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      The static crackled first. Harsh, familiar, the sound of chaos wrapped in radio interference.

      "Dispatch, Engine 19. We've got heavy fire involvement, second floor fully engulfed. Requesting second alarm."

      Emma's fingers moved before her mind caught up, logging the call, initiating protocol. She'd done this a thousand times. But something in his voice, calm, clipped, deliberate, made her spine straighten.

      "Copy, Engine 19. Second alarm dispatched. What's your status, Captain?"

      A pause. In the background: the roar of flames, timber groaning, someone shouting about ventilation.

      "I'm entering the north stairwell. Thermal imaging shows possible victim, third floor, southeast corner."

      Emma's stomach tightened. She pulled up the building schematic, eyes scanning the dated blueprints. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, but her voice came out level.

      "Captain, that stairwell's marked compromised in the '08 inspection. Load-bearing wall damage."

      His breathing filled her headset. It was steady, measured, like he was counting each inhale. She realized she'd synced her own rhythm to his without meaning to.

      "Noted. No other access point?"

      "External ladder, east side. But it'll cost you two minutes."

      "Don't have two minutes."

      The certainty in those four words sent heat crawling up her neck. Emma leaned forward, both hands on the console now, as if she could reach through the frequency and pull him back herself.

      "Jack… Captain Turner." The slip felt too intimate, too personal. She didn't even know him. "That floor could go any second."

      "Then talk me through it."

      It wasn't a question. It was trust, absolute and unearned, laid at her feet like an offering.

      Emma's throat went dry. She forced herself to focus, to become only her voice and his breathing and the blueprint burning itself into her vision.

      "Okay. Ten steps in, there's a support beam. Stay left of it. The wall to your right is decorative. It won't hold your weight if you need it."

      "Left of the beam. Copy."

      She heard his boots on the stairs, the creak of wood that shouldn't creak, the hiss of his respirator. Her own breath came shallow now, her fingernails biting crescents into her palm.

      "Fifteen more feet. There's a landing. The door at the top…” She checked the notes, praying they were accurate. "Opens inward. You'll need to force it."

      "I'm at the landing."

      A crash. Splintering wood. Then his voice again, rough with exertion.

      "I'm in. I've got her. Civilian's unconscious but breathing. Coming out."

      The knot in Emma's chest didn't loosen. "Same route back. Don't rush it."

      "Wasn't planning to." Something in his tone shifted. Almost wry, almost warm despite the oxygen mask distorting the words. "You still with me, Dispatch?"

      Emma closed her eyes. "I'm here."

      "Good."

      That single word shouldn't have undone her. But it sank beneath her ribs and nested there, a warmth she couldn't name.

      The next three minutes stretched eternal. She tracked his progress through his breathing, through the scatter of his transmission, through the static that meant he was moving through interference. When his voice finally came back clear, reporting victim transfer to EMS, Emma realized her hand was shaking.

      "Engine 19, you're clear to exit. Secondary crews have the fire contained."

      "Copy. Thanks for the assist."

      The line went quiet. Standard procedure. He'd sign off, she'd log the call, and that would be the end of it.

      Except Emma couldn't shake the phantom rhythm of his breathing. Couldn't forget the way he'd said you still with me like her presence mattered. Like she'd been more than a voice.

      She sat back, staring at his name on her screen.

      Captain Jack Turner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The station smelled like coffee and diesel, a combination Emma should've found off-putting but somehow didn't. The acrid bite of motor oil mixed with the bitter warmth of overbrewed coffee. It was industrial, masculine, entirely foreign to her world of headsets and glowing screens. She'd been here before, routine liaison visits, paperwork drops, the occasional administrative meeting where she sat in the back and took notes nobody read. But never when Captain Turner was on shift.

      She told herself that wasn't why her pulse kicked up when she pushed through the apparatus bay doors, why her fingers had tightened around the folder until the edges creased, why she'd checked her reflection in her car window before walking in.

      "Help you?"

      The voice came from her left, low and unhurried. Emma turned and found him there, leaning against Engine 19 with a rag in his hand, grease smeared across his forearm in dark streaks that followed the curve of muscle. Taller than she'd pictured during all those calls when his voice had been her only reference point. Broader through the shoulders, the kind of build that came from years of hauling equipment and bodies out of burning buildings. Dark hair pushed back like he'd been running his hands through it, slightly disheveled in a way that suggested he'd been working for hours without bothering to check a mirror.
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