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The door closes behind us with a sound that feels heavier than it should.

Not loud. Not final. Just deliberate.

I notice it because I’m trained to notice doors—how they close, how fast, whether they’re meant to keep something out or keep something contained. This one does both. The latch clicks softly, and the office settles into a quiet that feels curated, intentional. The kind of quiet that exists because someone decided there shouldn’t be witnesses.

Luke stands beside me, close enough that I’m aware of the heat of him through the thin barrier of our clothes. Not touching. We’re both too aware of where we are for that. Still, my body remembers the shower. The steam. His hands on me, sure and steady, like he’d been waiting years to touch me that way without apology.

I don’t look at him.

If I do, I won’t be able to separate the man beside me from the reason we’re here.

The captain doesn’t sit. That’s the first sign this won’t be quick.

He stands behind his desk, hands braced against the edge, posture calm, almost conversational. The fluorescent light hums faintly overhead. Somewhere down the hall, a radio crackles. Life continues in the station beyond this room, unaware—or pretending to be.

“I want to be very clear about something,” the captain says, his voice even. Not raised. Not sharp. “This is not a disciplinary hearing.”

The words don’t relieve anything.

If anything, they tighten something behind my ribs.

Luke shifts slightly beside me. Not nervous. Just attentive. Ready.

I keep my eyes forward.

“What happened last night,” the captain continues, “is not a moral issue. It’s not a question of character. And it’s not a violation of department policy in the way some people would like it to be.”

I register the phrasing. Some people.

He’s already thinking past us. Past this room.

“But it is a problem,” he says. “And it’s one we have to address before it becomes someone else’s version of the story.”

The silence stretches. I feel it press against my chest, thick and measured.

“You were found,” he says, and this time his gaze lands on me directly, “in a compromising situation. On duty. In station facilities.”

My jaw tightens.

“With a subordinate,” he adds, then shifts his gaze to Luke. “Who reports, at least indirectly, through your chain of command.”

Luke doesn’t flinch.

I don’t interrupt.

This isn’t the kind of moment where explanations help.

“I don’t need either of you to explain what this is,” the captain says. “I’m not interested in that. What I am interested in is how we prevent this from becoming a liability—to you, to the station, and to the department.”

Liability.

That word lands harder than anything else.

Not shame. Not anger. Liability implies systems, consequences, optics. Things that move whether you’re ready or not.

“Effective immediately,” he says, “you’re both being placed on administrative leave.”

The word both registers before the rest of the sentence finishes.

“Fourteen days,” he continues. “Paid. Standard procedure while we review next steps.”

Luke exhales quietly beside me. Not relief. Acknowledgment.

“I can’t control what you do off duty. But if this turns into a public issue while we’re reviewing it, I won’t be able to protect either of you.”

I turn my head before I can stop myself.

“With respect, sir—” I start.

“This isn’t a punishment,” he cuts in calmly. “It’s containment. I don’t want photos. I don’t want speculation. I don’t want someone else deciding what this looks like before we do.”

I close my mouth.

Luke’s presence beside me feels solid, unshaken. He’s not surprised. That hits me harder than anything else so far.

“There will be an internal review,” the captain says. “Not because we’re assuming wrongdoing, but because we’d be negligent not to.”

He straightens slightly, folding his arms now. This is the posture I recognize—the one he takes when the decision has already been made.

“One of you will need to transfer.”

The words land cleanly. No buildup. No softening.

I feel the shift immediately—not panic, not disbelief, but clarity. Like something I already knew has finally been said out loud.

“This isn’t negotiable,” he continues. “The power imbalance is the issue. It always is.”

He looks between us, measuring.

“I don’t care which one of you it is,” he says. “But this situation cannot continue in the same structure.”

Luke’s jaw tightens, just slightly.

I don’t move.

I don’t ask questions.

Because suddenly, everything feels very still.

“You’ll have time to think,” the captain adds. “We’re not rushing this. But I expect a decision.”

I nod once.

“Yes, sir.”

Luke speaks then, his voice calm, steady.

“Understood.”

The captain studies us for a long moment. Not disappointed. Not angry. Just assessing the damage and deciding how to contain it.

“Good,” he says finally. “That’s all for now.”

The meeting ends not with dismissal, but with inevitability.

The door opens. The hum of the station floods back in. Voices. Footsteps. Normalcy reasserting itself like nothing just shifted beneath the surface.

We walk out side by side.

No one looks at us directly. No one needs to.

I can feel it—the recalibration happening in real time. The way the station adjusts without ceremony, already reorganizing its internal math.

We stop in the corridor just outside the office.

Luke turns to face me.

Not tentative. Not guarded.

“You okay?” he asks quietly.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

“I think so,” I say. “You?”

He nods once. “Yeah.”

There’s no fear in his eyes.

No regret.

Just expectation.

That’s when it hits me.

Luke didn’t want me to hesitate.
He didn’t want reassurance.
He wanted alignment.
The door closing behind us wasn’t the end of something.

It was the line being drawn.

And for the first time since the fire moved inside my life, I understand this isn’t about whether I love him.

It’s about whether I’m willing to stand where that love places me.

The fire’s out.

What remains is everything.
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The first morning of administrative leave feels wrong in a way I can’t articulate.

I wake up at my usual time anyway. Before the alarm. Before the light fully settles into the room. My body doesn’t know what to do with the absence of routine, so it defaults to habit. I lie there for a few seconds longer than I normally would, staring at the ceiling, listening for a sound that isn’t coming. No boots in the hallway. No distant voices. No radio crackle. No smell of burnt coffee drifting in from the kitchen down the hall.

The station has a way of announcing itself even when you’re not paying attention.

This place doesn’t.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit there, elbows on my knees, hands hanging loose. The silence presses in, not heavy enough to panic me, just unfamiliar enough to irritate. I tell myself I’ll get used to it. I’ve had time off before. Injury leave. Mandatory rest periods after rough calls.

This isn’t that.

This is absence with teeth.

My phone lights up on the nightstand, screen glowing softly in the dim room. Luke.

You awake?

I don’t hesitate.

Yeah. You?

Almost. Thought I’d check.

I can picture him as he types. Propped against the headboard. Hair mussed. Shirtless, probably, because Luke never bothers with clothes unless there’s a reason to. The memory of the shower hits me without warning—steam, tile, his mouth at my neck, the way his hands had been steady, deliberate, like he wasn’t afraid of what he was claiming.

I sit with that for a moment.

Then I type back.

You okay?

A pause. Not long. Just long enough to mean something.

Yeah. Just weird.

Same, I send.

Three dots appear, disappear, reappear.

We’ll figure it out.

I stare at the words longer than necessary.

Yeah, I type. We will.

I don’t add anything else. Neither does he. There’s comfort in that—knowing we don’t need to fill the space just to prove it’s there.

I stand, shower, dress. Jeans instead of duty pants. A t-shirt instead of station-issued cotton. I catch my reflection in the mirror as I’m brushing my teeth and barely recognize the man looking back at me. Not because he’s different, exactly—just because he’s missing the weight of gear, the posture of readiness.

I look... off duty.

The coffee tastes wrong. Too quiet. No one complaining about how long it’s been on the burner. No one stealing the last cup and pretending they didn’t. I drink it anyway, standing at the counter, staring out the window as the morning comes fully alive.

By nine, the station would normally be humming.

By nine, they’ll know.

That thought settles in slowly, like smoke creeping under a door.

They heard last night. Or they heard something like it. No one ever
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