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About the Author


Note from the Author

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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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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