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CHAPTER ONE
 
“Rookie, another lap, now!” Heath yells, his voice cutting through the crisp morning air with all the authority he can muster.
 
Louis winces at the sharpness of the command, already feeling the familiar sting of frustration and exhaustion.
 
He knows he can’t get through a single warm-up without Commissioner Axton finding some way to make him pay.
 
The air is heavy with the scent of grass and sweat, while the distant shouts and footfalls of the other trainees blend into a constant, grating rhythm.
 
He exhales with a long, reluctant sigh, shoulders slumping, but forces himself to break off from the group as they move on to another section of the obstacle course. 
 
The field stretches before him, vast and sunlit. Louis breaks into a run, beginning his extra lap as the rest of the group moves on without him. His feet pound against the earth, his heart racing as he focuses on the sound of his own breathing, trying to drown out Heath’s voice.
Louis is nineteen, nearing the end of his training at the academy, the culmination of years of hard work, determination, and dreams. 
 
Becoming a detective has been his life’s goal, and the day he was accepted as the youngest rookie in a decade was one of the happiest of his life. 
 
Every early morning and late night spent training, every ache and bruise, every failed drill, it all led here.
 
He’s made a few friends along the way, Noah being by far his closest. They share a room in the dorms, and even though Noah is three years older, the bond between them is effortless. 
 
Noah’s sharp blue eyes and easy humour are a constant comfort, a reminder that even in this brutal, competitive environment, connection can still exist. Louis hopes, desperately, that they’ll be placed at the same headquarters when they graduate tomorrow.
 
Louis’s journey hasn’t been easy. He graduated top of his high school class, raised by a mother whose quiet, unwavering belief in him shaped every ambition he ever held. Her death from a long, relentless battle with cancer when he was just fifteen left him adrift, an only child forced to navigate grief and loss alone. Every decision he made, every extra hour spent training, has been in her honour. He wants to make her proud. 
 
The academy hasn’t been kind, either. Some of the other recruits see his youth as a weakness. They don’t respect him and take every opportunity to push and test him whenever the trainers aren’t watching. Louis tries to let it slide. He reminds himself why he’s here and focuses on the goal in front of him.
 
There are sixty-seven recruits in their class, but only four coveted detective positions in London await them. The rest will be dispersed across England as constables, possibly far from home. Louis doesn’t mind moving, but his heart is set on one of those four elite spots. Right now, though, doubt creeps in.
 
With the competition this fierce and the trainers pushing them harder than ever, his chances feel slim.
 
Drew and Edward, both twenty-eight, are legends at the academy in their own right. Drew is tall and broad-shouldered, with sharp blue eyes and perfectly styled blond hair. There’s something commanding about him, an authority that seems to demand respect before he’s even opened his mouth. Edward is equally formidable, but where Drew commands attention, Edward is quieter. Tattoos snake down his arms, and his grey eyes seem to catch every misstep with unnerving precision.
 
Then there’s Heath and Scott. Both twenty-eight, they’re not only academy trainers but commissioners overseeing London headquarters, working side by side both here and in the field. They’re muscular, tattooed and imposing, but that’s where the similarities end. Scott carries his authority with an ease Heath doesn’t possess. Heath is harder, colder, his expectations relentless and his patience almost nonexistent.
 
Louis knows Heath has singled him out. He’s relentless, piling on extra drills, extra laps and extra assignments at all hours. 
 
There’s something almost calculated about it, and Louis resents him for it with every fibre of his being. He knows, or at least, he assumes, that Heath doesn’t like him, but sometimes it feels more personal than that. 
 
Almost punishing. 
 
The thought that he might one day work under Heath and have to face him every day is something Louis pushes away, preferring to focus on surviving the academy and proving himself.
 
Louis is openly gay, and part of him wonders if that, or his age, is why Heath targets him so fiercely. Whatever the reason, Louis refuses to let it break him. Not now. Not ever.
 
Every footfall, every aching muscle, every bead of sweat is a testament to his resolve. He will endure, and he will succeed.
 
“Hurry up, Rookie, you’re falling behind!” Heath yells as Louis finishes his tenth lap of the sprawling academy grounds.
 
Louis is the only one Heath and the others have ever given a nickname to, and “Rookie” is what he’s been stuck with. It could be worse, he thinks, trying to convince himself.
 
At barely five-foot-seven, Louis is smaller than most of the other recruits, many of whom tower over him. Heath, Scott, Drew and Edward are even worse, all well over six feet, broad-shouldered and imposing. Louis, though, is deceptively strong. His build is lean and toned, and he could run rings around most of the group if it weren’t for the relentless pace Heath sets for him.
 
Asthma has been a constant in Louis’s life, an invisible shadow he’s learned to manage. Ironically, the fitter he becomes, the fewer attacks he suffers. Today, however, Heath is pushing him beyond what feels humanly possible, and Louis can already feel the slight tightening in his chest. He forces himself onward, hoping he can handle whatever comes next.
 
Louis hurries back toward the group, now making their way through the obstacle course. He pauses briefly to catch his breath, his chest rising and falling quickly and his legs trembling from exertion, but Heath isn’t impressed.
 
“If you need a break, Rookie, I can arrange for a permanent one,” Heath says as he strides towards him, the authority in his voice sharp enough to make Louis flinch.
 
Louis wears the standard academy uniform of navy training pants and a T-shirt, his dark fringe damp with sweat and sticking to his forehead and temples. Heath, on the other hand, wears the same navy pants but a crisp white T-shirt that marks his higher rank.
 
Louis despises the fact that, despite everything, he still finds him attractive.
 
“I said, do you want a permanent break?” Heath asks again, hands on his hips, eyes narrowed as he stares Louis down.
 
“No, sir,” Louis says, his voice tight.
 
Heath continues to study him, his frown deepening as though he’s assessing every move Louis makes.
 
“Then I suggest you get moving,” Heath says, his voice carrying the same unyielding authority Louis has come to expect.
 
“Yes, sir,” Louis replies, though an accidental roll of his eyes betrays his frustration.
 
“Stop right there, Vale,” Heath snaps.
 
Shit. Louis knows he’s in for it now.
 
He turns to face Heath, every muscle in the man’s body tense with barely contained anger.
 
“Did you just disrespect me by rolling your eyes at my command?” Heath demands.
 
“Um, no, sir,” Louis stammers.
 
“Lying now, then, are we? You’re on extra circuit training tonight with me. Seven p.m. at the fields. You’re on your last legs, Rookie. Things aren’t looking good for you.”
 
Louis’s heart sinks. Defeated and drained, he feels the weight of every insult, every correction and every endless lap bearing down on him.
 
Commissioner Axton has never once said a single positive thing to him. Criticism is all Louis has ever known from him, and today is no different.
 
“But it’s graduation tomorrow,” Louis says. It’s the first time he’s truly spoken back, his voice trembling with a mixture of hope and desperation.
 
“Well, you’d better hope I still allow you to stand up there with the rest of the recruits. If you’re lucky, you may be shipped somewhere bearable… Constable.”
 
Heath smirks and, with that, walks away.
 
Louis’s breath hitches.
 
Constable.
 
The word hits harder than it should. Heath hasn’t said it outright, but to Louis, it feels like confirmation of what he’s feared all along: the detective spot he’s been chasing may already be out of reach.
 
He holds back the sting of tears, forcing himself to continue with the rest of the group. ignoring the snickers and whispered jokes from the recruits who just witnessed his scolding.
 
“What did you say to him?” Scott asks as Heath joins him, both of them watching the recruits make their way through the rest of the course. “He looks defeated.”
 
“I may have suggested his position tomorrow isn’t as secure as he thinks,” Heath replies.
 
Scott turns to him. 
 
“You didn’t.”
 
“He needs to be prepared for every outcome.” Heath says.
 
“Heath, you’ve been on his back since the day he arrived,” Drew says. 
 
“You push him harder than anyone else here.” Edward adds.
 
“He’s nineteen,” Heath replies. “If he wants to walk into a detective position straight out of the academy, he needs to prove he can handle the pressure that comes with it.”
 
“He has proved it,” Edward says. “His results are some of the highest we’ve seen in years. He’s disciplined, he works harder than half the recruits out there, and he’s never once asked to be treated differently because of his age.”
 
Heath’s jaw tightens, but Edward doesn’t let it go.
 
“So what is it about him that bothers you so much?”
 
“Nothing about him bothers me. I think he has potential. More than most of them, actually. I’m just trying to make sure he lives up to it,” Heath says.
 
Scott looks at him for a moment before a slow grin spreads across his face.
 
“Oh, I see,” Scott says.
 
Heath frowns. 
 
“What?”
 
“You like him,” Scott says, far too pleased with himself.
 
Heath scoffs. 
 
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
“That wasn’t a denial,” Scott points out.
 
Heath shoots him a look 
 
 “You’re the one who watches him every chance you get.”
 
Scott shrugs, entirely unbothered. “Have you seen him?”
 
Drew glances between the two of them, amusement creeping across his face. 
 
“Jesus. One nineteen-year-old walks into the academy and suddenly neither of you knows how to behave.”
 
“He’s nearly ten years younger than you two,” Edward says.
 
“Nine,” Scott corrects.
 
The three of them turn to look at him.
 
Scott pauses. 
 
“What?”
 
“You knowing the exact number really isn’t helping your case,” Drew says.
 
Scott shrugs, completely unbothered.
 
 “I can count.”
 
Heath shakes his head. 
 
“You’re all conveniently forgetting Scott’s the one who’s been staring at him for the last six months.”
 
“Please,” Scott says. “You know exactly what he looks like.”
 
“I train him. Of course I know what he looks like,” Heath replies.
 
Scott’s grin widens. 
 
“Right.”
 
“Fuck off,” Heath mutters.
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After training, they all file into the locker rooms, the smell of sweat and disinfectant hanging heavy in the air. Louis’s legs feel like lead, every muscle trembling as if protesting another step. His lungs burn, his throat is dry, and even the simplest thoughts, eat, shower, sleep, feel monumental.
 
All he wants is to strip off the day, shove down the exhaustion and collapse into bed. But there’s no escape. Heath’s extra training still awaits, lurking in the back of his mind like a shadow.
 
“Okay, Lou?” Noah asks, pulling him back to the present.
 
His best friend is already peeling off his damp training shirt, his hair plastered to his forehead.
 
“Yeah, just tired,” Louis says, managing a small, tired smile.
 
The words feel hollow even to him. His chest still aches from the extra laps, his lungs are tight, and his limbs protest with every movement. He forces himself to stand a little taller, even though fatigue threatens to drag him down.
 
“Yeah, it was a rough one today. Heath still has it in for you, I see,” Noah says with a chuckle, shaking his head, though his half-grin can’t quite hide his worry.
 
“It’s not funny,” Louis says, letting out a small breath. “I’m just thankful we’re graduating tomorrow. Even if I’m being shipped to the middle of nowhere, at least I won’t have to put up with Commissioner Axton anymore.”
 
His fingers twist at the hem of his T-shirt, still damp with sweat, as he tries to steady himself.
 
“Don’t worry, Lou. You’re not being shipped off. I’ll eat my hat if you are. You’re better than most of these goons, physically and academically,” Noah says firmly, his reassurance offering Louis a small sense of comfort.
 
Louis lets out a quiet laugh, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. There’s still a pit in his stomach, a stubborn knot that refuses to ease.
 
“Somehow, I have a feeling that doesn’t matter. I’m on Axton’s bad side, and that’s going to affect a lot,” Louis says.
 
Noah opens his mouth to respond, but before he can, Rhys and Cody stroll over, their smug expressions immediately making Louis’s chest tighten. Every instinct screams at him to retreat, but he stays rooted to the spot.
 
“Look who it is. Little Louis,” Rhys says with a sneer. “Another stellar performance out there, Vale. How many extra laps was it today?”
 
“Leave it, Rhys,” Noah warns.
 
Rhys ignores him. 
 
“You might want to start lowering your expectations for tomorrow. Save yourself the embarrassment.”
 
Cody laughs. 
 
“Come on, give him some credit. Axton might find him a constable position somewhere far enough away that none of us ever have to see him again.”
 
“At least I’ll be away from you two,” Louis says.
 
Cody’s smile tightens. 
 
“Keep telling yourself you don’t care. We’ll see how well that holds up tomorrow when your family’s watching.”
 
Louis feels the sting of their words, heat rising in his chest and his stomach twisting. He clenches his fists at his sides, nails digging into his palms, forcing himself to breathe evenly. He refuses to give them the satisfaction of a reaction, even as anger and helplessness churn inside him.
 
“Lay off him,” Noah says, standing with his shoulders squared, his expression hardening as he faces them.
 
Louis feels a rush of relief. Noah always has his back.
 
Before the tension can escalate any further, Heath’s voice cuts through the locker room.
 
“What’s going on in here? Hit the showers. Now,” Heath orders.
 
“Sorry, sir,” the four of them chorus, quickly gathering their things.
 
“And Rookie, don’t forget your extra training,” Heath adds.
 
As if he could forget.
 
Louis’s shoulders sag. He exhales a long, shaky breath as the knot in his chest tightens with dread. His legs feel like lead and his muscles scream in protest, yet he forces himself to keep moving.
 
At his locker, Louis peels off his damp T-shirt, the fabric clinging stubbornly to his skin. He stares at the tiled floor for a moment, forcing his thoughts away from Heath, away from Rhys and Cody, and towards the only certainty he has left.
 
Graduation tomorrow.
 
He makes his way into the showers and steps beneath the warm water, letting it run over his aching muscles. For a few minutes, it offers some relief, but Louis knows it can’t wash away the exhaustion, the stress or the looming thought of his extra session tonight.
 
He keeps his jaw set, silently repeating the mantra he’s clung to for months: survive, endure, prove him wrong.
 
One more day. One last challenge.
 
And maybe, just maybe, an end to the relentless pressure that has followed him through the academy.
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CHAPTER TWO
 
 
“Twice more, Rookie!” Heath shouts.
 
Louis is freezing, the cold cutting through even his warm jumper and beanie. He can barely feel his toes, and every breath of icy air seems to tighten his chest. 
 
Heath has been drilling him for the last three hours, relentless and unforgiving, and now Louis feels as though his body might finally give out.
 
He grits his teeth and pushes through the final laps, his muscles screaming and his lungs burning with every step.
 
By the time he makes it back to Heath, Louis is barely steady on his feet. He bends forward, trying to catch his breath, his breathing coming in short, shallow gasps.
 
“I guess we can call it a night. Don’t think you can take much more,” Heath says, a hint of amusement in his voice.
 
Louis can’t respond.
 
His chest tightens as he tries to draw another breath, and panic begins to creep in.
 
An asthma attack.
 
Fuck. Not now. Not in front of Heath.
 
It would show weakness. Give Heath another reason to doubt him, another reason to decide Louis isn’t good enough.
 
Louis manages a nod instead, desperately trying to hide his panic.
 
As Heath packs up the equipment, Louis tries to walk it off, to steady himself. His legs wobble and his chest heaves until eventually, he sinks onto the grass, drawing his knees up and resting his hands over them. 
 
With his head hanging low, he focuses on each laboured breath, repeating silently, Relax. Calm down. Control it.
 
“Louis?” Heath calls.
 
The concern in his voice catches Louis off guard.
 
Heath stops what he’s doing, his attention immediately shifting to Louis struggling on the ground.
 
Shit.
 
Heath hadn’t realised how far he’d pushed him. Louis hasn’t complained once in the three hours they’ve been out here, hasn’t asked to stop or given Heath any indication that he’s reached his limit. Heath has never pushed another recruit this hard.
 
“I’m fine,” Louis wheezes, his voice tight and raspy with effort.
 
“Lying seems to be something you’re really shit at, you know,” Heath says, attempting a small smile despite his concern.
 
Louis blinks, startled by the attempt at humour. Even more surprising is the realisation that Heath is actually trying to calm him. Heat creeps into his cheeks, but each inhale is still a struggle.
 
“Okay, okay, just relax,” Heath says, lowering his voice. 
 
His eyes stay fixed on Louis as he takes in the shallow breaths and the way he’s struggling to draw in air.
 
 “Do you have asthma?”
 
Louis nods, unable to speak.
 
“Do you have an inhaler?” Heath asks.
 
“No… I haven’t… needed…” Louis tries to explain, but the words catch in his throat.
 
“Shit. Okay,” Heath says, pulling out his phone and dialling Scott.
 
“Hey, H. Still drilling the Rookie?” Scott asks, laughter carrying over the line.
 
“Yeah, but I need you to get to medical and bring an inhaler down to the fields. Now,” Heath says.
 
The amusement disappears from Scott’s voice. 
 
“What happened?”
 
“Louis is having an asthma attack. Just hurry,” Heath says.
 
“Shit. Okay. I’ll be there in two,” Scott replies before hanging up.
 
Heath slips his phone back into his pocket and crouches beside Louis again.
 
“Scott’s bringing an inhaler. Just try to stay calm and breathe as steadily as you can,” Heath says, his voice noticeably softer. “I’m right here.”
 
Louis tries, his teeth chattering and his chest still painfully tight, but the cold makes it difficult to steady his breathing. 
 
Heath reacts immediately, pulling his police jacket from his bag and draping it around Louis’s shoulders.
 
A moment later, Scott comes running across the field with Drew close behind him. Louis feels his face heat with embarrassment.
 
“Hey, Louis. You okay?” Scott asks, crouching beside him.
 
Louis gives the smallest nod. Being surrounded by three of his trainers while struggling to breathe only adds to his embarrassment. He can’t help wondering how ridiculous he must look.
 
“Here,” Drew says, holding out the inhaler. “This should help. Just stay calm.”
 
Heath takes it from him before turning his attention back to Louis.
 
“Okay, Rookie. I’m going to help you with this,” Heath says, his voice calm as he brings the inhaler towards Louis’s mouth.“On your next breath in, try to hold it for me, okay?” Heath instructs.
 
Louis nods. Heath presses the inhaler as Louis breathes in, holding the medicine in his lungs for as long as he can.
 
“That’s it. Good job,” Heath says softly.
 
“Again, Louis,” Scott encourages.
 
Heath repeats the process, keeping his attention fixed on Louis as he takes another dose.
 
After four rounds, Louis finally feels the tightness in his chest beginning to ease. His breathing comes easier now, each inhale and exhale less jagged than the last.
 
“There you go. Good boy,” Scott says, handing him a bottle of water.
 
Louis takes a tentative sip before handing it back, and Scott gives him a reassuring smile.
 
“Heath push you too hard, did he?” Drew asks, a hint of teasing in his voice now that the panic has passed.
 
“Uh, no… I can handle it. It’s…” Louis begins, his voice still rough.
 
“He’s joking, Louis. We know you can handle Heath’s shit,” Scott says with a smirk.
 
“I’m sorry,” Louis mutters, dropping his gaze to the ground.
 
“Don’t be. Shit happens,” Heath says with a shrug as he gets to his feet.
 
“You okay to stand?” Drew asks. “Let’s get you out of the cold.”
 
“I’m fine,” Louis says, wobbling slightly as he gets to his feet.
 
“We should get you checked out. Jen’s still on duty in the medical room,” Scott says, watching him carefully.
 
“No, please. I’m fine, I promise. It’s just the cold, that’s all,” Louis insists, embarrassment creeping back in now that he can breathe properly again. 
 
The thought of having to explain what happened to anyone else only makes it worse.
 
The three men exchange a glance.
 
“Okay, but I’m walking you back to your dorm,” Heath says.
 
Louis exhales, relieved that he isn’t going to argue.
 
“We’ll get this stuff for you, Heath,” Scott says.
 
Heath glances at him and gives a grateful nod. 
 
“Thanks.”
 
They say their goodbyes, and Heath leads Louis back towards the dorms, keeping close enough to make sure he remains steady on his feet.
 
Neither of them speaks for the first few minutes. Without Heath barking orders at him or Louis desperately trying to keep up, the silence between them feels strangely awkward.
 
Louis keeps his eyes ahead, suddenly very aware that he’s alone with Heath.
 
When they reach the dorm, Louis finally breaks the silence.
 
“This is me,” Louis says quietly.
 
Heath nods, his eyes lingering on him for a moment.
 
Louis slips Heath’s jacket from his shoulders and holds it out to him, immediately missing its warmth.
 
“Thanks,” Louis says softly.
 
“Make sure you warm up properly before you go to sleep. The cold can make your chest worse,” Heath says, his voice calm but firm.
 
Louis looks at him, surprised. 
 
“How do you know that?”
 
“My sister has asthma. I learned a few things,” Heath explains with a small shrug.
 
“Oh,” Louis says quietly, unsure what else to say.
 
“Get some sleep, Rookie. Big day tomorrow,” Heath says.
 
“Yeah. Can’t wait to find out where I’m being shipped off to,” Louis says, a hint of resignation in his voice.
 
Heath gives him a small smile. 
 
“It’ll be an interesting day, that’s for sure.”
 
Louis isn’t entirely sure what to make of that.
 
“Goodnight, Commissioner Axton,” Louis says.
 
“Goodnight, Louis,” Heath replies.
 
Louis steps inside and closes the door quietly behind him. The room is dark, and Noah is already fast asleep.
 
Too exhausted to risk waking him with a shower, Louis changes quietly and climbs into bed. His entire body aches from the day, and exhaustion should make it easy to switch off, but his mind keeps drifting back to the field.
 
Heath had been different tonight.
 
Louis has spent six months convinced the man can barely stand him, yet the moment something was genuinely wrong, all of that hardness seemed to disappear. Heath gave him his jacket, stayed beside him while he struggled to breathe and walked him all the way back to his dorm without a single insult or criticism.
 
He was almost… nice.
 
Louis frowns at the ceiling.
 
Maybe there’s more to Commissioner Axton than he thought.
 
Eventually, exhaustion wins, and Louis drifts to sleep.
 
 
￼[image: Image 3]
CHAPTER THREE
 
The next morning, Louis wakes with a pounding headache and a heaviness in his chest that leaves him feeling completely off. His body is sore, his mind foggy, and his usual energy is nowhere to be found. He’s grateful he doesn’t have to train this morning, thankful, at least, for the brief reprieve.
 
It’s a bittersweet day for both him and Noah. Excitement buzzes beneath the nerves; graduation is finally here. But with the looming reality that they’ll probably be split up, neither can ignore the unease that comes with it. There’s a chance they might not see each other again, and the thought makes Louis’s chest ache despite the excitement of finally reaching this milestone.
 
Despite the nerves, Louis’s thoughts drift to the job ahead. Wherever he’s stationed, he knows he’ll pour every ounce of himself into his work.
 
His mum would have been so proud.
 
He can almost hear her voice, soft but full of certainty, reminding him how proud he made her and how certain she always was that he would fulfil his dream of becoming a detective.
Louis likes to think she’s looking down on him now, smiling and sharing this moment with him.
 
Louis will be the only recruit without family in the audience today. Noah, noticing his quiet tension, has insisted that Louis celebrate with him and his family. Louis is grateful for the offer, but it doesn’t replace the hollow space where his mother should be.
 
Breakfast passes in the usual way, not without a few digs from Cody and Rhys, mostly aimed at him. Louis doesn’t bite, letting Noah’s steady presence distract him enough to ignore the barbs. Every jab feels like a reminder of the long road he’s taken to get here, but he tries to push them aside and focus on the excitement ahead.
 
When it comes time for the ceremony, all sixty-seven recruits stand tall in their crisp police dress uniforms, the academy hall buzzing with anticipation. Families fill the vast room, their quiet murmurs and proud smiles adding to the nervous energy already hanging in the air.
 
Heath, Edward, Drew and Scott are an imposing sight in their formal dress suits, each of them looking sharp and commanding in a way that somehow makes them even more intimidating than usual. 
 
Louis finds his gaze drifting towards them, noticing the occasional glance directed his way, but thankfully, none of them mention what happened the night before.
 
The recruits stand together on stage, shoulders squared and attention fixed forward as the speeches begin, formal and long-winded. Louis shifts slightly on his heels, his chest tightening with anticipation and nerves as every passing minute brings them closer to the announcement he’s been waiting for.
 
Finally, it’s time to receive their graduation certificates and, more importantly, learn where they will be posted.
 
Heath steps forward to make the announcements, his presence commanding as his steady, authoritative voice carries through the academy hall. Louis’s palms begin to sweat, his fingers curling anxiously at his sides as the moment he’s been waiting for finally arrives.
 
“First, I want to acknowledge the work that’s brought you all here today. Each of you has earned your place, and regardless of where you’re posted, you should be proud of what you’ve achieved,” Heath says.
 
He pauses, casting his gaze across the recruits before continuing.
 
“I’ll begin by announcing the four detective appointments at London Headquarters. These are the most competitive postings available, and the selection process has been thorough and exacting. Every candidate has been considered carefully,” Heath explains.
 
Louis swallows, trying to ignore the nervous churning in his stomach.
 
“We’re confident we’ve chosen the strongest candidates for these roles. So, without keeping you waiting any longer, the first appointment goes to…” Heath says, pausing as he looks down at the paper in his hands.
 
Louis’s heart hammers against his ribs. Every nerve in his body feels electric with anticipation, his entire focus fixed on the name Heath is about to read. He wants this so badly he can feel it in every pounding beat of his heart.
 
“Cody Shaw,” Heath announces.
 
Louis’s stomach sinks.
 
Cody.
 
Big, arrogant and obnoxious, he’s one of the people who has made the last six months more difficult than they ever needed to be. Of all the recruits standing beside him, hearing Cody’s name first feels like a particularly cruel blow.
 
Louis forces himself to exhale slowly, refusing to let the bitterness take hold. There are still three positions left.
 
“Congratulations, Cody. Well deserved,” Heath says, shaking Cody’s hand as he strides across the stage.
 
“Noah Bolton,” Heath calls next.
 
Louis immediately looks at Noah, catching his eye. Noah’s smile is wide and genuine, his face lighting up with excitement. Relief and joy wash over Louis as he claps along with the rest of the recruits, thrilled that his best friend has secured one of the coveted positions.
 
“Well done, Noah,” Heath says with a smile before turning back to the remaining recruits. 
 
“Rhys Collins.”
 
Louis groans inwardly.
 
Both Cody and Rhys have made it.
 
He doesn’t begrudge their success entirely. They’re physically strong, and he assumes they must have worked relentlessly to earn their places, but it still stings. Louis has no insight into their grades, assignments or test results, yet he can’t quite shake the suspicion that their parents’ influence may have helped them along the way.
 
Three positions gone.
 
Only one remains.
 
Heath looks down at the final name before lifting his gaze towards the recruits.
 
“This final position was decided early in the course. The candidate selected has consistently proven himself to be a team player. He has never once complained about the workload or the training and has maintained a disciplined, professional attitude throughout,” Heath says.
 
Louis listens intently, his last shred of hope slowly slipping away.
 
“He has demonstrated exceptional physical capability, often outperforming the entire group. Today, he graduates from the academy with top honours, having achieved the highest overall results across every assessed component. We’re proud to have him joining our team,” Heath continues.
 
Louis’s chest tightens.
 
There’s no way.
 
He knows he’s worked hard. He knows his results are good. But the person Heath is describing sounds untouchable.
 
How could he possibly compete with that?
 
Heath pauses, letting his gaze travel across the recruits one final time.
 
“Louis Vale.”
 
For a second, Louis doesn’t move.
 
The words hit him like a jolt, disbelief and elation colliding so suddenly that his mind struggles to catch up. The hall erupts around him, applause and congratulations blending into a haze of sound, but Louis barely registers any of it.
 
His name.
 
Heath just called his name.
 
Every early morning, every brutal training session, every extra lap, every moment he questioned whether he was good enough, it has all led to this.
 
Louis Vale.
 
Detective, London Headquarters.
 
He can hardly believe it.
 
After six months of convincing himself he would be shipped anywhere but London, Louis has not only earned one of the four positions he’s spent years dreaming about, he’s graduated at the top of his class.
 
Louis strides across the stage towards Heath, the familiar authority in his expression softened slightly by something that looks a lot like pride.
 
“Well done, Rookie,” Heath says, his voice steady as he shakes Louis’s hand.
Louis doesn’t miss the quick wink Heath gives him.
 
His lips curve into a wide, genuine smile, and for the briefest moment, Heath returns it.
 
Noah is the first to rush over, beaming as he congratulates him. Rhys and Cody don’t offer the same courtesy. Louis isn’t surprised; their sour expressions are almost predictable.
 
The rest of the ceremony blurs past in a mix of formalities, congratulations and photographs. Once everyone has received their certificates and their postings have been announced, the class gathers for photos, smiles fixed and eyes bright as families begin to mingle around them and laughter fills the hall.
 
Noah guides Louis towards his own family, introducing him to his parents, two older sisters, his aunt and uncle, and his grandparents. They’re warm and welcoming, including Louis effortlessly in the celebrations and pulling him into several photos with them.
 
For a while, it helps.
 
But Louis knows Noah should have time with his family too, so eventually, he quietly excuses himself.
 
Looking around the hall, Louis’s heart tightens. Everywhere he looks, people are laughing, hugging and celebrating with the people who came to watch them graduate. 
 
Parents beam with pride as they take photos, families crowd around the new graduates, and the hall seems to overflow with the kind of happiness Louis desperately wishes his mum could have been here to share.
 
The loneliness creeps in before he can stop it.
 
Louis swallows against the emotion rising in his throat, blinking back the tears that threaten to betray him. He should be happy. He is happy. He’s just been given everything he’s worked for, but that doesn’t stop him from wishing she were standing somewhere in this room too.
 
Eventually, Louis decides to retreat to his dorm before lunch, telling himself he needs a quiet moment and he still has packing to finish. 
 
He leaves the academy tonight to return to his apartment, with one week to himself before starting his new job as a detective at London Headquarters.
 
When he reaches his dorm, Louis sinks onto his bed with a long sigh. Exhaustion presses down on him, and the lingering effects of last night’s asthma attack still leave his chest feeling tender. He closes his eyes for a moment, willing himself to relax.
 
Footsteps echo through the quiet corridor.
 
Louis opens his eyes and looks towards the door as Heath appears, leaning casually against the doorframe with the hint of a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.
 
“Congrats on the position,” Heath says, his eyes steady on Louis.
 
“You picked me as early as week two?” Louis asks shyly, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
“Why are you so surprised?” Heath replies, a hint of amusement in his voice.
 
Louis scoffs, shaking his head. 
 
“You had it in for me from day one.”
 
“No,” Heath says firmly, his expression turning serious. “I saw your potential, Rookie, and I pushed you because I knew what you were capable of.”
 
Louis lets out a slow breath. He supposes Heath has a point. Looking back, he can understand the intention behind the relentless drills and impossible standards, but that doesn’t mean he agrees with the way Heath went about it. The constant criticism, the extra laps, never hearing a single word of praise, Heath has still been a complete jerk at times. There’s no denying that.
 
Heath watches him for a moment. 
 
“You’re not celebrating with your family?”
Louis’s gaze drops to the floor. 
 
“Uh… no,” he says quietly.
 
“They couldn’t make it?” Heath asks.
 
Louis hesitates. 
 
“Well… um…”
 
Heath’s brow furrows. He’d noticed Louis alone in the hall earlier, watching the other recruits with their families before eventually slipping away.
 
“You don’t have anyone here with you?” Heath asks, his voice softer now.
 
Louis shakes his head.
 
Heath hesitates before asking the question that has clearly been bothering him. 
 
“Can I ask why?”
 
Louis goes quiet for a moment, his fingers twisting together in his lap.
 
“My dad left when I was two,” Louis says. “My mum died of leukaemia four years ago. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, and neither did she, so…” His voice trails off as he gives a small shrug, the rest left unsaid.
 
Something tightens in Heath’s chest.
 
Suddenly, the image of Louis standing alone in the hall while everyone else celebrated with their families feels different. Heath had watched him quietly excuse himself from Noah’s family and disappear back towards the dorms without anyone following.
 
And now he understands why.
 
“I’m sorry,” Heath murmurs.
 
Louis shrugs, a small, weary movement. 
 
“It is what it is. I’m used to being alone. It doesn’t bother me.”
 
Heath sees straight through the lie. 
 
There’s something in the way Louis says it, too quickly and too casually, that tells him being alone bothers him far more than he’s willing to admit.
 
“Well, Scott and I are heading out soon. We’re having a bit of a celebratory dinner at home, if you’d like to come,” Heath offers, sounding almost awkward as the words leave his mouth.
 
Louis freezes, momentarily lost for words.
 
Heath, the man Louis has spent the last six months convinced hates him, is inviting him to dinner.
 
Louis blinks, unsure whether the invitation comes from pity or whether Heath genuinely wants him there.
 
“Uh… thanks, but you don’t need to feel sorry for me. I’m fine. I’m not feeling the best after last night anyway. I’m just going to finish packing before I head home,” Louis says, the words coming out more awkwardly than he intends.
 
“Right. Sure. Yeah…” Heath pauses, lingering in the doorway. “So, where’s home for you?”
 
“Um… just an old apartment in East London,” Louis replies.
 
Heath’s brow furrows slightly. East London covers plenty of ground, but he can’t help wondering what kind of place a nineteen-year-old fresh out of the academy can afford on his own.
 
“That’s a long commute to headquarters,” Heath says.
 
Louis shrugs lightly. 
 
“Can’t afford much else. It’s only two hours to headquarters by Tube.”
 
Heath registers the detail.
 
Two hours.
 
He’d almost forgotten just how young Louis actually is. No family waiting for him, no car, an apartment two hours from headquarters and, if Heath has worked it out correctly, nearly six hours of trains ahead of him just to get home from the academy tonight.
 
“I won’t be late to work or anything, and after my first paycheque, I’ll look at getting somewhere closer. I won’t let it disrupt my work,” Louis adds quickly, the words rushing out as he assumes Heath is questioning whether the commute will affect his ability to do the job.
 
“That’s not what I was thinking, Louis,” Heath says. He hesitates for a moment before shaking his head. “Just… never mind. Have fun packing. I’ll see you a bit later.”
 
“Oh… sure,” Louis replies, still unsure what to make of the entire conversation.
 
Heath reaches the doorway but pauses, turning back to look at him one last time.
 
“You did real good, kid. If that helps a bit,” Heath says, a slight smile tugging at his lips.
 
Louis returns the smile shyly, watching as Heath disappears through the doorway.
 
The quiet click of the door closing behind him leaves Louis alone once more, but somehow, the room doesn’t feel quite as lonely as it did before.
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CHAPTER FOUR
 
Once Louis has changed into his training sweats, sneakers and his familiar academy jumper, he gathers his three heavy bags and steps outside.
 
He’s free.
 
Finally free.
 
The thought brings a rush of excitement with it. Louis is eager to catch an early train home, knowing he still has a long journey ahead of him and not wanting to be wandering the streets of London too late at night. Even the twenty-minute walk to the station feels daunting with three heavy bags hanging from his shoulders, but right now, he doesn’t care.
 
He spots Noah near the academy steps and lifts a hand in farewell.
 
“See you later,” Louis calls, forcing a grin despite the swirl of emotions still sitting beneath the surface.
 
“I can drop you to the station after lunch if you want,” Noah offers.
Louis shakes his head. 
 
“Nah, I don’t want to hang around. I’ll be fine.”
 
They hug, brief but genuine, and Louis pulls away with a quiet ache settling in his chest.
 
As he walks away from the academy, he can’t stop the wide smile that spreads across his face.
 
He did it.
 
He graduates with top honours. He’s worked harder than he ever thought possible, pushed himself through every exhausting day, every assessment and every brutal training session, and now it’s official.
 
He’s a detective.
 
Yet even in the midst of his triumph, loneliness still manages to creep in around the edges. Louis wishes he had someone to share this moment with, someone waiting to hear every detail, someone who would be just as excited about his achievement as he is.
 
He’s never had a long-term boyfriend, never really had the chance to experience what it feels like to have someone beside him for the important moments. His first sexual encounter at eighteen is little more than a brief, forgettable fling at a party, and nothing since has ever developed into something meaningful.
 
Most of the time, Louis tells himself he doesn’t mind.
 
Today, he does.
 
Lost in thought, Louis trudges towards the station, his three heavy bags tugging painfully at his shoulders. The rumble of traffic and distant city sounds barely register until a sharp beep cuts through the air.
 
Louis looks up to see a sleek black Range Rover glide to a stop beside him. The passenger window rolls down, revealing Scott’s familiar smiling face, while Heath sits behind the wheel.
 
“Afternoon, Rookie. Would you like a lift?” Scott calls, bright and cheerful.
 
He looks effortlessly handsome in black sunglasses, a wide smile stretching across his face. Heath looks equally striking behind the wheel, his own sunglasses shielding his eyes as he glances over at Louis.
 
“Oh, um… thanks, but it’s only another five-minute walk to the station,” Louis says, hesitating.
 
“Not to the station,” Heath clarifies with a chuckle. “To your apartment.”
 
Louis stares at him. 
“Huh? But it’s ages away.”
 
“Well, we have to pass through East London to get into Central London anyway, so get in,” Scott says with a smirk.
 
Louis thinks about the routes he knows and quickly realises that isn’t entirely true. Heath and Scott are adding a decent amount of time to their own journey just to take him home.
 
Warmth spreads through his chest at the thought.
 
Of course, the two of them live in Central London. Louis has no idea exactly where, but judging by the gleaming Range Rover and the way they both carry themselves, money clearly isn’t something either of them has to worry about.
 
“Um… thanks,” Louis says shyly.
 
Heath presses a button on the dash, and the boot clicks open. Louis carefully loads his bags inside before climbing into the back seat with his pillow tucked beneath his arm.
 
Heath eases the Range Rover back onto the road, and the long drive home begins.
 
“So, Louis, you’re officially done being a recruit,” Scott says cheekily, turning slightly in his seat to look at him. “Which means no more Commissioner Axton or Commissioner Wolf. You can call us Heath and Scott. At least until work starts next week.”
 
Louis’s smile widens. 
 
“Okay. Thanks,” he replies warmly.
 
“Rookie still sticks, though. Sorry, kid, you’re stuck with that one for the rest of your career,” Heath says, smirking at him through the rearview mirror.
 
Louis sighs, a laugh escaping him. 
 
“It could be worse, I guess. I heard someone on the last course got nicknamed Dildo.”
 
His laughter fills the car, light and completely unguarded, earning a glance from both Heath and Scott. For the first time in months, Louis feels genuinely at ease around them, the rigid divide between trainer and recruit finally beginning to disappear.
 
“That is true,” Scott says with a laugh. “He didn’t last long in the force, actually. Bailed after about a year.”
 
Louis shakes his head, turning to look out the window at the passing blur of streets and buildings. 
 
“I couldn’t imagine that. Working so hard for something and then just giving it all up.”
 
There’s something almost incomprehensible about it to Louis. Becoming a detective has consumed so much of his life that he can’t imagine ever willingly walking away from it.
 
“How long have you wanted to be a detective?” Heath asks, keeping his eyes on the road.
 
“Since I was six,” Louis replies softly, his gaze still fixed outside the window.
 
“What made you want to join?” Scott asks, turning slightly in his seat to face him.
 
Louis hesitates for a moment, the easy smile slowly fading from his face.
 
“My dad left when I was two. When I was six, he came back into our lives, only not in a good way,” Louis begins. “He started stalking my mum. Threatening her.”
 
He pauses, his fingers absently picking at the sleeve of his academy jumper.
 
“One night, he broke into the house. He had a knife,” Louis continues, his voice quieter now.
 
Neither Heath nor Scott interrupts.
 
“My mum had taught me how to call the police if I ever needed to. So I grabbed the phone, hid in the pantry and called them,” Louis explains. “The house was stormed by police. I remember watching through the gap in the cupboard door as three officers pulled him away and saved my mum’s life.”
 
A small, almost embarrassed smile flickers across his face.
 
“They gave me a bravery award afterwards. I thought it was the coolest thing in the world. I wore that stupid badge for years,” Louis says with a quiet laugh.
 
His gaze drops to his hands.
 
“I guess I just always wanted to be like them.”
 
The car falls quiet for a long moment.
 
Heath and Scott exchange a glance in the front, both taken aback by Louis’s answer. Over the years, they’ve heard plenty of reasons for joining the force, family tradition, wanting to make a difference, the excitement of the job; but Louis’s reason feels different. Personal. Raw. Something born from a moment that changed the entire course of his life.
 
Their respect for him only grows.
 
He’s endured six months of relentless training, handled everything Heath has thrown at him without complaint and finished at the top of his class. Now, knowing what first drove him towards this career, his determination makes even more sense.
 
Louis shifts slightly in the back seat, suddenly uncomfortable with the silence.
 
“I know it’s stupid and stuff, but…” Louis begins.
 
“No, Louis. That isn’t stupid. Not even close,” Scott says softly, his voice sincere.
 
“Yeah,” Heath agrees, glancing at him through the rearview mirror. “Sounds like you’re exactly where you’re meant to be.”
 
Louis exhales, some of the tension easing from his shoulders as he realises they aren’t going to tease him.
 
“So, what happened to your dad?” Heath asks cautiously, his eyes flicking towards the rearview mirror again to gauge Louis’s reaction.
 
“He was arrested and spent a few years in prison. After that, we didn’t really know what happened to him,” Louis explains. “Mum moved us every couple of years, just in case. I haven’t heard from him since that night. He could be dead for all I know.”
 
“I’m sorry, Louis,” Scott says softly.
 
“Please don’t feel sorry for me,” Louis says quickly. “I just finished the hardest six months of my life, graduated top of my class, landed my dream position, and I’m actually doing all right. I’d rather not turn up next week as the bureau’s charity case.”
 
He gives them a small smile, even though the seriousness in his eyes remains.
 
Heath and Scott both chuckle, easing some of the weight that has settled over the car.
 
“You’re right, Rookie. Your shout for chocolate shakes, then,” Heath says, flicking on the indicator and turning into the nearest McDonald’s.
 
Louis brightens instantly. 
 
“Seriously?”
 
“Unless you’d prefer us to keep feeling sorry for you,” Scott says with a grin.
 
Louis rolls his eyes. 
 
“Three chocolate shakes it is.”
 
A few minutes later, Louis happily pays for all three, savouring the simple normality of the moment. By the time they’re back on the road, the heaviness of the conversation has lifted, their laughter mingling with the quiet hum of the engine.
 
Heath and Scott seem different outside the academy. Warmer. More approachable. Nothing like the intimidating trainers Louis has spent the last six months trying desperately to impress.
 
He finds himself hoping they’ll still be like this when he starts work next week.
 
About an hour and a half into the drive, the steady hum of tyres against asphalt and the warmth of the afternoon sun filtering through the window lull Louis to sleep. His head rests against the glass, his pillow tucked beneath it, and his breathing gradually evens out.
 
“You like him,” Scott says quietly, catching Heath glancing at Louis through the rearview mirror.
 
Heath’s eyes return to the road, a faint smirk playing at his lips. 
 
“So do you.”
 
“Yeah,” Scott admits with a small shrug.
 
Heath glances at him. 
 
“Since when?”
 
Scott is quiet for a moment, considering the question.
 
“I don’t know exactly,” Scott says. “I noticed him before, obviously. But last night, when I got that call from you and realised something was wrong…” He pauses, glancing back at the sleeping figure behind them. “I was genuinely worried about him. More than I should’ve been.”
 
Heath nods slowly, understanding exactly what Scott means.
 
“And then today,” Scott continues, lowering his voice. “I don’t know. There’s something about him. I feel something with him that I’ve only ever felt with you.”
 
Heath lets out a slow breath, his fingers tightening slightly around the steering wheel.
 
“Are we going to do anything about it?” Scott asks.
 
“Babe, we’ve only just managed to get everyone to stop questioning our relationship at work,” Heath says, his tone practical despite the softness in his voice. “Adding Louis to that would complicate everything. He’s nineteen, he’s brand new to headquarters, and we’re both going to outrank him. The second anyone found out, every promotion he earned and every case he was given would be questioned.”
 
Scott sighs because he knows Heath is right.
 
“At least you and I climbed the ranks together,” Heath adds. “Neither of us ever had authority over the other.”
 
Scott and Heath have been together for nine years, long enough that marriage feels more like a technicality than something either of them needs to prove their commitment. They know each other completely, from the smallest habits and unspoken thoughts to the boundaries of their relationship and what each of them needs from it.
 
Over the years, they’ve occasionally wondered whether someone else might fit alongside them. They’ve even tried, more than once, but nothing has ever felt right. There has never been enough of a connection to risk changing something between them that already works so effortlessly.
 
Louis feels different.
 
Not because he tries to be. If anything, he seems completely oblivious to the effect he has on either of them. But there is something about him that unsettles the balance in a way neither Heath nor Scott has experienced before.
 
And Heath is right. If they ever allow themselves to act on it, nothing about the situation will be simple.
 
“I can’t just switch it off,” Scott says quietly.
 
“I know, Scotty,” Heath replies.
 
His shoulders ease slightly, as though admitting it aloud means accepting something neither of them quite knows what to do with yet.
 
For a while, neither speaks. The car settles back into silence, both men occasionally glancing towards Louis as he sleeps, his face relaxed and completely unaware of the conversation happening only feet away from him.
 
When they finally pull up outside Louis’s apartment building, the mood in the car shifts.
 
The building speaks for itself. Cracked concrete runs along the exterior, one of the lights near the entrance flickers intermittently, and years of neglect seem etched into every visible surface.
 
Louis remains fast asleep in the back seat, curled against his pillow and completely unaware that they’ve stopped.
 
Scott stares through the windscreen, taking in the building. 
 
“He lives here?”
 
“Apparently,” Heath says, his expression tightening as his gaze moves across the worn exterior.
 
“By himself,” Scott adds quietly.
 
Heath glances back at Louis before looking at the building again. 
 
“I don’t like it.”
 
“Neither do I,” Scott says.
 
For a moment, neither of them makes any move to wake him.
 
“We could always leave,” Scott says eventually, glancing sideways at Heath.
 
Heath raises an eyebrow.
 
“Say we couldn’t find the place,” Scott adds, only half joking.
 
In the back seat, Louis begins to stir. He rubs at his eyes and slowly straightens, colour rising faintly in his cheeks as he realises they’ve arrived.
 
“Sorry,” Louis says. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
 
He still looks exhausted, his hair slightly mussed from sleep and his academy jumper crumpled from being curled against the window for so long. There’s something about seeing him like this, away from the academy and without the determined composure he usually carries, that makes something tighten quietly in both men.
 
“It’s fine. We only just pulled up,” Heath says, his tone noticeably softer.
 
His gaze shifts briefly towards the apartment building before returning to Louis.
 
“Thanks for the lift,” Louis says, still a little hesitant but genuinely grateful.
 
“Anytime,” Scott replies. “Come on, we’ll grab your bags.”
 
They climb out of the car, and the cool evening air immediately settles around them. The street is dim and mostly quiet, the fading light doing little to improve the worn appearance of the surrounding buildings.
 
Heath lifts one of Louis’s bags from the boot, his gaze travelling over the cracked exterior of the apartment block and the poorly lit entrance. Scott grabs another, taking in the narrow stairwell beyond the doors.
 
“How long have you lived here?” Heath asks as they follow Louis towards the building.
 
“About three years,” Louis replies, walking a step ahead of them.
 
Scott glances towards the entrance. 
 
“And you feel safe here?”
 
Louis slows slightly. 
 
“Most of the time.”
 
Neither man looks particularly reassured by the answer.
 
After a moment, Louis adds more quietly, 
 
“My mum didn’t leave much behind. This was what I could manage.”
 
He keeps his eyes ahead as he says it, suddenly conscious of the expensive Range Rover parked behind them and the two men carrying his worn bags towards a building he knows looks exactly as cheap as it is.
 
Heath’s expression tightens slightly.
 
“You don’t have to explain yourself, Louis,” Heath says.
 
“I know,” Louis replies quietly. “I just don’t want you thinking I chose it because I like the decor.”
 
Scott lets out a quiet laugh. 
 
“Thank God for that. I was starting to question your judgement.”
 
A small smile pulls at Louis’s mouth as they continue towards the entrance.
 
As they reach the third level, an uneasy feeling begins to settle in Louis’s stomach. He fumbles with his keys as they approach his apartment, but before he can reach the door, he sees it.
 
The lock has been broken away from the frame.
 
Louis stops dead.
 
“Oh God,” he whispers, his stomach dropping.
 
He moves towards the door, but Heath catches his arm before he can push it open, immediately pulling him back.
 
“Absolutely not. You stay behind me,” Heath says, his voice low and commanding.
 
Louis looks up at him, startled by the sudden authority in his tone, but Heath has already stepped in front of him, placing himself between Louis and the damaged door.
 
“Scott, stay with him,” Heath orders.
 
“I’ve got him,” Scott replies, moving closer to Louis without hesitation.
 
Heath pushes the damaged door open carefully and steps inside, his entire demeanour shifting as he checks the apartment. Scott remains close beside Louis, one hand hovering near his back as they wait.
 
A few tense moments pass before Heath reappears.
 
“It’s clear,” he says, though the anger already settling across his features does little to reassure Louis.
 
The scene that greets them is devastating.
 
Louis’s apartment is completely trashed. His television lies smashed on the floor, the microwave is overturned, cupboard doors hang open and the contents of drawers have been emptied across the room. The couch has been ripped apart, and beyond it, Louis can see his mattress split open, stuffing spilling across the floor like snow.
 
Every corner of the small apartment reeks of chaos and violation.
 
“Fuck,” Scott mutters, his eyes sweeping across the destruction.
 
Louis steps inside slowly, his chest tightening as disbelief and guilt twist together in his stomach. He knew leaving the apartment empty for six months carried a risk, but seeing it like this is worse than anything he imagined.
 
Then one thought cuts through everything else.
 
The photos.
 
Louis moves further inside, his eyes immediately finding the section of flooring beneath which he hid the photographs of himself and his mum before leaving for the academy. Nothing around it appears disturbed.
 
Relief hits him hard.
 
At least they’re still there.
 
“We should call this in,” Heath says, his voice clipped and controlled as he surveys the damage.
 
“No, it’s fine. It’s my fault for leaving it empty,” Louis says quickly. “I’ll clean it up. I needed a new TV anyway.”
 
He tries to laugh, but the sound falls flat.
 
Heath and Scott exchange a look.
 
Neither of them finds it remotely funny.
 
“Thanks for the ride and for helping me upstairs,” Louis continues, desperately trying to recover some sense of normality. “Just… chuck the bags next to the door.”
 
Heath turns towards him.
 
“If you think we’re leaving you here,” he says, his voice low and unmistakably firm, “you’re wrong.”
 
Louis stares at him.
 
 “I’m… sorry?”
 
Scott steps beside Heath, his expression leaving little room for argument.
 
“You’re coming with us,” Scott says.
 
Louis opens his mouth, ready to protest, but nothing immediately comes out.
 
He looks around the apartment. At the shattered television, the overturned furniture, his belongings scattered across the floor. Everything he owns has been pulled apart by strangers, and suddenly, the thought of spending the night here alone feels very different from what he imagined only minutes ago.
 
“Five minutes,” Scott says. “Grab whatever you need. Only what you need.”
 
His gaze holds Louis’s.
 
“We’ll be in the car.”
 
Heath is already moving, gathering Louis’s bags as though the decision was made the moment they stepped through the door. Scott follows, pausing briefly beside Louis before heading towards the stairs.
 
Louis remains in the middle of the apartment for a moment, surrounded by the wreckage of the only home he has left.
 
Then he swallows and nods to himself.
 
For once, he doesn’t argue.
 
And for the first time in a very long time, he doesn’t have to figure out what comes next entirely on his own.
 
Louis watches Heath and Scott disappear down the stairs, neither of them looking back, already certain he will follow.
 
He hesitates, rooted in place. A flicker of embarrassment and confusion tightens in his chest, but beneath it, something colder begins to settle. The thought of being left here, alone in the wreckage of the only home he has, presses in hard and fast.
 
Louis turns back without another second’s thought. His hands shake slightly as he pulls up the loose floorboard and retrieves the photo albums hidden beneath it, the last real pieces he has of his mum. He slides them carefully into his bag, making sure they’re tucked safely beneath his clothes before taking one final look around the apartment.
 
His heart is racing by the time he pulls the damaged door closed behind him.
 
Then he hurries after Heath and Scott, moving faster than he has all day, driven by the quiet certainty that whatever this is, whatever they’re offering him, it feels safer than staying behind.
 
And for once, Louis doesn’t want to be alone.
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CHAPTER FIVE
 
Louis’s jaw drops the moment he steps into Heath and Scott’s penthouse apartment.
 
Even with his imagination running wild during the drive, he couldn’t have pictured anything this grand. Floor-to-ceiling windows stretch across the far side of the penthouse, framing a panoramic view of London, the city sprawling endlessly beneath them. The city lights glint against the glass towers in the distance and dances across the river below, leaving Louis simultaneously fascinated and slightly overwhelmed.
 
He quickly learns a few things.
 
Heath and Scott are obviously loaded.
 
And their penthouse is absolutely massive.
 
Louis can barely stop himself from staring as they show him around. The open living space alone feels bigger than his entire apartment, every room effortlessly luxurious without looking like anybody actually lives there. It’s warm, comfortable and surprisingly inviting, nothing like the cold, immaculate space Louis might have expected from the two intimidating men he knows from the academy.
Then they show him where he’ll be sleeping.
 
His bedroom is enormous, with its own bathroom and another incredible view across the city. Louis is fairly certain his entire apartment could fit inside it, and when Heath tells him to make himself at home and use whatever he needs, Louis can only nod, still trying to process how his day has somehow ended here.
 
But the penthouse isn’t the biggest surprise.
 
Somewhere during the tour, Louis learns that Heath and Scott aren’t just best friends, colleagues and apparently wealthy enough to live together in a penthouse overlooking London.
 
They’re a couple.
 
Louis actually stops walking when they tell him.
 
“You two are together?” he asks, looking between them.
 
Scott laughs at his expression. 
 
“Yep, have been for nine years.”
 
“Nine years?” Louis repeats, his eyes widening. “I had no idea.”
 
Heath smirks. 
“Clearly.”
 
Louis stares between them for another second, his brain seemingly needing time to catch up.
 
Heath and Scott are together.
 
Like, together together.
 
Louis has spent six months around them and somehow never realised either man is gay, let alone that they’ve been in a relationship with each other for nine years.
 
He tries not to look as surprised as he feels.
 
He also tries very hard not to acknowledge the immediate, completely unhelpful thought that they make an incredibly hot couple.
 
There’s an easy intimacy between them that Louis notices almost immediately. The casual touches as they pass one another, the familiar way they speak, the complete ease that comes from knowing someone inside and out. It brings with it an unexpected twinge of envy.
 
Not because Louis wants what they have with each other.
 
He just wonders what it must feel like to have something like that with someone.
 
After unpacking, showering and changing into comfortable sweats and a soft T-shirt, Louis eventually makes his way back towards the kitchen.
 
The space is enormous, bright and modern, with sleek marble countertops and a large island dominating the centre. Like almost everywhere else in the penthouse, the kitchen overlooks the city, offering another breathtaking view of London as the afternoon slowly begins to fade.
 
Heath and Scott are cooking dinner together, beers resting on the counter beside them. Just beyond the kitchen sits a sunken lounge filled with plush sofas and an enormous television, adding to the strange mixture of luxury and comfort that seems to fill every corner of their home.
 
“Have a nice shower?” Scott asks as Louis enters, his smile easy and warm.
 
“Yeah, thank you,” Louis replies shyly.
 
Scott’s grin widens as Heath stirs their dinner on the stove, the sight somehow domestic and grounding after the chaos of the day.
 
“Thank you for letting me stay,” Louis says, the words coming out faster than he intends. “I won’t intrude for long, just a few days. I’ll find somewhere else to stay tomorrow.”
 
Heath and Scott exchange a look over the kitchen island.
 
Louis catches it immediately.
 
“What?” he asks.
 
“Nothing,” Scott says, far too innocently.
 
Heath shakes his head, the hint of a smile pulling at his mouth. 
 
“Rookie, you’re not intruding. We’re happy to have you here.”
 
“You can stay as long as you need,” Scott adds easily. “Work’s five minutes away, the park’s right across the road, and you have a bedroom bigger than most London flats. You’re not exactly going to be desperate to leave.”
 
Louis gives a small, uncertain laugh, still not entirely convinced.
 
Heath opens the fridge, pulls out a beer and holds it towards him.
 
“Here. Have one and relax,” Heath says. “We’re not going to bite, and I’m not about to send you running laps around the park or bury you in extra training. You’re allowed to switch off now.”
 
Louis takes the beer with a shy smile, the warmth in his chest growing as he twists the cap from the bottle.
 
“Now, is stir-fry okay for dinner?” Scott asks, glancing over at him.
 
“Um… yeah, of course. But I’ll get my own food tomorrow,” Louis says quickly. “I won’t eat everything or drink all your stuff. I’ll pay my way.”
 
Heath stops stirring and looks at him.
 
“Shit, Rookie, lighten up,” he says, amusement pulling at his expression. “We don’t care about that stuff. Unless you eat Scott’s favourite ice cream. Even I wouldn’t survive that.”
 
“Correct,” Scott says solemnly.
 
Louis laughs quietly.
 
Heath smiles at the sound before turning his attention back to the stove, though some of the humour slowly fades from his expression.
 
“We’re just glad you’re safe. That’s all that matters,” Heath says, the humour slipping from his voice as something more serious takes its place.
 
Louis can hardly believe it. Heath and Scott, the two men who have made his last six months of training some of the hardest and most intense of his life, are being so kind. So… considerate.
 
It’s difficult to reconcile this version of Heath with the man who has spent months ordering extra laps, criticising every mistake and pushing Louis harder than anyone else. Yet here he is, cooking Louis dinner, giving him somewhere to stay and looking genuinely concerned about whether he feels safe.
 
Heath shifts his attention back to the stove, almost as though he’s uncomfortable with the seriousness of his own admission.
 
Louis senses the change and decides to break the tension.
 
“Okay, I won’t touch the ice cream then,” Louis says, smiling shyly.
 
“Smart choice,” Scott replies.
 
Heath chuckles, and just like that, some of the heaviness disappears.
 
Louis takes another sip of his beer, allowing himself to relax a little more. He still doesn’t quite know how he ended up here or why Heath and Scott seem so determined to look after him, but for tonight, he decides not to question it.
 
For once, someone else is worrying about whether he’s okay. And Louis has to admit, it feels nice.
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The next morning, Louis wakes before dawn, the city still cloaked in shadows beyond his bedroom windows. 
 
At five, he quietly slips out of bed and changes into his workout sweats, a simple T-shirt and his sneakers. He plugs in his earphones before carefully making his way out of the apartment, not wanting to wake Heath or Scott.
 
Even though he isn’t at the academy anymore, Louis wants to keep up his usual routine. After the whirlwind of the last two days, there’s something comforting about the familiarity and discipline of an early morning run.
 
The park is easy to find, just as Scott promised, only a short walk across the road. 
 
Louis starts to run, the crisp morning air biting at his cheeks as the quiet streets slowly begin to wake around him.
 
His life feels almost surreal.
 
In the space of two days, everything has changed. He’s officially a detective. He’s graduated at the top of his class and landed the position he’s dreamed about since he was six. His apartment has been broken into and almost everything inside it destroyed, yet somehow, he woke this morning feeling safer than he has in a long time.
 
Nothing truly irreplaceable was taken. The photographs of his mum are safe, tucked away with the rest of his belongings in Heath and Scott’s penthouse.
 
And, at least for now, Louis has somewhere safe to go back to.
 
As he settles into the rhythm of his run, his thoughts inevitably drift towards the two men still asleep upstairs.
 
Heath and Scott.
 
Together.
 
Even after finding out yesterday, Louis still finds the idea strangely fascinating. They make sense together in a way he hadn’t noticed before, the easy familiarity, the casual touches, the way they seem to understand each other without needing to speak.
 
And it certainly doesn’t help that they’re both ridiculously attractive.
 
Louis tries to push the thought aside and concentrates on his breathing instead.
 
He is living with them now, after all.
 
He knows he’ll have to navigate that awareness carefully. Still, he can’t deny the strange thrill of fascination and attraction that comes with knowing Heath and Scott are together.
 
Louis pushes through his usual eight kilometres, finishing in just under an hour. 
 
By the time he makes his way back to the apartment, it’s just past six. Sweat clings to his T-shirt and dampens his hair.
 
He steps inside expecting the apartment to still be quiet, but the moment he reaches the kitchen, he freezes.
 
Heath and Scott are
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