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[image: ]


Hayden

The alarm hit at 2:47 AM, and Hayden Cross was off his bunk before his brain caught up with his legs.

That was the trick of it. You trained your body to move before your mind had time to argue. Feet on the floor, turnout pants up, suspenders over shoulders, boots on, coat on, helmet in hand—all of it muscle memory so deep it lived in his bones. Twelve seconds. He'd timed himself once, back when he still cared about numbers. Now he just moved, because moving was the only thing that made sense when the world was screaming.

"Cross, Rhodes, DeSantis—Engine 4. Martinez, you're on Ladder 2." Captain Torres's voice cut through the bay like it always did, clean and flat and utterly devoid of the adrenaline that was already spiking through Hayden's bloodstream.

Hayden swung up into the rig and grabbed the bar overhead. Jamie Rhodes landed on the bench across from him three seconds later, still pulling his coat on, eyes bright even at three in the goddamn morning. Jamie always looked like that on a call—lit up, electric, like the alarm was a starting pistol and his whole body was built to run.

"Apartment fire," DeSantis said from the front, scanning the tablet. "Three-story walk-up on Millbrook. Caller says third floor, smoke visible from the street. Multiple residents unaccounted for."

"How many?" Hayden asked.

"At least four units on the third floor. Could be eight, ten people."

Hayden pulled his gloves on and didn't say anything else. The rig lurched forward, sirens splitting the night open, and he let the sound fill the space where his thoughts would've been.

He didn't think on the way to a call. That was another trick. Thinking was for after—for the quiet hours in the bay when the rigs were clean and the gear was hung and there was nothing left to do but sit with whatever you'd seen. On the way, there was only the weight of the coat on his shoulders, the smell of diesel and old smoke baked into the cab, and the steady, almost peaceful certainty that in a few minutes he'd be walking into a building that wanted to kill him.

He loved it. He'd never said that out loud—never would—but it was the truest thing about him. Not the fire. Not the danger. The clarity. Inside a burning building, there was no ambiguity. No gray area. No wondering whether he was enough or too much or not the right shape for the space he occupied. There was just the mission: get in, find them, bring them out. Everything else burned away.

The rig pulled up and Hayden was off the truck before it fully stopped.

The building was already showing. Orange glow in the third-floor windows, smoke pushing out from under the eaves in thick, lazy rolls that caught the streetlights and turned them amber. A woman in a bathrobe stood on the sidewalk screaming something in Spanish, pointing up, clutching a toddler against her chest.

"Third floor, northeast corner," Torres said, already on the radio with dispatch. "Cross, Rhodes—primary search, third floor. DeSantis, you're on the line. I want water on that northeast exposure in sixty seconds."

"Copy." Hayden pulled his mask on, cracked his regulator, and felt the first clean breath of bottled air fill his lungs. He looked at Jamie.

Jamie nodded once. Didn't need to say anything. They'd done this a hundred times—Hayden on point, Jamie behind him covering the search pattern, both of them moving through smoke and heat like they shared the same nervous system. It wasn't something they'd ever talked about. They just worked.

They went in through the front entrance. Stairwell was already thick with smoke—gray and acrid, visibility down to maybe three feet. Hayden took the stairs two at a time, one hand on the wall, the other holding the Halligan tool he'd grabbed off the rig. Behind him, Jamie's breathing was steady in his earpiece, calm and metered the way it always was when everything around them was chaos.

Second-floor landing. Clearer here—the fire was above them, pulling the smoke up. Hayden could feel the heat now, pressing down from the ceiling like a hand.

Third floor.

The hallway was black. Not dark—black. Zero visibility, the kind of darkness that had weight and texture and temperature. The heat was different here too. Not the dry, distant warmth of a fire two floors away but the close, wet, suffocating press of a fire that was right there, somewhere behind these walls, eating through the building's guts.

Hayden dropped to his knees and started crawling. Left hand on the wall, right hand sweeping the floor in wide arcs. Jamie was behind him, mirroring the pattern on the opposite side of the hallway.

First door. Hayden felt it with his glove, found the handle, pressed the back of his hand against it. Hot, but not blistering. He tried the knob. Locked.

One swing of the Halligan and the frame splintered.

"Fire department!" he shouted into the darkness. "Anyone in here?"

Nothing. He swept the apartment in ninety seconds—bedroom, bathroom, closet, under the bed, behind the couch. The training was so ingrained it was automatic: sweep low, check high, move fast, miss nothing. Empty.

Back to the hallway. Second door. Same drill. Also empty.

Third door.

The heat was worse here. Hayden could feel it through his gloves, through his coat, pressing against the facepiece of his mask. The fire was close—maybe in this unit, maybe in the one next to it. The smoke was rolling along the ceiling in black waves, and somewhere behind the wall he could hear the low, guttural roar of open flame chewing through structure.

He hit the door. It swung open on its own—not locked, not even latched. Bad sign. An open door meant airflow, and airflow meant the fire had a highway.

The living room was fully involved. Flames were crawling up the far wall and across the ceiling, bright orange and white at the base, the kind of heat that could flashover a room in seconds. Hayden didn't go in. He swept the threshold—nothing in the immediate area.

Then he heard it.

Thin. High. Barely audible over the fire and the static in his earpiece.

A kid.

"I've got a vocal," he said into the radio. "Third floor, unit 3C. Child. I'm going in."

"Cross, wait for a line—" Torres started.

Hayden was already moving.

He stayed low, below the thermal layer, where the air was still somewhere south of unbearable. The heat was immense—even through the gear, even through the hood and the mask and the coat rated for a thousand degrees, he could feel it trying to get in. His face was wet with sweat inside the mask. Every breath through the regulator tasted like rubber and adrenaline.

The crying was coming from the back. Bedroom. Hayden crawled past the burning living room, through a short hallway, and found the bedroom door closed. He pressed his hand to it—warm, but not dangerous. He pushed it open.

A boy. Maybe five, maybe six, curled in the corner between the bed and the wall, knees to his chest, face buried in a stuffed animal that was gray with smoke. His eyes were squeezed shut and he was crying in the thin, exhausted way kids cry when they've been at it too long and their body is running out of sound.

"Hey." Hayden pulled his mask to the side so the kid could see a human face, not a machine. "Hey, buddy. I got you. We're going out."

The kid didn't move. Didn't open his eyes.

Hayden scooped him up. One arm under his back, one under his knees, the Halligan hooked through his belt loop. The kid was light—too light, the kind of light that meant you hadn't been eating enough or sleeping enough or both. He buried his face in Hayden's neck and gripped the collar of his turnout coat with both fists.

"I've got the child," Hayden said into the radio. "Coming out through 3C, heading for the stairwell."

"Copy, Cross. Line is on the fire. Get out."

The living room was worse now. The ceiling was going—fire rolling across it in waves, chunks of drywall dropping, the roar so loud it drowned out everything except the kid's breathing against his neck and his own heartbeat in his ears. Hayden moved fast. Head down, shoulders hunched around the boy, one hand shielding the kid's face from the radiant heat.

The hallway was smokier than before. He could feel Jamie behind him without seeing him—just the pressure of another body in the dark, close enough to touch if he reached back.

"Right behind you," Jamie said in his earpiece, calm as a Sunday morning.

Stairwell. Down. Every step jarring, the kid clinging tighter with each one. Hayden's air was getting thin—he'd been in too long, pushed too hard, the way he always did. His regulator was complaining, that low steady beep that meant he had maybe five minutes of air left and should've been out ten minutes ago.

He ignored it. He always ignored it.

Ground floor. Front door. Night air hit him like a wall of cold water—forty degrees and damp, the most beautiful thing he'd ever felt. He blinked against the flashing lights, red and white strobing across the wet pavement, and walked the kid straight to the ambulance where two paramedics were already waiting.

He handed the boy over. The kid didn't let go of his coat at first—Hayden had to gently pry his fingers loose, one by one, and the boy's eyes finally opened and looked at him. Big, brown, terrified, grateful, all at once.

"You're okay," Hayden said. "You're out. You're safe."

The paramedic took over. Oxygen mask, blanket, vitals. The woman in the bathrobe was there now, screaming and crying and reaching for the boy, and Hayden stepped back to let the reunion happen without him in the middle of it.

He walked back to the rig, sat down on the running board, and pulled off his helmet and mask. The cold air hit his face and he closed his eyes.

The adrenaline was already fading. That was the part nobody told you about—the drop was worse than the spike. Your body spent twenty minutes running at maximum capacity, every system red-lined, every nerve firing, and then it just stopped. Crashed. Left you sitting on the side of a fire truck at three-thirty in the morning with your hands shaking and your chest hollow and the taste of smoke in the back of your throat.

Jamie sat down next to him.

Neither of them said anything for a while. That was the thing about Jamie—he knew when to fill silence and when to leave it alone. He was still in his gear, coat unzipped, face flushed from the heat, a streak of soot across his jaw. He was breathing hard but controlled, the way he always was, like even his body's involuntary functions were calibrated for maximum efficiency.

"Kid's good," Jamie said eventually. "Paramedics say smoke inhalation but nothing critical. Mom's with him."

Hayden nodded.

"Your alarm was going off in there," Jamie added. Casual. Like he was mentioning the weather.

"I heard it."

"You always hear it. You just don't give a shit."

"I had the kid."

"You had the kid because you went in before the line was set. Again." Jamie paused. "You know Torres is going to write you up."

"Torres can write me a love letter for all I care. The kid's breathing."

Jamie didn't push it. He never did—at least not about this. He'd said his piece a hundred times: You go in too hard, too fast, too deep, and one day you're not coming out. And Hayden had heard it a hundred times and filed it in the same place he filed everything that required him to consider his own mortality, which was a locked drawer in a room he didn't visit.

They sat there while the crews worked. Overhaul would take hours—pulling walls, checking for extension, making sure the fire was truly dead and not just hiding in the bones of the building. Hayden's shift wasn't over. It was never over when he wanted it to be.

But right now, sitting on the running board with Jamie's shoulder two inches from his, the cold air drying the sweat on his face, the kid alive and crying in his mother's arms—right now, the world was very simple. And simple was the only thing Hayden knew how to want.

* * *
[image: ]


They got back to the station at 5:15 AM. Hayden's body was running on fumes—the deep, cellular kind of exhaustion that no amount of coffee could fix, the kind that made your vision swim and your thoughts go soft at the edges.

He showered in the locker room. Let the water run as hot as it would go and stood under it until his skin was red and the smoke smell was gone from his hair. He pressed his forehead against the tile and breathed. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The way the department therapist had taught him in the one session he'd attended before deciding he'd rather rewire the kitchen at the station than talk about his feelings.

He toweled off and pulled on a clean t-shirt and sweatpants from his locker. The station was quiet now—the kind of quiet that only existed between four and six in the morning, when the night shift was winding down and the day shift hadn't started yet and the building felt like it was holding its breath.

Jamie was in the kitchen.

Of course Jamie was in the kitchen. Jamie was always in the kitchen after a bad call—not because he was hungry, but because he couldn't sit still and cooking was the only thing that kept his hands busy without looking like he was climbing the walls. He was scrambling eggs in the big cast-iron skillet that had been at Station 19 longer than any of them, his hair still damp from his own shower, wearing that faded green Henley that Hayden had once peeled off him with his teeth.

Hayden didn't think about that. Or he did, but briefly, the way you think about a match flaring—a bright flash of heat that came and went before you could hold it.

"Eggs?" Jamie asked without turning around.

"Yeah."

Hayden sat at the long table and watched Jamie cook. Watched the way his shoulders moved under the Henley. The way he cracked eggs one-handed—a stupid, unnecessary trick he'd learned from a YouTube video and now did every single time as if he'd invented the concept of efficiency. The way his forearms flexed when he worked the spatula, tendons shifting under smooth brown skin, and how the overhead fluorescent caught the fine hair on the back of his neck.

He needed to stop looking at Jamie Rhodes like this. In the station, under these lights, where anyone could walk in and see the way Hayden's gaze tracked every movement like a scope finding its target. This was where they were coworkers. Brothers. Firefighters who trusted each other with their lives. That was the line, and it was clean, and it worked.

And then Jamie turned around with two plates and smiled at him—that easy, lopsided, infuriating smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes—and Hayden felt the line blur the way it always did. Not erased. Not crossed. Just... soft. Negotiable. The kind of line you could step over if you were willing to pretend you hadn't.

They ate in silence. The eggs were good—Jamie put hot sauce and cheese in his, the way Hayden liked them, without being asked. That was such a small thing. Such a nothing thing. And it hit Hayden harder than the fire had.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it.

It buzzed again.

He pulled it out. Group text from Torres: Joint training exercise with Station 7 next week. Lt. Drew Liu coordinating. Schedule to follow.

Hayden stared at the name. Drew Liu. He'd met the guy twice—once at a mutual aid call six weeks ago, once at a department fundraiser. Both times, Hayden had walked away feeling like he'd been scanned by something he couldn't see. Like Drew had looked at him and filed away information Hayden hadn't consented to share.

"You see Torres's text?" Jamie asked, mouth full.

"Yeah."

"Drew Liu. He's the new lieutenant at 7, right? Transferred from the Southside?"

"Yeah."

"I've heard he's good. Like, freaky good. Calm under pressure in a way that makes other calm people look like they're panicking." Jamie took another bite. "Should be interesting."

Hayden grunted and pocketed his phone.

"You met him?" Jamie pressed.

"Couple times."

"And?"

"And what?"

"What's he like?"

Hayden thought about it. Thought about the way Drew Liu had stood at the edge of a structure fire, hands clasped behind his back, and calmly directed four crews without ever raising his voice. The way he'd turned to Hayden afterward and said, simply, Good work in there, and Hayden had felt it land somewhere deep in his chest, in a place that didn't usually respond to words.

"Intense," Hayden said.

Jamie raised an eyebrow. "Coming from you, that's really saying something."

Hayden finished his eggs, rinsed his plate, and set it in the drying rack. Jamie was watching him the way Jamie always watched him—openly, without apology, like Hayden was a puzzle he was working on and he didn't care if Hayden knew it.

"I'm going to rack out for a couple hours," Hayden said.

"Cool."

He was at the doorway when Jamie's voice caught him.

"Hey, Cross."

He turned.

Jamie was leaning against the counter, arms folded, that damn smile smaller now, quieter, meant for just the two of them.

"Good grab tonight. The kid."

Something in Hayden's chest shifted. A tectonic thing, slow and massive and completely invisible from the surface.

"Yeah," he said. "Thanks."

He went to the bunk room, lay down on the thin mattress, and stared at the ceiling. The alarm could go off again at any moment. It always could. That was the rhythm of this life—you existed in the spaces between emergencies, caught your breath in stolen minutes, and when the bell hit, you moved.

He pulled out his phone and opened his text thread with Jamie. Scrolled past the last week of messages—logistics, mostly. Your place or mine. Door's unlocked. Can't tonight. Tomorrow.

He typed: Off at 7. Yours or mine?

The reply came in eight seconds: Mine. Door's unlocked.

Hayden locked his phone, set it on his chest, and closed his eyes.

Five hours until he could touch him. Five hours of pretending the line was solid. Five hours between this alarm and the next.

He could wait.

He was good at waiting. It was the only thing he was good at, besides going into buildings that were trying to kill him and coming out alive.

But lately—lately, with Jamie's smile burned into the backs of his eyelids and Drew Liu's voice lodged somewhere between his ribs like shrapnel he couldn't reach—lately, the waiting was starting to feel like its own kind of fire.

And Hayden Cross had never been good at not walking into those.
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Jamie

Jamie Rhodes had exactly two hours between the end of his shift and the sound of Hayden Cross's boots on his stairs, and he used every minute of them pretending he wasn't counting.

He showered. Twice, technically—once at the station and once at home, because station showers only got you clean enough to pass a smell test, not clean enough for what was coming. He used the good soap, the cedar and bergamot one he'd bought at the farmer's market and kept hidden under his sink because it cost fourteen dollars a bar and owning it made him feel like someone who had his life together, which was a fantasy he enjoyed maintaining.

He tidied the apartment. Not because it was messy—Jamie was constitutionally incapable of living in mess, a trait his mother credited to good upbringing and his therapist credited to a need for control—but because tidying gave his hands something to do that wasn't checking his phone.

He checked his phone anyway.

No new texts. The last message in their thread sat there, simple and loaded: Mine. Door's unlocked.

Three words. That was all it ever took. Three words and Hayden would show up at his door smelling like smoke and exhaustion, and Jamie would let him in, and for an hour—sometimes two, never more—the thing between them would exist in the open. In the dark of Jamie's bedroom, with the door locked and the blinds drawn, they could be whatever this was. And then Hayden would pull on his pants and leave, and they'd go back to being coworkers who sat too close at the kitchen table and didn't talk about it.

It was a good arrangement. Simple. Clean. No feelings, no complications, no conversations about what it meant or where it was going.

Jamie hated it.

He hated it the way you hated a drug that was slowly killing you but that you couldn't stop taking because the high was the only thing that made you feel alive. He hated the rules—his rules, technically, though Hayden had adopted them with the grim efficiency of a man who'd been looking for an excuse not to feel things. No talking about it at the station. No staying the night. No calling it anything.

Three months of this. Three months of Hayden showing up at his door with that thousand-yard stare he got after bad calls, and Jamie opening it, and their hands finding each other in the dark like they'd been doing this forever. Three months of Jamie's bed smelling like Hayden's skin—sweat and soap and something underneath that was just him, warm and male and so specific that Jamie could pick it out of a lineup blindfolded.

Three months of watching Hayden leave.

Jamie straightened the pillows on his couch, moved a stack of medical journals from the coffee table to the bookshelf, and told himself for the four hundredth time that he was fine with the arrangement. That he was an adult who could handle casual. That the tight, scraped-out feeling in his chest when Hayden's truck pulled out of the parking lot was just the adrenaline crash catching up with him.

He was a paramedic. He knew what adrenaline crashes felt like.

This wasn't that.

* * *
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The knock came at 7:22 PM—not on the door, because Jamie had left it unlocked, but on the doorframe. A single rap of knuckles. Hayden's way of announcing himself, because Hayden Cross would walk into a burning building without hesitation but apparently needed to knock before entering the apartment of a man whose dick he'd had in his mouth forty-eight hours ago.

Jamie was in the kitchen, pouring whiskey into two glasses he'd set out an hour ago. "It's open," he called, even though Hayden already knew that, and the entire exchange was a ritual they performed every time as if the predictability of it made it less terrifying.

The door opened. Closed. The deadbolt turned—Hayden always locked it behind him, which was either a safety habit or a way of sealing them inside whatever this was, and Jamie chose not to examine which.

Hayden appeared in the kitchen doorway.

He looked like hell. The good kind—the kind that made Jamie's mouth go dry and his pulse kick up and every rational thought in his head short-circuit. Hayden had showered, but his dark hair was still damp, pushed back from his face in a way that exposed the sharp line of his jaw and the shadow of stubble he hadn't bothered to shave. He was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt that fit too well, stretched across his chest and shoulders in a way that should've been illegal. His eyes—gray, always gray, the color of smoke before it thickened—were heavy with exhaustion and something else. Something that looked a lot like hunger.

"Hey," Hayden said.

"Hey."

Jamie held out the whiskey. Hayden took it, drained half in one swallow, and set the glass on the counter. His eyes didn't leave Jamie's face.

"Bad one tonight," Jamie said. Not a question.

"Kid was maybe five."

"I know. I triaged him at the ambulance."

"He's okay?"

"Smoke inhalation. He'll be fine. Mom was with him when they transported."

Hayden nodded. Some of the tension in his shoulders released—not all of it, never all of it, but enough that Jamie could see the man underneath the armor.

"You went in before the line was set," Jamie said, because he couldn't help himself. Because it was the one thing he always said, the one piece of honesty he allowed himself in this arrangement that was supposed to be about bodies and nothing else.

"Don't."

"Torres is going to—"

"Jamie." Hayden's voice dropped. Not angry. Just done. The sound of a man who'd already had this conversation with himself and lost. "I didn't come here to talk about the call."

Jamie knew that. Of course he knew that. Hayden never came here to talk. That was the whole architecture of this thing—they didn't talk, they didn't name it, they didn't pretend it was anything more than two men burning off the residue of a job that tried to eat them alive. Sex as decompression. Orgasms as occupational therapy.

And it worked. It did. Jamie wasn't going to pretend the sex was anything less than extraordinary. Hayden Cross fucked the way he fought fires—focused, relentless, thorough, with an intensity that bordered on devotion. He gave everything. He noticed everything. He paid attention to Jamie's body the way he paid attention to a burning building—reading the signs, anticipating what was needed, adjusting in real time.

It was just that afterward, he left. Every time. Like clockwork. Like the sex was a controlled burn and the containment protocol required him to be out the door within twenty minutes of the last aftershock.

Jamie set his own glass down.

"Okay," he said. "So why did you come here?"

It was a stupid question. Rhetorical. Performative. The kind of question you asked when you already knew the answer and wanted to hear it out loud anyway, because you were a masochist who got off on the space between what Hayden said and what Hayden meant.

Hayden crossed the kitchen in two steps.

His hand came up to Jamie's jaw—big, rough, calloused from the Halligan and the hose and the thousand pieces of equipment he'd gripped hard enough to save people's lives. He held Jamie's face like he was something fragile and important, which was the most honest thing Hayden ever did, and he did it without a single word.

Jamie's breath caught. It always did. Three months of this and the touch still hit like a defibrillator—a sharp, electric jolt that reset his entire system and left him running on nothing but want.

Hayden kissed him.

Not gentle. Not tentative. Not the careful, testing kiss of two people who didn't know each other yet. This was a mouth-open, hand-in-his-hair, back-against-the-counter kiss. The kind of kiss that Hayden only gave after the really bad calls—the ones where he'd gone in too deep and come out too close to empty and needed to feel something that wasn't fire and failure. He kissed Jamie like he was trying to crawl inside him, like Jamie's mouth was the only source of oxygen in a room full of smoke.

Jamie grabbed the front of Hayden's shirt and pulled. They hit the counter and something rattled—the whiskey glass, the bottle, he didn't care—and then Hayden's hands were on his hips, lifting him, and Jamie went up without thinking because his body trusted Hayden's hands more than it trusted gravity.

He sat on the counter with Hayden between his legs, their mouths still locked together, Hayden's fingers digging into his thighs hard enough to leave marks. Jamie wrapped his legs around Hayden's waist and pulled him closer, tighter, until there was nothing between them but fabric and heat and the impossible fact that this was supposed to be casual.

Hayden broke the kiss long enough to drag his mouth down Jamie's neck. Bit the spot below his ear that made Jamie's spine arch. Sucked a mark into the hollow of his throat—low enough to hide under a collar, because they always hid under collars, because the rules.

"Fuck," Jamie breathed. His head fell back against the cabinet and his hands found the hem of Hayden's shirt, pulling it up, needing skin. Hayden leaned back just enough to let him strip it off and then he was right there again, all that bare chest and shoulders and the sleeve tattoo that Jamie had traced with his tongue so many times he could draw it from memory. Dark ink on tanned skin. Names and dates and flames rendered in the kind of brutal, beautiful detail that meant they mattered.

Jamie ran his hands down Hayden's chest. Felt the muscles tighten under his palms. Felt the ridges of his abs, the trail of dark hair below his navel, the sharp cut of his hipbones above the waistband of his jeans. Hayden's skin was hot—always hot, like the fires he walked into had left their temperature inside him.

"Off," Jamie said, pulling at his own shirt, and Hayden helped—tugged it over his head and tossed it somewhere behind him, and then they were skin to skin, chest to chest, and the sound Jamie made was involuntary and embarrassing and he didn't care because Hayden's hands were sliding up his bare back and pulling him to the edge of the counter and grinding against him with a slow, deliberate roll of his hips that turned Jamie's brain to static.

"Bed," Jamie managed.

"Not yet."

"Hayden—"

"Not yet." Hayden dropped to his knees.

The floor was linoleum and cold and probably murder on Hayden's joints after a twenty-four-hour shift, but Hayden didn't seem to notice or care, because Hayden Cross on a mission was a force of nature that didn't acknowledge minor inconveniences like physical discomfort. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of Jamie's sweats and pulled them down in one smooth motion, and Jamie lifted his hips to help, and then he was sitting on his kitchen counter in nothing but boxer briefs with Hayden Cross kneeling between his legs looking up at him like he was the only thing in the world worth paying attention to.

"Jesus," Jamie whispered.

Hayden's mouth was on his inner thigh. Slow, open-mouthed, dragging, the scrape of stubble against sensitive skin sending sparks up Jamie's spine. He worked his way up—unhurried, methodical, kissing and biting and sucking bruises into the soft skin that no one ever saw, that existed only in this space, between these two people, in the hours between alarms.

Jamie's hand went to Hayden's hair. Gripped. Not pulling—guiding, directing, a wordless negotiation that they'd figured out weeks ago and didn't need to discuss. Hayden responded to touch the way he responded to dispatch calls—immediately, completely, without hesitation.

Hayden mouthed him through the cotton. Jamie's hips jerked. His cock was hard, straining against the thin fabric, and Hayden's mouth was hot and wet and right there and it was torture in the best possible way. Hayden liked this part—liked the tease, liked making Jamie lose his composure piece by piece, liked the sounds Jamie made when he was trying to hold it together and failing.

"Hayden, come on—"

"I like hearing you say my name."

That was the thing about Hayden. He never talked about feelings. Never named what was between them. Never stayed after. But in these moments—on his knees, with his hands on Jamie's thighs and his mouth doing devastating things—he'd say something like that, and Jamie's whole chest would crack open.

Hayden pulled the briefs down. Jamie's cock sprang free, hard and flushed, and Hayden looked at it the way he looked at everything he intended to give his full attention to—with focus, with intent, with the absolute certainty of a man who knew exactly what he was going to do and was going to do it thoroughly.

He licked a slow stripe from base to tip. Jamie's thigh muscles clenched. Then Hayden took him in—no teasing, no preamble, just his mouth sinking down until Jamie felt the back of his throat, wet and tight and impossibly good.

"Oh, fuck—"

Jamie's hand tightened in Hayden's hair. His other hand gripped the edge of the counter so hard his knuckles went white. Hayden worked him with a rhythm that was almost cruel in its precision—slow on the pull-off, fast on the sink-down, his tongue doing things that Jamie was fairly sure constituted a violation of several laws of physics.

Hayden's hands were on his hips, holding him in place, thumbs pressing into the hollows of his hip bones. Not gentle. Possessive. Like he was claiming this territory, marking it with pressure and purpose and the kind of single-minded focus that made Jamie feel like the center of the known universe.

Jamie let himself be loud. He'd learned early that Hayden responded to sound—that every moan, every curse, every broken version of his name pushed Hayden deeper, harder, more. Jamie wasn't performing. He couldn't have been quiet if he'd tried. Hayden's mouth was a force of nature and Jamie's body was an instrument it was playing with ruthless skill.

"Hayden—God—right there, don't stop, don't stop—"

Hayden didn't stop.

Jamie came hard enough to see white. His back arched off the cabinet, his thighs clamped against Hayden's shoulders, and he made a sound that was somewhere between a moan and a shout and would've embarrassed him if he had a single functioning brain cell, which he did not. Hayden swallowed all of it—took it like he took everything, completely and without hesitation—and worked him through the aftershocks until Jamie was shaking and oversensitive and pushing weakly at his shoulders.

Hayden pulled off. Wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Looked up at Jamie with those gray eyes, dark now, pupils blown, a flush across his cheekbones that had nothing to do with fire.

Jamie slid off the counter on legs that barely worked. His hands went to Hayden's belt, fingers clumsy with the buckle, and Hayden stood and let him. Jamie stripped the belt free, popped the button, dragged the zipper down, and got his hand inside.

Hayden's breath hitched. A small thing—barely audible—but Jamie caught it because he caught everything, because noticing people was his superpower and his curse.

"Bed," Jamie said again, and this time Hayden didn't argue.

They made it down the hallway in a tangle of hands and mouths and half-removed clothing. Hayden kicked his jeans off at the bedroom door. Jamie pulled him onto the bed and rolled on top of him, straddling his hips, pinning him down with his weight.

This was the part Hayden never expected. For all his dominance, his control, his first-one-in-last-one-out mentality, Hayden went still when Jamie put him on his back. Not passive—waiting. Like he was holding his breath to see what Jamie would do with the power. Like being held down was the one thing he wanted and the last thing he'd ever ask for.

Jamie kissed him. Slower this time, deeper, tasting himself in Hayden's mouth and not caring. He rocked his hips down against Hayden's cock—hard, leaking, pressed between their bodies—and Hayden groaned into the kiss. A real sound. Raw. Unpracticed. The sound of a man who spent twenty-four hours a day in control and was finally letting the walls crack.

Jamie reached between them. Wrapped his hand around Hayden and stroked—slow, firm, twisting at the head the way he'd learned made Hayden's breath stutter. Hayden's hands gripped the sheets. His hips pushed up into Jamie's fist.

"Look at me," Jamie said.

Hayden's eyes opened. Gray, blown dark, vulnerable in a way that Hayden would deny if Jamie ever named it. But Jamie saw it. Jamie always saw it. Behind the armor and the dry humor and the I'm fine reflex that fooled everyone else, there was a man who was starving for something he didn't know how to ask for.

Jamie held his gaze and stroked him faster. Hayden's jaw tightened. His abs clenched. His breathing went ragged—short, sharp inhales through his nose, the way he breathed in a fire when the air was running out and he was refusing to stop.

"Let go," Jamie murmured. "I've got you."

Hayden came. Not quietly—his back arched off the mattress, his hand shot up and grabbed the back of Jamie's neck, and he made a sound that Jamie wanted to bottle and keep on his nightstand. A broken, gutted sound. The sound of relief. Of surrender. Of a man who spent his whole life holding the line finally letting someone else hold him.

Jamie worked him through it. Felt the pulse and throb of it against his palm, felt Hayden's body shake, felt the grip on his neck tighten and then release. Hayden's eyes squeezed shut. His chest heaved.

Jamie kissed his forehead. His temple. The corner of his jaw. The line of his throat where his pulse was hammering.

"Hey," Jamie said softly. "You're here."

Hayden's hand was still on his neck. His thumb moved in a small, unconscious circle against Jamie's skin. It was the most tender thing Hayden had ever done, and Jamie was almost certain he didn't know he was doing it.

They lay there. Two minutes. Three. The silence was warm and full and Jamie could feel Hayden's heartbeat slowing under his palm. This was the moment—the eye of the storm, the brief, impossible window where Hayden was open and present and there in a way he never was with his clothes on. Jamie lived for this moment. Planned for it. Built his entire week around the possibility of it.

And then—like always, like clockwork, like the most predictable heartbreak in the world—Hayden's body shifted.

It was small. A tensing of the muscles in his shoulders. A slight turn of his head. The beginning of the sequence Jamie knew by heart: tense, turn, sit up, reach for pants, pull them on, mumble something about an early shift, and leave.

Jamie felt it happening and did what he always did.

Nothing.

He rolled off. Lay on his back. Stared at the ceiling while Hayden sat up and swung his legs off the bed. Listened to the rustle of denim, the clink of the belt, the quiet zip that sounded, in the silence of the bedroom, like a door closing.

"I've got an early shift," Hayden said.

"I know."

Hayden stood. Pulled his shirt on. Paused in the doorway the way he always did—hand on the frame, half-turned, like he was going to say something. He never did. But he always paused, and Jamie always watched, and the four seconds of that pause were the closest they ever came to honesty.

"See you at the station," Hayden said.

"Yeah. See you."

The front door opened. Closed. The deadbolt didn't turn this time—Hayden only locked it on the way in, never on the way out, and there was probably a metaphor in that but Jamie was too tired to find it.

He lay in the dark and listened to Hayden's truck start in the parking lot. The engine idled. Sat there. Jamie counted the seconds—one, two, three, four, five, six—and on seven, the truck pulled away.

He'd sat there longer tonight. Usually it was three seconds, maybe four. Tonight it was seven.

Jamie closed his eyes and tried to turn that into something that didn't mean what he wanted it to mean.

He failed.

He pulled the pillow next to him closer. It smelled like Hayden—smoke and cedar and clean sweat and that specific, indefinable warmth that was just Hayden—and Jamie pressed his face into it and breathed.

He thought about the rules. No talking about it at the station. No staying the night. No calling it anything.

He thought about the way Hayden's thumb had traced circles on the back of his neck. The way his voice had cracked on that broken sound when he came. The way he'd paused in the doorway for four full seconds and looked at Jamie like he was trying to memorize something he was about to lose.

Jamie thought about all of that, and then he thought about a name he'd heard today, a name that had sat in his brain since Torres's text and hadn't left, buzzing like a low-frequency hum he couldn't locate: Drew Liu.

He's the new lieutenant at 7. Transferred from the Southside.

Intense, Hayden had said. Like that was all there was to say. But Hayden's voice had done something when he said it—a slight tightening, a barely perceptible shift in register, the vocal equivalent of a man bracing himself against a wall he didn't expect to be there.

Jamie had noticed. Jamie always noticed.

He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. The apartment was quiet. The bed was cooling where Hayden had been. Tomorrow, Jamie would go to the station and sit across from Hayden at the kitchen table and they'd eat eggs and not talk about what they were doing and the line would be clean and solid and real again.

But tonight—tonight, in the dark, with Hayden's scent on his sheets and Hayden's thumbprint still warm on the back of his neck—Jamie let himself feel the thing he'd been outrunning for weeks.

He was in love with Hayden Cross.

He was in love with a man who showed up at his door smelling like smoke and left before the sweat dried and couldn't say stay if his life depended on it.

And somewhere across the city, there was a lieutenant named Drew Liu who'd made Hayden pause long enough to use the word intense, and who'd made Jamie's own pulse kick when he treated a minor burn on a forearm and looked into a pair of dark, steady eyes that seemed to see right through him.

Jamie pulled the pillow closer and didn't sleep for a long time.
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Chapter Three
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Hayden

The joint training exercise was scheduled for a Tuesday, which meant Hayden had six days to not think about Drew Liu.

He failed on day one.

It started small—a flicker of memory during a morning workout, somewhere between his third set of pull-ups and his fourth. Drew's voice at that mutual aid call six weeks ago, low and even, cutting through the chaos like a blade through smoke: Pull your crews back to the Alpha side. I need a ventilation team on the roof in sixty seconds. No shouting. No adrenaline-fueled barking. Just a man who expected to be obeyed and was.

Hayden had watched him command that scene the way you watched someone do the thing they were born to do—with a mix of admiration and unease, because excellence in another person always made him aware of his own rough edges.

He cranked out two more pull-ups and dropped from the bar. Wiped his face with his shirt and told himself the heat in his chest was from the workout.

By day three, it had graduated from flickers to full scenes. Drew at the department fundraiser, standing at the edge of the room with a beer he barely drank, watching the crowd with the relaxed alertness of a man who was always calculating exits. Hayden had ended up next to him at the bar—not on purpose, or at least not consciously. They'd talked for maybe ten minutes. Small talk, mostly. Station politics. The new SCBA units that everyone hated. The kind of conversation two firefighters had when they didn't know each other well enough for anything deeper.

But then Drew had asked, "How long have you been going in first?" and the question had landed differently than it should have. Not like a casual inquiry. Like a diagnosis.

Hayden had said, "Since my probie year."

Drew had said, "That's a long time to be the first one through the door."

And Hayden had said, "Somebody has to be," and Drew had looked at him—really looked, with those dark, steady eyes that seemed to process information on a frequency Hayden couldn't detect—and said, simply, "Sure. But it doesn't always have to be you."

Nobody had ever said that to him before. Not Torres, who'd given up trying to rein him in. Not Jamie, who'd accepted it as an immutable fact of Hayden's personality. Not any of the guys he'd served with over eight years who'd come to treat Hayden's recklessness as a feature rather than a bug—that's just Cross, first one in, last one out, fucking lunatic.

Drew Liu had said it like it was obvious. Like the idea of Hayden not constantly throwing himself into the worst possible situation was a reasonable suggestion and not a fundamental restructuring of his entire identity.

It had pissed him off. And it had stayed with him. And those were two things that didn't usually happen together.

By day five, Hayden was actively irritated with himself. He lay in Jamie's bed at two in the morning—he'd broken his own rule and stayed past the twenty-minute window, though he told himself it was because the sex had been particularly good and his legs weren't working—and stared at the shadow patterns on the ceiling while Jamie slept beside him, one arm thrown over Hayden's stomach, breathing slow and warm against his shoulder.

He should've been thinking about Jamie. About the way Jamie had looked underneath him an hour ago, flushed and wrecked and beautiful, saying Hayden's name like it was the only word he knew. About the way Jamie's hand had found his in the dark afterward and held it, just held it, and Hayden had let him for thirty seconds before he'd rolled away and started the leaving sequence.

He was thinking about Drew Liu.

Not in a sexual way. Or not only in a sexual way. Hayden wasn't naive enough to pretend the attraction wasn't there—Drew was objectively striking, tall and broad-shouldered with the kind of quiet physical authority that came from competence rather than vanity. But it was more than that. It was the unsettling feeling that Drew had seen something in their ten-minute conversation that Hayden had spent years hiding.

He extracted himself from Jamie's arm, got dressed in the dark, and drove home at three AM.

* * *
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Tuesday.

Station 19's apparatus bay had been reconfigured for the training exercise—bunting and barriers and portable smoke machines turning the familiar space into a simulation maze. The department used these exercises to test inter-station coordination, and Torres had been talking it up all week: Lieutenant Liu runs a tight ship. Pay attention. Learn something.

Hayden arrived early because he always arrived early. He suited up slowly, methodically, checking each piece of gear the way he checked it before a real call—mask seal, regulator flow, PASS device, gloves. The routine was meditative. Calming. It was the one part of the job that never surprised him.

"Morning."

Hayden turned.

Drew Liu stood at the bay door in Station 7 turnout pants and a department t-shirt, a clipboard in one hand, a radio in the other. He was taller than Hayden remembered—six-two, maybe six-three—with a lean, solid build that suggested he'd earned his muscle through work rather than a gym. Dark hair, cut short on the sides, longer on top. Clean jaw. Eyes that were almost black in the fluorescent light, set in a face that gave away absolutely nothing.

"Lieutenant," Hayden said.

"Drew." A correction, not an invitation. Just a statement of fact. "We're training, not running a scene. First names are fine."

"Drew, then."

Drew looked at him. That same look from the fundraiser—calm, assessing, unhurried. Like he had all the time in the world and intended to use it understanding exactly what he was seeing.

"You're suited up early," Drew observed.

"Force of habit."

"Good habit." Drew checked something on his clipboard. "I've got you paired with me for the close-quarters rescue sim. That work for you?"

"You're running the exercise and doing the sim?"

"I like to be hands-on." Drew said it without inflection, without double meaning, without the faintest suggestion that the words could be read any way other than professionally. And yet.

"Works for me," Hayden said.

The rest of the crews trickled in over the next half hour. Station 7 sent eight, Station 19 had ten—a full complement for a training day. Jamie arrived with DeSantis and Martinez, laughing about something, his gear bag over one shoulder, and Hayden watched him scan the bay until his eyes found Hayden and then, half a second later, Drew.

Jamie's expression didn't change. He was too good for that—too practiced at hiding the currents that ran underneath his easy, approachable surface. But his gaze lingered on Drew for a beat longer than necessary, and when he crossed the bay to drop his gear, his path took him closer to Drew than it needed to.

"Lieutenant Liu," Jamie said, offering his hand. "Jamie Rhodes. Paramedic, Engine 4."

"Drew." Same correction. Same tone. He shook Jamie's hand and held it for exactly the right amount of time—not too long, not too short. "You're dual-certified? Fire and EMS?"

"Yeah. Started as a medic, crossed over three years ago."

"Useful combination." Drew's eyes moved from Jamie to Hayden and back. Something flickered there—recognition, maybe. The same way a paramedic recognized a symptom before the patient knew they were sick. "You two work the same rig?"

"Same engine," Jamie said. "Different assignments sometimes, but yeah. We're usually together."

We're usually together. Hayden heard it the way Drew heard it—as a simple professional fact that carried just enough weight to suggest it was something more. Jamie didn't mean it that way. Or maybe he did. With Jamie, the line between accidental and deliberate was always blurry.

Drew nodded. "Good. Strong partnerships are the backbone of this job." He turned to address the full group, and just like that, the moment was over.

* * *
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The briefing was efficient. Drew ran it the way Hayden would've expected—clear, structured, no wasted words. The scenario: simulated apartment building, multiple victims, low visibility, structural hazards. Teams would rotate through the maze in pairs, locate and extract the rescue mannequins, and be scored on speed, communication, and adherence to safety protocols.

"Two things I care about," Drew said, standing at the front of the bay with his clipboard abandoned and his hands behind his back in that military-adjacent stance that somehow looked natural on him. "Communication and trust. You're going to be in the dark with your partner. Visibility zero. You won't be able to see each other, and your radio may cut out. In that situation, the only thing keeping you both alive is your trust in the person next to you and your ability to talk to each other." His eyes swept the group. Landed on Hayden for a fraction of a second. "If you can't do those two things, nothing else matters."

Hayden felt something tighten in his chest. Not disagreement—recognition. He was, by every metric that mattered, excellent at firefighting and terrible at both of those things.

The first few rotations went smoothly. Hayden watched from the sideline as pairs entered the maze, their radio chatter filling the bay—callouts, position reports, the steady back-and-forth of two people navigating darkness together. Torres was taking notes. Drew was watching, arms crossed, his focus absolute.

Jamie went through with DeSantis. They were good—Jamie's voice on the radio calm and precise, his callouts crisp. Hayden could hear him guiding DeSantis through the maze with the kind of patient, detailed communication that made Jamie exceptional in the field. "Left turn in three steps. Low clearance ahead, duck. I've got contact with the victim on my right side, two o'clock."

When Jamie emerged from the maze, flushed and smiling, he caught Hayden's eye and gave him a thumbs-up. Hayden nodded. Didn't smile. Not because he didn't want to—because Drew was watching.

"Cross." Drew appeared at his shoulder. "We're up."

They walked to the entrance of the maze together. The portable smoke machines had filled the space with a thick, acrid haze that wasn't quite real smoke but was close enough to reduce visibility to about six inches. Hayden pulled his mask down over his face and clicked his regulator on. Beside him, Drew did the same.

"Standard two-person search pattern," Drew said, his voice slightly muffled by the mask. "Left-hand wall. I'll lead, you search. Call out everything—obstacles, changes in floor level, heat indicators. If you lose contact with me, stop and call. Don't advance alone."

"Copy."

"One more thing." Drew's hand landed on Hayden's shoulder. Not heavy. Not aggressive. Just there—a point of contact, warm and solid through the turnout coat. "In here, I've got you. All you have to do is trust the line. Understood?"

Hayden looked at him through the facepiece. Drew's eyes were steady behind his own mask—dark, calm, absolutely certain. There was nothing in his expression that suggested this was about anything other than the training exercise. And yet Hayden's skin prickled under the weight of that hand and his heart did something it had no business doing on a Tuesday morning in a simulation maze.

"Understood," he said.

They went in.

The darkness was immediate and total. The smoke machines had done their job—Hayden couldn't see his own hand in front of his face, let alone Drew. But he could feel him. Drew's left hand was on the wall, his right maintaining contact with Hayden's shoulder in a grip that was firm enough to be felt through all the layers of turnout gear.

They moved slowly. Drew set the pace—deliberate, measured, nothing wasted. His callouts were constant: "Wall continues left. Doorway in two steps. Door open, swings inward." His voice in Hayden's earpiece was low and even, the kind of voice that made you believe nothing bad could happen as long as it kept talking.

Hayden searched. Right hand sweeping the floor in wide arcs, left hand following Drew's lead. He found furniture—a table, knocked on its side. A chair. The simulation designers had scattered debris to make the search harder, and Hayden's hands cataloged each piece automatically, filing it away, building a mental map of the space the way he did in every real fire he'd ever worked.

"Obstacle," Hayden called. "Table, overturned, blocking the right side of the hallway."

"Copy. Can you get around it?"

"Going over."

He climbed over the table. Drew's hand left his shoulder for two seconds—the longest two seconds of the exercise so far—and then it was back, finding him in the dark with an accuracy that suggested Drew had been tracking his position through sound and spatial awareness alone.

"Got you," Drew said quietly.

Something about the way he said it—casual, almost offhand, like keeping track of Hayden in total darkness was the easiest thing he'd ever done—made Hayden's throat tight.

They cleared the first room. Second room. Drew's hand stayed on his shoulder, a constant point of contact that Hayden found himself leaning into without deciding to. It wasn't a conscious thing—his body just responded to the pressure the way a plant responded to sunlight, turning toward it, orienting around it.

Third room. Hayden's hand found the mannequin—a hundred-and-eighty-pound dead weight dressed in civilian clothes, slumped against the far wall.

"Contact," he said. "Victim, far wall, three o'clock. Unresponsive."

"Good. Extraction position. I'll take the shoulders, you take the legs."

They worked the mannequin out together. In a real fire, this would be the hardest part—dead weight in zero visibility with the clock running and the building dying around you. In the simulation, it was controlled but still physically brutal. Hayden's muscles burned. His breathing was loud in his mask.

Drew moved with him. Synchronized. Adjusting his pace to Hayden's, calling out obstacles before Hayden reached them, navigating the maze backward by memory and sound alone. It was, without question, the best partnered work Hayden had ever done.

They emerged from the maze into the bright, cold air of the bay, lowered the mannequin to the ground, and pulled off their masks. Hayden was breathing hard. Drew was breathing hard. They looked at each other across the simulated victim, both flushed, both sweating, and for a moment the bay full of firefighters and the clipboard in Torres's hand and the fluorescent lights overhead all disappeared, and it was just the two of them in the aftermath of something that felt far more significant than a training exercise.

"Good work," Drew said.

Same words he'd used at the mutual aid call six weeks ago. Same tone—measured, genuine, without embellishment. But this time, Hayden felt them land not just in his chest but lower, deeper, in a place that had nothing to do with professional pride and everything to do with the way Drew Liu's hand had felt on his shoulder in the dark.

"You too," Hayden said. His voice came out rougher than he intended.

Drew held his gaze for one more second. Then he nodded, turned away, and picked up his clipboard to debrief the next pair, and the moment folded itself up and slipped into Hayden's pocket like contraband.
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