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Chapter One – The Spark Beneath the Ashes
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Mark had built his life on containment.

Every morning followed the same pattern: up before dawn, coffee black and bitter, the quiet of the house wrapping around him like armor. Silence was easier than noise. Predictability safer than hope. He liked it that way—liked knowing exactly where everything stood, especially himself.

The fire inside him had been extinguished years ago. Or so he told himself.

He stood at the kitchen counter, staring out the window as the sky shifted from charcoal to gray. His reflection in the glass looked steady, controlled. A man who had learned the cost of wanting too much. The faint scar along his collarbone—barely visible unless the light hit it right—caught his eye. He turned away.

Some memories were better left buried.

By the time he arrived at work, Mark had fully sealed himself off again. Calm. Focused. Untouchable. That was how people knew him now. Reliable. Solid. A man you could trust because he never asked for more than he was given.

That illusion lasted exactly until he heard Pete’s voice.

“Sorry—didn’t mean to interrupt.”

It was warm. Not loud, not pushy. Just... present.

Mark looked up before he could stop himself.

Pete stood a few feet away, one hand hooked into the strap of a worn canvas bag slung over his shoulder. Dark hair, a little unruly. Open expression. The kind of man who looked like he belonged wherever he was, even when he clearly didn’t know the rules yet.

New.

Mark felt it instantly—the shift, the subtle tightening in his chest. His body reacted before his mind caught up, a spark flaring low and unwelcome.

“I’m looking for Mark Hale,” Pete continued. “I was told you’d be the one to get me settled.”

Mark forced his face into neutrality. “That’s me.”

Pete smiled. Not wide. Not careful either. Just easy. Genuine.

There it was again—that flicker of heat.

Mark hated it.

“Pete,” the man said, stepping closer and offering his hand. “Pete Alvarez.”

The handshake was brief. Firm. Warm.

Mark pulled away faster than necessary.

“Follow me,” he said, already turning, already creating distance.

They walked in silence down the hallway. Mark was acutely aware of Pete’s presence behind him—his footsteps, his quiet attention. It shouldn’t have mattered. It hadn’t mattered with anyone else in a long time.

But Pete wasn’t trying too hard. Wasn’t forcing conversation. Just absorbing, noticing. That somehow felt worse.

“So,” Pete said finally, “you’re the quiet type.”

Mark didn’t look at him. “I’m the efficient type.”

Pete huffed a soft laugh. “Fair enough.”

The sound curled unexpectedly in Mark’s chest.

They reached the office Mark had prepared—bare, functional, impersonal. He gestured inside. “You’ll be here. If you need anything, you ask.”

Pete stepped in, turning slowly, taking it all in. “You don’t waste space.”

Mark crossed his arms. “I don’t waste energy.”

Pete met his gaze then. Really met it. There was no challenge in his eyes, no judgment. Just curiosity. Understanding, maybe.

“That must take discipline,” Pete said quietly.

Mark stiffened. He didn’t like being seen. “It takes practice.”

For a second, something passed between them. Recognition. As if Pete understood restraint not as virtue, but as survival.

Mark broke eye contact first.

“I’ll check in later,” he said, already backing away.

Pete didn’t stop him. Didn’t chase the moment.

“Okay,” he replied. “I’ll be here.”

Mark left before the fire could climb any higher.

Back in his own space, he pressed a hand to the desk and exhaled slowly. His pulse was elevated. His thoughts scattered. This was dangerous. He hadn’t felt this unsettled in years.

One man. One smile. One voice.

Ridiculous.

He told himself it would pass. Newness always did. Pete was temporary. The spark would burn out on its own, just like everything else.

But even as Mark returned to his work, his focus refused to settle.

Because deep down, beneath all the ashes he’d layered over his heart, something old and alive was stirring.

And fire, once awakened, did not ask permission to burn.
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Chapter Two – Too Close for Comfort
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Mark hadn’t planned on spending the entire day with Pete.

The plan—if it could even be called that—had been simple: show him the basics, outline expectations, and retreat back into his carefully controlled orbit. Minimal contact. Clean boundaries. No room for complication.

That plan unraveled before noon.

The problem started with the workspace.

The building was older than it looked, retrofitted and reconfigured more times than Mark cared to count. Space was limited. Offices doubled as storage. Temporary arrangements had a way of becoming permanent. He should have anticipated it.

He hadn’t anticipated Pete being assigned to him.

“Looks like we’ll be sharing,” Pete said, glancing around the narrow room with a mild, almost amused expression.

Mark stood in the doorway, arms crossed, already regretting everything. The room barely fit two desks. The air felt warmer than it had a moment ago.

“This is temporary,” Mark said. “Until something else opens up.”

Pete nodded easily. “Temporary’s fine.”

That word again. Fine. As if proximity to Mark was no inconvenience at all.

Mark stepped inside and moved directly to his desk, positioning himself with his back to the window. He preferred walls. Predictability. Knowing what was behind him.

Pete set his bag down near the second desk, movements unhurried. He didn’t rush to fill the silence, didn’t pretend it wasn’t there either. Just existed in it, like it didn’t bother him.

That bothered Mark.

“Let’s get something straight,” Mark said, turning just enough to address him. “We work together. That’s it. I don’t babysit. I don’t socialize. I expect competence.”

Pete met his gaze calmly. “I can handle that.”

Mark searched his face for irritation, defensiveness—anything. Found none.

“Good,” Mark said shortly.

They began the orientation. Systems. Procedures. Expectations. Mark spoke efficiently, clipped, focused. Pete listened closely, asking questions when necessary, smart ones. The kind that showed he was paying attention, not just checking boxes.

Mark noticed more than he wanted to.

Pete leaned forward when he concentrated, forearms braced on the desk. He smelled faintly of soap and something citrusy. His handwriting was neat but not precious. He hummed—quietly—when thinking through a problem, then seemed vaguely embarrassed when he realized he was doing it.

Mark told himself these were meaningless observations.

They weren’t.

At some point, their chairs ended up closer than necessary. Mark became hyperaware of the heat radiating from Pete’s body, the subtle brush of air when he shifted. Every movement felt amplified in the confined space.

“So,” Pete said after a stretch of silence, “how long have you been here?”

Mark didn’t look up. “Long enough.”

Pete smiled slightly. “I get that answer a lot from people who’ve seen too much.”

Mark stiffened. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Didn’t say I did,” Pete replied easily. “Just making conversation.”

Mark exhaled through his nose. Conversation was a luxury. One he’d stopped indulging in years ago.

They worked through lunch without realizing it. When Mark finally glanced at the clock, irritation flared—at the disruption, at himself for letting it happen.

“I’m grabbing food,” Pete said, standing. “You want anything?”

“No.”

It came out sharper than intended.

Pete paused, studying him—not wounded, just thoughtful. “Okay. I’ll be quick.”

The door closed behind him.

The silence that followed was worse.

Mark leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes briefly. His chest felt tight, his thoughts restless. This was exactly why he avoided people. They crept in through the cracks, made space where there shouldn’t be any.

Pete returned fifteen minutes later, carrying two takeout containers.

“I know you said no,” he said, holding one out anyway, “but you also looked like you hadn’t eaten since yesterday.”

Mark stared at the container. “I didn’t ask for—”

“Consider it professional courtesy,” Pete said. “Or survival instincts.”

Mark hesitated. The smell alone made his stomach betray him.

“Fine,” he muttered, taking it.

Pete grinned, victorious but not smug. “See? Teamwork.”

They ate in silence, but it was different now. Softer. Pete leaned back in his chair, relaxed, scrolling through something on his phone between bites.

“This place has... character,” Pete said eventually. “Not exactly welcoming, but solid.”

“That’s one word for it.”

Pete chuckled. “You always this enthusiastic?”

Mark shot him a look. “You always this chatty?”

“Only when I’m nervous.”

That caught Mark off guard. “Nervous?”

Pete shrugged. “New place. New people. You.”

Mark frowned. “Me?”

“Yeah,” Pete said, meeting his eyes without flinching. “You’re intimidating.”

Mark almost laughed. Almost.

“That’s not intentional.”

Pete smiled faintly. “Still effective.”

Something about the admission—casual, honest—shifted the air between them. Mark felt exposed in a way he didn’t like. He stood abruptly, collecting his trash.

“We should get back to work.”

Pete nodded, no argument.

The afternoon passed more slowly. Mark found himself correcting Pete less than expected. The man adapted quickly, absorbed information like he was built for it. Competence he could respect. Ease, less so.

At one point, Pete leaned over Mark’s shoulder to look at the screen.

“Here,” Pete said softly, pointing. “This is where the numbers skew.”

Mark froze.

Pete was too close. His arm brushed Mark’s, light but unmistakable. Mark’s breath hitched before he could stop it. He could feel Pete’s warmth, the quiet strength in his posture.

“Move,” Mark said sharply.

Pete stepped back immediately. “Sorry.”

The apology was genuine. Not defensive. That somehow made it worse.

Mark stood and created distance, heart pounding. “Don’t do that.”

“Got it,” Pete said quietly. “Boundaries.”

“Yes.”

They didn’t speak for several minutes after that.

As the day wound down, Mark felt wrung out. Overstimulated. Unsettled. Pete packed up his things, movements careful now, more subdued.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Pete said at the door.

Mark nodded. “Be on time.”

“I was today.”

Mark didn’t respond.

After Pete left, Mark sat alone in the dimming light, hands clasped tightly in front of him. He replayed the day against his will—the smiles, the closeness, the warmth. All of it set his nerves on edge.

This was dangerous.

Pete was easy in a way Mark couldn’t afford. Human. Kind. The kind of man who slipped past defenses without trying.

Mark had survived by building walls, not inviting people in.

Tomorrow, he told himself, he’d fix this. Reinforce boundaries. Restore order.

He would not let himself get too close.

Because comfort was a lie.

And fire, once felt, demanded more than he was willing to give.
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