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Thank you for choosing Station 17: Academy.

Did Riley's white-knuckled grip on that envelope make your heart race? Did Jordy's chip bag at the worst possible moment make you smile? And did you feel the weight of that badge  —-  heavier than she'd imagined  —-  settle into your chest too?
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "Day One, New Smoke"
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Riley was still adjusting her gear when the whistle blew for the third time. Already her shoulders ached from the bulk of the turnout coat, the unfamiliar weight of it like carrying a stubborn child who refused to settle. The fabric smelled new, stiff, not yet saturated with the real thing: that acrid, greasy smoke that clung to your skin for days after a call. This was just diesel fumes from the idling trucks in the yard and the faint, metallic tang of nervous sweat from the forty other recruits fumbling with their equipment beside her.

"Let's move, let's move! You think a fire waits for you to figure out your straps?" Captain Miller's voice cut through the morning chill, gravelly and loud enough to make the steel rafters of the drill yard hum. He stalked the line, eyes narrowed, a predator looking for weakness. "Squad Four! Your helmets are on backward! Squad Five! Your air tanks aren't locked! Carter!"

Her head snapped up. "Sir!"

He stopped in front of her, boots crunching on the gravel. His gaze swept down, pausing on her hands, then back to her eyes. "You touch that regulator again without clearing your lines first, you'll be sucking hot gas on your first real fire. Reset. Now."

A hot flush crept up Riley's neck. She'd been double-checking, a nervous habit, but he was right. She'd skipped a step. Her fingers, suddenly clumsy, fumbled with the brass fittings. "Sorry, sir."

"Don't be sorry. Be right. Being sorry gets people killed." He moved on, leaving behind a wake of pure, undiluted dread.

Riley blew out a breath, the sound lost in the chorus of clicks and clanks. This was it. The NYC Fire Academy. Three months of this, every single day. Her whole life, everything she'd worked for, boiled down to this damp, concrete yard under a grey sky. The mantra echoed in her head, the one she'd read on a dozen forums and heard from a friend of a friend who'd washed out last year: Slow is smooth, smooth is fast. It sounded like something you'd find cross-stitched on a pillow in a quaint little firehouse, not something that would help when the floor was burning beneath your feet.

Beside her, a guy with a wide, easy grin—Jordy, she thought—leaned closer. "Don't worry about Miller. He eats recruits for breakfast, but he spits out firefighters by lunch. I'm Jordy Park, by the way."

"Riley Carter," she managed, her own smile tight. She knew that name. Park. His dad was a captain uptown. Legacy. He probably already had a station picked out.

Another recruit, a woman with severe, dark hair pulled back in a tight bun, shot them a look that could freeze fire. "Less talking, more breathing. Some of us are actually trying to learn." Tessa Ramirez. Riley had seen her in the orientation packet, top of her class in the physicals. A rival. Great.

Jordy just grinned wider. "Easy, Tessa. We're all just trying not to get yelled at again." He nudged Riley. "Her bark is worse than her bite. Probably."

Riley didn't have the breath to answer. Captain Miller was shouting again. "Line it up! Hose pull drill! You think water puts itself out?"

The rest of the morning was a blur of motion and misery. The hose wasn't just heavy; it was a steel-muscled python thrashing in their hands, and every time it bucked, someone stumbled, someone overcorrected, and the whole squad paid for it. Her muscles screamed in protest. A dull throb started in her lower back. They'd practiced this for hours, and still, they were slow. Clumsy. Weak.

Miller stood before them, hands on his hips. "What is this? A synchronized swimming routine? A three-legged race? This is a team! You move as one! One fails, you all fail!" His gaze landed on Riley. "Carter! You're all speed and no control! You're trying to run a marathon at a sprinter's pace! Slow is smooth, smooth is fast! Say it!"

"Slow is smooth, smooth is fast, sir," she gritted out, the words tasting like ash in her mouth.

"Again!"

"Slow is smooth, smooth is fast, sir!" The whole squad chimed in, a chorus of defeat.

"Again!"

The drill went on. Riley's hands were raw, her shoulders burning. The humiliation was a hot, prickling blanket. She was the weak link, and she couldn't even be mad about it. Miller wasn't wrong. She'd skipped a step. She'd rushed. She could feel Tessa not looking at her, which was somehow worse than if she had.

Finally, a new whistle blew, long and shrill. Lunch. The squad collapsed, groaning. Jordy slung an arm around her shoulders, surprisingly solid. "Don't let him get to you. He's just warming up."

"I'm fine," she lied, shrugging him off. She wasn't fine. She was a mess. Her pride was bruised, her body was aching, and the dream of Station 17 felt a million miles away.

"Right," Jordy said, not buying it for a second. "Well, I'm not fine. I'm starving. Let's go see if we can trade our protein bars for something that doesn't taste like cardboard." He glanced at Tessa and the other two members of their squad, Morgan Blake and Kayla Nguyen. "You guys coming?"

Tessa just shook her head, already marching toward the mess hall. Morgan followed, her posture perfect. Kayla lingered for a moment, her dark, unreadable eyes studying Riley. "You grip with your back, not your arms," she said, her voice flat. Then she turned and walked away.

Riley stared after her. Criticism, delivered with the warmth of a block of ice. But she was right. Riley had been all arms.
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