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Chapter 1 – Only for Now
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Steve liked the hour just before midnight best. The city softened then—edges blurred, noise dimmed, people retreating into their separate lives. It was the only time the apartment felt like it belonged entirely to him.

He set his keys on the counter with the same care he did every night, shoes lined neatly by the door, jacket hung where it wouldn’t wrinkle. The ritual mattered. Order mattered. It was how he kept things quiet inside his head.

The silence didn’t bother him. It never had.

He poured a glass of water instead of the beer he’d briefly considered, leaned against the counter, and stared out the kitchen window. Three floors down, a couple laughed as they crossed the street, shoulders brushing, their steps unconsciously matching. Steve watched them longer than he meant to.

He told himself it was just observation. Habit. Nothing else.

Love, in his experience, was loud. Demanding. It took up space and asked questions you couldn’t answer without giving something up. Steve had learned—carefully, painfully—that choosing one person often meant losing pieces of yourself you never got back.

So he didn’t choose anymore.

That wasn’t bitterness. It was clarity.

He finished his water, rinsed the glass, and checked his phone. No missed calls. No messages waiting. Exactly as planned. Steve had built his life to function without surprise, and most days, it worked.

Tomorrow, though, would be different.

The thought surfaced uninvited as he shut off the lights and moved toward the bedroom. A new consultant was joining the project—temporary help, management had said. Two months, maybe three. Steve hadn’t bothered to learn much beyond the name.

Martin Hale.

Names were easy to forget. People even easier.



The next morning arrived too early, as mornings tended to do. Steve navigated his routine on autopilot: shower, coffee, toast he barely tasted. By the time he reached the office, he was already in work mode—focused, composed, unreadable.

That was how people saw him. Reliable. Calm. The guy who didn’t miss deadlines or lose his temper. The guy who always stayed late when something needed finishing.

They didn’t see what it cost him. Or maybe they did and simply didn’t ask.

Steve was reviewing a report at his desk when his manager’s voice cut through the low hum of the office.

“Steve? You got a minute?”

He looked up, already nodding. “Sure.”

“Great. Come meet our new addition.”

Steve saved the file, stood, and followed her down the hall. He told himself he felt nothing more than mild curiosity. Temporary people rarely left an impression.

They stopped outside the small conference room. The door was open.

Martin was standing by the table, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, studying something on his phone with quiet concentration. He looked up when they entered, expression shifting instantly—open, attentive, warm.

Not flashy. Not overwhelming. Just present.

“Martin, this is Steve,” his manager said. “Steve’s basically the backbone of this project.”

Martin smiled, genuine and unguarded, and held out his hand. “Nice to finally meet you.”

His voice was calm, a little lower than Steve expected. Not polished. Real.

Steve shook his hand, and the contact lingered a fraction longer than necessary—not because Martin held on, but because Steve didn’t pull away right away.

“Welcome aboard,” Steve said. Professional. Neutral.

Martin’s eyes met his, steady and curious, as if he were actually looking at Steve rather than through him. “Thanks. I’m glad to be here.”

Something shifted. Subtle. Unwelcome.

Steve withdrew his hand and stepped back, already reclaiming space. Temporary, he reminded himself. This means nothing.



They spent the morning reviewing files, going over timelines. Martin listened more than he spoke, asking thoughtful questions, absorbing information without trying to prove anything. Steve found himself explaining more than necessary, filling silences he usually let stand.

At one point, Martin smiled at something Steve said—really smiled, like he’d been waiting for that exact sentence.

“You like things precise,” Martin said.

Steve blinked. “I like things done right.”

Martin nodded, unbothered. “Same thing, usually.”

Steve didn’t respond. He wasn’t used to being read so easily.

During lunch, Steve ate at his desk, as usual. He barely noticed when someone stopped beside him until Martin’s voice broke into his focus.

“Mind if I join you?”

Steve hesitated. He did mind. He also didn’t have a good reason to say no.

“Sure,” he said, gesturing vaguely.

Martin sat across from him, unpacking his lunch without ceremony. They ate in companionable quiet for a moment, the kind that felt natural instead of awkward.

“So,” Martin said eventually, “do you like it here?”

Steve frowned slightly. “The job?”

“The place. The life.” Martin shrugged. “All of it.”

It was a simple question. It shouldn’t have landed like it did.

“It works,” Steve said after a pause.

Martin studied him, not critically—just patiently. “That wasn’t really an answer.”

Steve felt the familiar instinct to deflect, to close off. “It’s the only one I’ve got.”

Martin nodded, accepting that without argument. “Fair.”

Something about that—about not pushing—unsettled Steve more than pressure would have.



The day passed quickly after that. Too quickly.

By the time Martin packed up to leave, Steve was acutely aware of his absence, like a quiet room after a door closes.

“See you tomorrow,” Martin said, pausing by Steve’s desk.

Steve looked up. For a moment, he forgot to put his guard back in place. “Yeah. Tomorrow.”

Martin smiled once more before turning away.

Steve watched him go, a tightness settling in his chest that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with recognition.

That night, back in his apartment, the silence felt different.

Louder.

Steve moved through his routine again, but the edges didn’t smooth the way they usually did. His thoughts kept circling back—to Martin’s voice, his questions, the way he seemed to see more than Steve offered.

This is nothing, Steve told himself firmly. He’s temporary. This will pass.

He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the city breathe around him.

Only for now, he thought.

He didn’t realize yet how dangerous those words were.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Temporary
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Steve found out how temporary Martin was on a Tuesday morning, halfway through a meeting he’d already attended three times in different forms.

They were discussing timelines when his manager said it casually, like it didn’t matter at all. “Of course, Martin will only be with us through the end of the quarter, so we’ll need to make sure everything he touches is easy to transition.”

Only through the end of the quarter.

Steve didn’t look up, but the words landed anyway—solid, reassuring, exactly where he needed them.

Temporary.

He wrote it down in the margin of his notebook even though it wasn’t relevant to the meeting. Not really. The pen pressed harder than necessary, leaving a faint indentation on the page.

Good, he thought. That makes this simple.

Across the table, Martin nodded, unfazed. “I’ll make sure documentation is airtight. I hate leaving messes.”

Something about that tugged at Steve’s attention despite himself. He glanced up, just briefly, and caught Martin’s eye. There was no discomfort there. No hesitation. Just quiet certainty.

Steve looked away first.



Knowing Martin was temporary changed nothing—and everything.

It gave Steve permission to relax in ways he wouldn’t have otherwise. Permission to talk without calculating long-term consequences. Permission to enjoy small moments without worrying they might ask for more.

It was the same logic he’d used before. Short-term projects. Passing connections. Situations with a clear end date.

Safe.

They fell into an easy rhythm over the next few days. Martin learned quickly, adapted without complaint, and asked questions that showed he wasn’t just following instructions—he was thinking ahead. Steve appreciated that more than he admitted.

They talked while walking between meetings, voices low, steps unconsciously syncing. Sometimes about work, sometimes about nothing at all.

Martin told him about the cities he’d lived in—never staying too long in one place. Steve didn’t ask why. He didn’t need to. Movement recognized movement.

“You ever miss staying?” Steve asked once, surprising himself.

Martin considered it. “Sometimes. But I like knowing I can leave before a place tells me who I’m supposed to be.”

Steve felt that sentence settle somewhere deep. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I get that.”



Lunch became a shared thing without either of them naming it as such.

They didn’t always eat together, but when they did, it felt natural—no invitations required. Martin brought different food every day, offered bites without thinking about it. Steve usually declined, until one afternoon he didn’t.

“This is good,” Steve admitted, after tasting something spiced and unfamiliar.

Martin smiled like that mattered. “My grandmother’s recipe. Sort of.”

Steve raised an eyebrow. “Sort of?”

“I made substitutions,” Martin said. “She would not approve.”

Steve surprised himself by laughing. It was quiet, brief—but real.

Martin noticed. He always noticed.

“You don’t do that much,” Martin said gently.

“Do what?”

“Laugh.”

Steve stiffened, instinctively. “I laugh.”

Martin’s smile softened. “I didn’t say you didn’t. Just... not like that.”

Steve didn’t know what to say to that. He changed the subject, but the moment lingered, warm and unsettling.



The thing Steve noticed most—more than Martin’s competence, more than his kindness—was how easy it felt to be around him.

His shoulders stayed relaxed. His mind didn’t race ahead, cataloging exits. Silence didn’t feel like something to fill or escape.

Once, during a long afternoon waiting for data to process, they sat side by side without speaking for nearly ten minutes. Steve only realized how unusual that was when Martin finally stood.

“I’m grabbing coffee,” Martin said. “You want one?”

Steve hesitated. He didn’t usually accept. Didn’t like needing small things from people.

“Yes,” he said. “Thanks.”

Martin’s smile was quick, like he’d been hoping for that answer.



It was ridiculous, really. Steve knew that.

He knew this was the kind of comfort that made people careless. That made them forget timelines and boundaries. But every time he felt himself drifting, he reminded himself—Martin would be gone soon.

Temporary people didn’t get to matter.

He repeated that to himself the afternoon he noticed Martin laughing with someone else across the office.

It shouldn’t have stood out. Martin was friendly. Open. People gravitated toward him easily.

Still, something twisted low in Steve’s chest when he saw Martin leaning against a desk, head tipped
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