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I remember the weight of him before I remember the sirens.

Luke on the gurney. Luke breathing but not right. Luke still conscious enough to turn his head and find me through the chaos, eyes glassy but sharp, locking onto mine like it mattered that I was there.

The captain was already giving orders when I heard myself speak.

“Permission to ride with him.”

He looked at me for a beat too long. Took in the blood on my gloves, the way I hadn’t stepped back yet, the fact that I was already halfway to the ambulance without realizing it.

“Go,” he said.

The doors slammed shut behind me, sealing us inside metal and motion and the sharp chemical smell of antiseptic. The ambulance lurched forward, siren screaming, and I grabbed the rail above the bench as the paramedic moved in, calm and fast and focused on keeping Luke alive.

Luke turned his head slightly, oxygen mask fogging with each breath.

“You good?” he asked.

I almost laughed. Almost told him to shut up. Almost told him the truth.

“Yeah,” I said.

It was a lie. He knew it. I knew it. His gaze lingered on my face like he was memorizing something, filing it away for later, for a conversation we never got to have because the paramedic was calling vitals and the siren was too loud and survival didn’t leave room for anything else.

I stayed until the doors opened again. Until they wheeled him out. Until there was nothing left for me to do but stand there with my hands clenched and nowhere to put the fear.

That was weeks ago.

This morning, the bay doors are open when I pull in, sunlight cutting through diesel haze and dust, carving sharp lines across the concrete. Engines sit polished and ready, red paint gleaming like they’re holding their breath. The station hums awake—lockers slamming, boots scraping, low voices overlapping in that familiar rhythm that usually settles me.

Usually.

I feel it before I see him.

Not intuition. Physics. A shift in pressure, like heat building where it shouldn’t.

Luke stands by his locker.

Helmet tucked under his arm. Turnout coat unzipped. Weight settled easy on his heels like he never stopped belonging here. He’s thinner than before, but stronger where it counts—muscle pulled tight with purpose, posture confident without being cocky. A pale scar peeks above his collar now, catching the light when he turns his head.

He’s laughing.

Not cautious. Not tentative. Real.

I have to slow for half a second, recalibrate, remind myself to breathe.

Luke is back.

Cleared. On duty. No qualifiers.

He looks up as I pass.

Our eyes meet, and the world narrows to that exact point. No drama. No slow motion. Just recognition—instant, private, and unmistakably loaded. 

“Miles,” he says.

My name from him feels dangerous.

“Hey.”

He steps closer, not enough to draw attention, just enough that I’m aware of him in my space. Of the heat he gives off. Of how my body remembers him without asking permission from my brain.

“You look like hell,” he says quietly.

“Occupational hazard.”

His mouth curves. “You stayed.”

Not a question.

“Yeah.”

Someone calls his name from across the bay. The moment fractures. Luke straightens, slipping back into the shape everyone expects, but his eyes hold mine a second longer than necessary.

Paperwork follows. Clearance signatures. Careful smiles. Luke answers questions easily, confidently, like he didn’t have to relearn how to breathe without pain. That steadiness unsettles me more than if he’d come back cautious.

The tones drop before my nerves settle.

Structure fire. Residential. Possible entrapment.

The station snaps into motion.

Gear on. Masks clipped. Training taking over. As assignments are called, I catch the captain’s eye again.

“Permission to pair with him,” I say.

Another pause. Shorter this time.

“Keep it clean,” he says.

“Always.”

Inside the engine, Luke glances over, something unreadable flickering across his face.

“Didn’t expect that,” he says.

“I did,” I answer.

Smoke is already pushing out of the house when we arrive, thick and black and ugly. Flames lick the second floor. Someone is crying on the sidewalk, pointing back toward the structure.

Inside, the heat hits immediately. Visibility drops to nothing. The world shrinks to breath and sound and trust. I track Luke without thinking—his shoulder, his back, the steady rhythm of his movement ahead of me.

He’s solid.

Too solid.

The thought flashes hot and unwanted: I could lose him again.

A beam groans overhead. My body reacts before my brain catches up. I shove him clear, harder than necessary.

“I’ve got it,” he snaps, steady but sharp.

I scan anyway. Count exits. Reposition.

We find the victim alive. We get out clean.

Outside, chaos resolves. The fire gets knocked down. Paramedics take over. Someone claps Luke on the shoulder.

“Good to have you back.”

“Feels good,” Luke says.

And it does. I can see it. I can feel it.

Back at the station, adrenaline fades into something restless and electric. We clean gear. Write reports. Pretend the air isn’t thick with what didn’t get said.

Luke finds me by the lockers.

“You didn’t have to stay in the ambulance with me.” he says quietly.

“Yes,” I say. “I did.”

He studies me for a long moment. Not challenging. Not pushing. Just seeing.

The fire isn’t out.

It’s just moved.

And now it’s burning exactly where truth meets fear, where containment fails, where everything that matters gets tested—

The Burn Zone.
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The station feels different when there’s no one waiting for me at home.

Not quieter—just less buffered. The edges don’t soften when I step out of the bay. The job follows me longer. The thoughts linger.

Savannah’s space in my apartment is empty now. Boxes gone. Toothbrush gone. The lamp she always left on sits dark. We didn’t fight. We didn’t implode. She moved out, and I didn’t stop her.

That should have felt like relief.

Instead, it feels like standing in a room after something’s been removed and realizing how much sound it absorbed.

Luke doesn’t ask about her.

That’s the first thing I notice.

He doesn’t ask how I’m holding up, or whether the apartment feels strange, or whether the quiet is getting to me. He treats me the same way he always has—steady, observant, careful in a way that suggests he sees more than he says.

Which is worse.

We move through the shift in parallel. The station hums around us—coffee brewing, radios chirping, boots scraping concrete—but my awareness keeps drifting back to him without permission.

The way his voice carries across the bay.
The way he leans in when someone’s talking, like he’s giving them his full attention.
The way his hands move—confident, economical, familiar enough that my body responds before my brain does.
Close quarters sharpen everything.

I catch him watching me, then not pretending otherwise. There’s no embarrassment in it. No denial. Just recognition, quick and quiet, like we both know what that look means and neither of us is pretending otherwise.

We end up at the sink together, scrubbing soot from our hands. The water runs hot. Steam rises. Our shoulders nearly touch.

“You alright?”
“Yeah.”
He watches me a second longer. “Good.”
Our elbows brush. It’s accidental. It doesn’t feel like it.

The contact sends a small, sharp awareness up my arm, not arousal exactly—something tighter, more insistent. The kind of want that doesn’t need skin to recognize itself.

I pull my hands away first.

During his recovery, I stayed in contact. Not as much as I could have. More than I probably should have. Texts spaced just far enough apart to feel intentional. Visits kept brief. Conversations framed around progress and logistics instead of the way his absence had stretched time thin.

I told myself I was respecting boundaries.

What I was really doing was rationing exposure.

Because every time my phone lit up with his name, something in me surged forward—relief braided with want, fear threaded through both. I learned quickly how long I could let a message sit before it felt like avoidance instead of restraint.

Standing next to him now, that careful distance feels laughably insufficient.

Later, in the locker room, the air is warm and heavy, damp with residual steam. Luke peels off his shirt without ceremony, movements unselfconscious, practiced. The scar near his collarbone catches the light—pale, clean, unmistakable.

I look.

I don’t pretend otherwise.

My gaze tracks the line of his shoulders, the familiar strength there, the ease with which he inhabits his body. There’s nothing showy about it. That’s what makes it dangerous.

“You’re thinking too loud,” he says quietly, not looking at me.

“Am I?”

“Yeah,” he says. “You do that.”

I huff a breath that’s almost a laugh. “You’re not supposed to know that.”

He finally turns, meeting my eyes. The look there is open, unguarded. Not teasing. Not challenging.

“I notice things,” he says.

“I know.”

The honesty between us leaves nowhere to hide. No posturing. No denial. Just two men standing in shared space, aware of exactly what’s humming under the surface.

The showers start up nearby, the sound of water filling the room. Luke steps back, giving me space without being asked. The restraint in it is deliberate—and somehow more intimate than touch would be.

We don’t say anything else.

That’s become a pattern too.

As the shift stretches on, the station settles into its familiar rhythm. Someone flips on the TV. Someone else naps in a chair. I try to focus on inventory checks, on routine, on anything that doesn’t involve the way my attention keeps bending toward Luke like heat toward oxygen.

He passes behind me once, close enough that I feel his warmth at my back. His hand brushes my
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