something larger than themselves had taken their lives from opposite directions and deposited them on the same soil. Standing next to one another, close enough that their arms nearly brushed, the heat between them was no longer subtle. It was a current. Kevin twisted the cap of his water bottle, attempting to hide the tremor that wanted to show itself in his fingers. Jake rubbed the back of his neck, his muscles shifting beneath his shirt, and tried not to stare at the way Kevin’s jawline sharpened in the sun. He could imagine, far too easily, lifting a hand to tilt Kevin’s chin toward his lips, closing the last inch between them, and pushing past the line neither of them was ready to cross.  Both men became aware of the same truth at the same instant. Jake realized he was thinking about more than work, and Kevin realized his breathing had picked up. Their internal questions matched without either of them knowing it. Why does this feel like more than just a job? And beneath that was something even more honest and dangerous. I want him.

They stayed at the fence longer than either intended. The breeze brushed over them, but it cooled nothing. Kevin took a sip of water only to give his hands something to do, and the simple motion drew Jake’s attention. He watched Kevin swallow, watched the way his throat worked, and felt tension coil low in his stomach. His hand reacted before he could think through what it meant. His fingers drifted forward, nearly reaching Kevin’s hand, but he caught himself at the last second and curled his hand into a fist. Even without contact, the almost-touch sent a charge straight through both of them.

Jake exhaled slowly, as if trying to settle his pulse. When he spoke again, his voice was lower and rougher. “You know, it feels like we make a good team already, don’t ya think?”

Kevin turned more fully toward him. Had Jake leaned even a fraction closer, their shoulders would have pressed together. “Well, I’ll take that,” Kevin replied. “Coming from a Marine carpenter, that is saying something.”

Jake’s grin carried confidence, but his eyes betrayed something far more unsteady. The blue of them flicked briefly downward to Kevin’s mouth before snapping back up. “Yeah. But I don’t just mean the work.”

Silence followed, not as an absence but as a presence. Thick. Heated. Heavy with what they were both refusing to name. Kevin looked down at the dirt near his shoes, trying to control the smile that wanted to escape. He did not ask what Jake meant. He did not need to. The air made it obvious. Neither man stepped back. Neither eased the tension. It simply stayed between them, pulsing like something alive. The silence after Jake’s slip did not dissolve with time. It clung to them, refusing to let go, as though the moment itself was holding its breath, waiting for one of them to break first.

Soon they went back to work together, but something in the air between them had shifted. It was sharper now, tight, like the hush before lightning hits. Kevin bent to grab a plank at the same moment Jake reached for it. Their fingers brushed, half a second, nothing more, but it jolted through both of them. Kevin’s breath held before he masked it. Jake stepped back, though neither regained true composure.

Later, Kevin held a board steady while Jake hammered. Twice, Jake’s bare arm grazed Kevin’s shoulder; light, unintentional touches that nevertheless left heat behind. Kevin kept his expression calm, but inside, his focus splintered. Jake noticed everything, from Kevin’s piercing gaze to the way he stood a little too still after being touched, the faint tightening of his jaw when their space narrowed. And Kevin didn’t miss the way Jake was looking at him.

By late afternoon, they exchanged tools. Jake set a screwdriver in Kevin’s palm, but his fingers lingered skin against his skin, a fleeting, deliberate brush that made Kevin forget the world for half a second. When he looked up, Jake was already looking at him. Their eyes held. No words, but the weight of that glance nearly knocked Kevin off balance. The nervous silence between them grew heavier, not awkward, but thick with unsaid meaning. Kevin fell into questioning it again: Maybe I’m reading too much into this. Maybe he’s just kind. But then he’d remember the held gaze, the touches that hovered on purpose, the slip Jake had made at lunch, and something inside him uncoiled with certainty.

Jake was in his own head too. He’s guarded. He’s trying so hard to keep his walls up. But he felt that touch earlier. I know he did. He wasn’t wrong. And he wasn’t imagining it.

When the day wound down, Kevin turned toward Jake. “You were incredible today,” he said, a vulnerable edge slipping through his usual calm. “Seriously. Thank you. You are already transforming this place on day two.” He wanted to say, you are transforming me.

Jake’s smile widened. “Means a lot, Kev.” His voice dipped slightly, unintentional but revealing. “Working with you, feels right.”

Kevin felt his pulse kick. That was new. That was bold. He met Jake’s eyes, unwavering, direct, but edged with something unguarded. “Yeah,” he said softly. “It does feel right.” The words slipped out before he could tighten the guard back up.

Jake’s eyes stayed on him a moment longer. Then he loaded the last tool into the truck and hesitated before closing the door.
He glanced back at Kevin, a wide, easy smile forming. 
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Jake said, voice lower, carrying something unmistakable. Then, with a look that remained just long enough to matter, he added, “Tomorrow’s gonna be a good one.”

Kevin stood frozen as the truck rumbled down the drive, pulse thudding in his throat. What did he mean by that?

Once the taillights disappeared behind the trees, he pressed both hands to the back of his head and paced the porch, breath uneven. Jake is incredible. What am I going to do about this guy? Can’t get him out of my head.

Across town, Jake gripped the wheel too tight, his heart beating hard against his chest. Oh, man, I want Kevin. Boy, you are twistin’ me in knots. This is happening. I’m gonna make this happen.

Later at home that night, Jake lay on his bed, shoes kicked off in the corner, the soft glow of his bedside lamp cutting through the dark. His music hummed low, static folding into Randy Travis’s song, “Forever and Ever, Amen.”

He let out a long exhale, one arm tucked behind his head, the other resting across his chest. Only, in his mind, it wasn’t his hand there, it was Kevin’s. Smaller fingers, warm, resting over his heart like they had a right to be there. He imagined Kevin’s palm flattening, his fingertips tracing the line of muscle across Jake’s chest, slow and curious, as though learning him by touch alone. The song’s words cut straight through him. He closed his eyes and Kevin appeared so vivid it felt physical. He saw that smirk, the way those deep, soulful brown eyes penetrated his just a second too long, how Kevin’s presence always seemed to reach him before his body even arrived. Jake could almost feel skin brushing skin, that electric graze they shared by the toolbox, the moment their hands collided, and the world shrank to the size of that single point of contact.
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