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      The station smelled like burnt coffee and diesel exhaust, mixed with the faint metallic tang of equipment oil that never quite washed out of the concrete floors. Talia leaned against the engine bay door, arms crossed over her chest, her gaze fixed on the civilian signing his liability waiver at the admin desk. The overhead fluorescents cast harsh shadows across his face as he bent over the paperwork, one hand absently pushing dark hair away from his eyes.

      Owen Price. The name had come down from the chief two days ago with minimal explanation, just a terse heads-up during shift change that a journalist from the Tribune would be shadowing the night crew for a week, maybe longer depending on what he found. Standard PR stuff after the warehouse fires started making headlines and the city council began asking uncomfortable questions about response times and resource allocation. The department wanted positive coverage, something to counterbalance the speculation and second-guessing that came with every major incident. She'd drawn the short straw, probably because Henderson thought her no-nonsense approach would keep the guy in line, prevent him from wandering into restricted areas or asking the crew inappropriate questions during downtime.

      Owen glanced up from the paperwork, catching her watching him. Grey-green eyes, steady and measuring, holding her gaze without the performative confidence she'd come to expect from outsiders trying to prove they belonged. Not the hungry look she'd gotten from other reporters over the years, the ones who wanted drama, wanted her to perform the job like some kind of spectacle, preferably with photogenic flames in the background and a damsel in distress to rescue. This was different. Quieter. Like he was reading the room before deciding what questions to ask, rather than coming in with a predetermined narrative already half-written in his head.

      She pushed off the doorframe and crossed the bay, her boots echoing against the polished concrete. The night shift crew had already cleared out most of their personal vehicles, leaving the apparatus floor open and ready. Everything in its place, exactly how she preferred it.

      "Grant," she said, not offering a hand. No point in pretending this was a social call.

      "Owen." He capped the pen with a precise click, slid the clipboard back across the desk toward the admin assistant who'd been hovering nearby. "Appreciate you letting me ride along."

      "Wasn't really a choice." The words came out flatter than she'd intended, but she didn't soften them. Better to establish the ground rules early.

      His mouth quirked, not quite a smile, more an acknowledgment of the power dynamic at play. "Fair."

      She gestured toward the gear racks lining the far wall, where turnout coats hung like a row of empty sentries. "You'll stay with me. Touch nothing, say nothing on scene, and if things get active, you do exactly what I tell you. No questions, no hesitation. I don't have time to explain myself when we're working."

      "Understood."

      "This isn't a story you can shape," she continued, her voice firm but not hostile. Just factual. "It happens, you watch, you leave. That's it. No dramatic reconstructions, no asking victims how they felt while their building was burning down. You're a witness, not a participant."

      Owen tilted his head slightly, studying her with that same unhurried attention. "You don't trust journalists."

      "I don't trust people who show up looking for angles." She met his gaze directly, daring him to prove her wrong. "People who want to turn real emergencies into narrative arcs with heroes and villains and convenient lessons."

      "I'm not looking for an angle." He picked up the camera bag at his feet, a well-worn canvas messenger that looked like it had seen a few years of hard use, and slung it over one shoulder. The strap settled across his chest with the ease of long habit. "I'm looking for the truth. There's a difference."

      Talia held his gaze, searching for the crack, the microscopic tell that he was performing, trying to win her over with rehearsed sincerity and the kind of earnest-journalist routine that sounded good in the moment but evaporated as soon as the story demanded something more sensational. She'd seen it before, had watched reporters nod solemnly while she explained the complexities of fire behavior, only to read their articles later and find her words twisted into soundbites that served whatever angle their editor wanted. But Owen's expression didn't shift under her scrutiny. No charm offensive, no deflection or attempt to lighten the mood with a self-deprecating joke. Just that same calm, grounded attention, like he had all the time in the world to let her decide whether to believe him, and her decision actually mattered to him.

      She didn't like how much she wanted to.

      "Truth's boring," she said finally, breaking eye contact first and hating herself a little for it. "Lots of waiting. Maintenance. Paperwork. Hours of sitting around the station hoping the alarm doesn't go off."

      "I'm good at waiting." His tone was mild, matter-of-fact. Not trying to impress her, just stating a skill set.

      "We'll see."

      The alarm broke the moment before either of them could say anything else, three sharp blasts echoing through the station's cavernous interior, piercing and unmistakable. Talia's body moved before her conscious mind fully registered the sound, muscle memory and years of conditioning pulling her toward the engine in one fluid motion. Around her, the crew materialized from the break room and bunks like they'd been summoned by some invisible signal, already shrugging into turnout gear, faces shifting from relaxed to focused in the span of a heartbeat.

      "Stay close," she called over her shoulder, not slowing her stride.

      Owen followed without hesitation, notebook already in hand, moving with a loping efficiency that suggested he was more athletic than his lean frame initially implied. He didn't fumble or freeze, didn't waste time with unnecessary questions. Just kept pace, staying exactly where she could see him without getting underfoot.

      She swung into the cab of Engine 19, her hands automatically reaching for straps and buckles, running through the mental checklist that never quite left her even when she was off duty. Owen climbed in beside her, careful not to touch anything, not leaning against the radio console or grabbing the dashboard for support, exactly as she'd told him. The engine rumbled to life beneath them, vibration traveling through the seats. Dispatch crackled over the radio, the operator's voice professionally calm despite the words: Structure fire, commercial district, two-story building, possible entrapment, multiple calls reporting smoke and flames visible from the street.

      Talia's pulse steadied into the familiar pre-scene focus, adrenaline sharpening her senses without tipping over into anxiety. This was the part she understood, the part that made sense. She pulled on her gloves with practiced precision, checked her radio to make sure it was on the right channel. Beside her, Owen watched the streets blur past through the windshield, his reflection ghost-like and translucent in the window glass as the engine accelerated. Not writing. Not filming. Not doing anything except being present in the moment, his body braced against the turns but his expression calm, almost meditative.

      "You scared?" she asked, surprising herself with the question. She hadn't planned to make conversation.

      He turned toward her, those grey-green eyes thoughtful in the strobing emergency lights. "Should I be?"

      "Depends on how attached you are to your eyebrows." The joke came out easier than she'd expected, some of the tension in her shoulders loosening despite the nature of the call.

      That almost-smile again, warmer this time. "I'll take my chances."

      The engine screamed through an intersection, lights strobing red and white across his face, painting him in alternating shadows and harsh illumination. Talia faced forward, forcing herself to focus on the road ahead and the mental preparation she needed to do before arrival, but her awareness had already catalogued him against her will, the way he braced his feet without clutching at the door handle, the tension in his shoulders that wasn't panic or fear, just readiness, the particular quality of his attention that suggested he was absorbing everything without trying to control it.

      She'd expected a liability, another complication to manage on top of whatever they were about to walk into.

      This might be worse.
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