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Prologue
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The apartment smells like disinfectant and Mateo’s cheap chili I burnt. Not that you can smell the chili over the stench of the ER that still clings to my scrubs—a cocktail of blood, vomit, and his-somehow-always-cheery citrus cologne he spritzes on before we leave for our shift. It’s a smell I’ve grown to love, the scent of us. Us, huddled on our lumpy couch at three in the morning, picking over delivery Pad Thai because we’re too wired and broken to cook. Us, tangled in the sheets of our shared double bed, his hand warm on the back of my neck, the only thing that can silence the echoing beeps of cardiac monitors in my head.

My knuckles are still raw from where I braced myself against the collapsed side of a Humvee. Codes never feel real when they're sitting on a lecture slide, but tonight's—with a kid barely younger than my brother, his leg mangled past recognition—was a symphony of chaos. It was Mateo who found the femoral bleed. Mateo who held the pressure bandage with his bare hands while I fumbled with a transfusion pack, his voice a calm anchor in the storm of my panic. We worked. We saved him. And now, back in the safety of our four walls, the aftermath is a churning need.

But it’s different tonight. The apartment is too small. The bed is too warm. The familiar comfort of our home routine feels like a cage. I'm watching him scrape at the burnt rice at the bottom of the pot, his broad shoulders slumped with a exhaustion I mirror. I want him. But not here. Not like this. It’s the four walls of the hospital, the ER, the wards that have held us captive for twelve hours. They're the witness to our competence, our failures. I want them to witness this.

“Hey,” I say, my voice rough. He glances up, his dark eyes already soft. He knows the look. “Let’s go for a walk.”

He frowns. “A walk? Leo, my feet are screaming.”

“No. A walk. Back to work.” I let the suggestion hang in the air between us, thick and wrong.

He freezes, the scraper halfway to the sink. “What? You’re not serious.”

I am. I’ve never been more serious. My blood is still humming with the helipad’s prop-wash, with the adrenaline that makes me want to break something or fuck someone. The desire is spiking, hot and sharp. I walk over, wrap my arms around his waist from behind, and press my face into the warm skin of his neck. He smells of sterile soap and sweat and Mateo. “Floor four is quiet. They’re all post-ops sleeping it off. The wing is empty.”

His body tenses, but he doesn't pull away. I feel his pulse hammer against my lips. “Leo, we can’t.”

“I know,” I whisper, my hands sliding down, hooking into the waistband of his scrubs. “That’s the point.”

And just like that, I feel him give in. It’s a minute shift, a relaxation in his spine, a tilt of his head that bares his throat to me. He puts the scraper down and turns in my arms, his hands coming up to frame my face. His gaze searches mine, and I see it reflected back at me—the same burning need, the same craving for a transgression big enough to make us forget the kid in the trauma bay. He doesn't have to say yes.

An hour later, we’re slipping back through the service entrance, our badges clacking softly against the button panel. The hospital is sleeping, but it’s not dead. The hum of the ventilation is a low drone; the computer monitors on the empty nurses’ station cast a ghostly blue light down the empty corridor of the orthopedic wing. My heart is hammering against my ribs, a frantic, terrified rhythm.

Room 412 is empty, the door ajar. A note on the chart says, ‘Discharged to Rehab.’ This is it. The altar.

I pull him inside, my hands shaking as I flick the lock on the door. It’s a heavy, decisive click. Mateo lets out a shaky breath, his eyes wide as he looks around at the stark, sterile room. The bed is stripped bare, just a clean white mattress waiting to be remade. The monitors are dark. A stainless-steel bedside table gleams under the meager light from the hallway.

Neither of us speaks. There are no gentle words, no soft touches from home. This isn’t about comfort. I back him up against the cold tile wall, my hands gripping his hips, pulling him flush against me. He’s hard already, his breath hitching as I crush my mouth to his. It’s a hungry, punishing kiss, all teeth and desperate tongues. It tastes of sanctioned risk and the faint, sweet flavor of the cheap cherry lollipop he was snacking on at home. I reach down, tearing at the drawstring of his scrubs, and the sound of the fabric ripping seems impossibly loud in the pristine silence. We’re not just two guys messing around anymore. In this room, under this cold, clinical light, we’re a dangerous contagion. We’re a terrible idea, a beautiful disaster in a place where healing is supposed to happen. And God help me, it’s the most alive I’ve felt all night.
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The irony is so thick in the air you could spread it on toast. I’m standing at the nurses’ station, trying to decipher Dr. Anders’ truly abysmal handwriting on a chart, when Sarah from Peds saunters by. She leans against the counter, all bright eyes and suggestively arched eyebrows.

“Another late night, Leo? Must be exhausting, keeping up with all those ‘social obligations’,” she says, her voice dripping with a playful innuendo that’s become our go-to shtick. “Mateo too. You two are burning the candle at both ends. How many women are you guys seeing now?”

I don’t even look up from the chart. I just flash her the tired grin I’ve perfected. “Somebody’s gotta uphold the floor’s reputation.” It’s the same line I always use, the same deflection. A little flattery, a little self-deprecation. She eats it up, every time.

It’s our own stupid fault. We never date. Never talk about girls. We’re always together, our shared apartment an hour away, so we’re the first to offer to cover an extra shift or stay late. So, the hospital hive mind, in its infinite wisdom, has constructed a narrative: Leo and Mateo are rake-hells. A pair of charming, commitment-phobic lotharios who cruise through bars, break hearts, and stumble into work bleary-eyed from late nights of conquest. It’s a reputation so hilariously wrong it feels like our only real truth.

“Speaking of the devil,” Sarah murmurs, and I glance up to see Mateo walking down the hall, carrying a stack of empty Bedside Commodes like a losing bidder at an auction. He’s wearing that ridiculous pair of blue scrubs that stretch just right across his chest, and he’s got his head bent in concentration.

Sarah winks at me. “Better go help your wingman before he strains something.”

I wave her off and meet Mateo at the supply closet, taking half the stack from him. Our fingers brush, and for a split second, our eyes lock. It’s a spark. A tiny, private joke that no one else in the long, sterile hallway could possibly understand. My own bed at home, after a double shift, isn’t about sleep. It’s about the weight of his body on mine, the feeling of his rough, calloused hands sliding down my back, the slow, deliberate worship that erases the grit of the day. At home, we have time. We have silence. We have each other, completely, without reservation.

Home is sanctuary.

Work, however... work is becoming a different kind of hunger.

This new thing didn’t start with a conversation. It was never a decision. It started, I think, with Mr. Henderson in 402B, a silent old man who passed away quietly one afternoon while I was taking his vitals. There was no code, no drama. Just... stillness. I stood there for a full minute, holding his cooling wrist, and felt a vast, empty cold. Ten minutes later, on my break, I found Mateo alone in the staff lounge, staring into a vending machine. I didn’t say a word. I just walked up behind him, pressed my face into the back of his scrubs, and breathed him in. He reached back, his hand finding my hip, and we stood like that for sixty seconds—a silent, anchored presence in the sea of institutional loneliness.

That was the crack in the dam. The need for connection started bleeding out of the secure walls of our apartment and into the sacred, stressful space of the hospital.

The shift today has been a special kind of hell. A multi-car pile-up on the freeway meant we were short-staffed and drowning in trauma. I spent two hours stabilizing a girl with compound fractures, while Mateo was juggling three different post-op patients demanding pain meds at the exact same moment. We passed each other in the hall, a quick squeeze of the elbow, a look that said I’m drowning, I see you, me too. Now, the late afternoon sun is filtering through the windows, casting long shadows on the scuffed linoleum. We’re deep in the charge nurse’s office, elbow-to-elbow, hunched over the computer as we try to adjust the staffing for the night shift.

“Dr. Evans wants Jackson overnighted in Obs for another six hours,” Mateo mutters, his finger stabbing at the screen. “That’ll put two ICU-trained nurses down on our floor. We’ll have to float Miller, and I swear to
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