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Part I: The Bitter Grounds
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Chapter 1: Burned Beans and Bad Memories
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POV: Sofia

The town sign still had the same chipped paint, like it had been hanging there since the year I left and nobody had bothered to notice it was flaking.

Welcome to Alder Creek. Population: small enough to remember your worst day and call it “character building.”

I rolled past it with my hands tight on the steering wheel, knuckles pale against the faux leather, like gripping harder could keep my stomach from twisting. My car was packed the way you pack when you’re pretending you’re on an adventure instead of running out of options—two suitcases, a box of books I swore I’d read again, and a tangled mess of chargers and receipts in the passenger seat. My life reduced to “what fits.”

The air looked the same as I got closer to Main Street. That damp, pine-sweet smell drifting in from the woods. The cold bite that slipped under your coat and settled right behind your ribs. It was late afternoon, the light already thinning, turning everything into a watercolor of gray and gold.

My phone buzzed from the cupholder.

Mom: You almost here?

I stared at the message until the letters blurred. My mom had always been good at asking questions that sounded casual and felt like a hand around your throat.

I typed back, Five minutes.

A lie. A kindness. Maybe both.

Because I’d already been here for an hour, technically. The minute I crossed that sign, the past snapped into place like a trap.

I pulled into the lot behind Rinaldi’s Coffee House—our coffee house—because calling it mine felt like claiming a crown I hadn’t earned. The building sat wedged between a boutique that used to sell wedding dresses and a hardware store that still had the same faded red letters: HANK’S. The alley was narrow, crowded with overflowing bins and a stack of old pallets, and the back door to the café looked smaller than I remembered.

Or maybe I was bigger now. Harder. Hollowed out in places that used to be soft.

I cut the engine and sat there with my forehead against the steering wheel.

This was stupid. Coming back.

New York had been a furnace, and I’d walked into it thinking I could handle the heat. I’d loved it—the speed, the noise, the way nobody cared where you came from as long as you could keep up. I’d built something there, brick by brick, all ambition and late nights and coffee so strong it tasted like punishment.

Then, in one clean, brutal sweep, it all collapsed.

It wasn’t romantic, the way failure looks in movies. There was no dramatic speech, no slow-motion exit from a glittering office tower. It was an email. A meeting. A polite smile from someone who didn’t remember the nights I slept under my desk.

We’re restructuring.

It’s not personal.

We wish you the best.

And just like that, I was a woman with a résumé, a bruised ego, and nowhere to go that didn’t feel like admitting defeat.

My fingers curled around the key fob until it bit into my palm.

I didn’t come home because New York spit me out.

I came home because my mother’s voice had sounded too calm on the phone. Because she’d said, It’s fine, Sofia. We’ll handle it, in that tone that meant the opposite. Because I knew what it cost her to say “fine.”

Because this place—this café—was more than a business. It was my dad’s laugh behind the counter. My mom’s hands dusted in flour. The smell of espresso woven into every memory like thread.

And because even if part of me wanted to vanish somewhere nobody knew my name, I couldn’t let this die.

I swallowed hard, blinked until my eyes stopped burning, and got out of the car.

The cold hit my face like a slap.

Behind the building, the back steps were slick with damp. I hauled my keys out of my pocket and climbed, my boots thudding against wood that creaked under my weight. The door handle was cold enough to sting.

The lock resisted, like it didn’t recognize me anymore.

I twisted harder. It finally gave with a reluctant click, and the door swung inward on a groan that made my spine tighten.

The smell inside punched me first.

Not coffee. Not cinnamon. Not warm sugar and milk and all the comforting things that used to float out onto the sidewalk and lure people in like a promise.

This was stale air and old grease from a forgotten fryer we never should’ve had in the first place. Dust. A faint, sour note—like something had been wet too long and decided to rot out of spite.

I stepped in and flipped the light switch.

Nothing.

Of course.

I let out a sharp laugh that sounded wrong in the quiet. The windows along the back wall were filmed with grime, letting in the barest amount of daylight. Enough to see shapes. Enough to see the silhouette of my family’s dream sitting in the dark like a ghost.

My throat tightened.

The chairs were stacked haphazardly, not neatly the way my mom liked. There were boxes shoved along the walls like somebody had started to pack and then given up. The counter had a layer of dust thick enough to write in.

I dragged my fingertips through it anyway.

A clean line appeared, stark against the gray.

I stared at it like I’d just proven something. Like the mess was real.

In the corner, the espresso machine sat under a plastic cover, its chrome dulled. That machine had been my dad’s pride—the heart of the place, he’d called it. He used to polish it every morning before opening, humming while he worked like he could shine the world into behaving.

Now it looked... tired. Abandoned.

My chest ached in a slow, heavy way.

I walked behind the counter, stepping around a stray stack of takeout cups. The floorboards squeaked. The register was outdated by about a decade. The little chalkboard menu still hung behind it, blank, the faint outline of old writing like scars.

On the far wall, there was a framed photo of my parents on opening day. My mom, younger and radiant, holding a tray of pastries. My dad, arm slung around her shoulders, grinning like he’d just won something big. They looked unstoppable.

I reached up and wiped the glass with my sleeve. Dust smeared and then cleared.

“Okay,” I whispered to the empty café, because talking to myself was apparently my new hobby. “Okay. We can do this.”

My voice bounced off silence and came back sounding less sure.

I dropped my purse onto the counter and pulled out the folder my mom had handed me two weeks ago in New York, like she was passing me a bomb.

Invoices. Past due notices. A bank letter with too many bold words.

I hadn’t opened it then. I told myself I didn’t have the bandwidth. I told myself I’d handle it later, after I had slept, after I’d figured out my next move.

Later had arrived, and it smelled like dust.

I opened the folder.

Paper slid across the counter in a small avalanche. Numbers. Dates. Late fees. Red stamps that said FINAL NOTICE like the universe had decided subtlety was overrated.

My pulse kicked up.

I flipped through quickly, faster and faster, like moving would keep the panic from catching me.

A loan. A line of credit. Repairs deferred until “later” that had turned into a backlog of problems: plumbing, electrical, a refrigerator replacement we apparently couldn’t afford. Supplier invoices stacked on top of each other like bricks.

I did the math in my head because I couldn’t help it, because my brain had been trained to turn everything into a solvable problem.

The numbers didn’t solve.

They swallowed.

My breath came shallow. I pressed my palm flat on the counter and tried to steady myself.

This was worse than “tight.” This was worse than “we’re behind but we’ll catch up.”

This was drowning.

I squeezed my eyes shut and saw my mom’s face in my mind—her smile too bright, her voice too calm.

It’s fine, Sofia. We’ll handle it.

No. You won’t.

Not alone.

A sound came from the ceiling—a soft scuttle, maybe a mouse, maybe just old building noises. I jumped anyway, heart sprinting.

God. I was a mess.

I shoved the papers back into the folder and forced myself to move. If I stayed still, the fear would root me to the floor.

I walked through the café, flipping switches out of habit. Nothing. I found the breaker box in the back hall, the same one my dad used to curse at when the toaster oven tripped it. I opened it and squinted at the labels.

Half of them were handwritten. One said LIGHTS in block letters.

I flipped it.

The overhead lights flickered, then snapped on with a buzzing hum, washing the room in harsh, unforgiving brightness.

The café looked even worse in full light.

Dust everywhere. Cobwebs in the corners. A cracked tile near the pastry case. The pastry case itself was empty, its glass streaked with fingerprints from some earlier attempt to clean. The tables had scratches I didn’t remember. The air felt heavier, like it had been holding its breath since the last customer left.

I walked to the front door and peered through the windows at Main Street.

Alder Creek was the same postcard it had always been—two-story buildings with cute awnings, snow-dusted sidewalks, strings of lights still hanging from the lampposts even though the holidays were long over. People moved in slow clusters, bundled in coats, heads bent together like secrets.

It looked peaceful. Charming.

It looked like a place where nothing bad ever happened.

That was the trick of small towns. The rot was always underneath the pretty paint.

I turned away from the window and leaned back against the counter.

My reflection stared back from the glass of the pastry case—dark hair pulled into a messy knot, circles under my eyes, lips pressed tight like I was holding something in. I looked... older than thirty. Not in years. In exhaustion.

“Get it together,” I muttered.

Because I didn’t have the luxury of falling apart.

I took off my coat and draped it over a chair. I rolled up my sleeves.

Then I started with the simplest thing, the thing I could control: I grabbed a rag from the sink, ran hot water—brown at first, then clear—and began wiping down the counter in long, furious strokes.

Dust lifted. The wood beneath appeared. A small victory.

My arms moved automatically, muscle memory from teenage years working here after school. Back when I’d complained about sticky syrup bottles and rude customers, back when my biggest problem was whether I’d get out of this town or get trapped in it.

I remembered the first time I’d told my dad I was leaving for New York. The pride in his eyes, the way he’d hugged me too hard and said, Go make them see you, Sofi.

I remembered promising I’d come back successful. I’d come back and buy him a new espresso machine. I’d come back and fix everything.

Instead I’d come back with an empty bank account and a folder full of debts.

My throat tightened again.

I scrubbed harder.

Somewhere outside, a bell rang—the front door of another shop opening. Voices drifted faintly through the glass.

This town was awake. This town was watching.

Soon, someone would know I was here. Someone would tell someone else. News moved in Alder Creek the way smoke did—fast, sneaky, everywhere all at once.

And then the questions would come.

What happened in New York?

Did you get fired?

Are you staying?

Are you back for good?

I pressed my forehead to the cool counter edge for a second, breathing in the faintest trace of coffee that still lived in the wood.

Second chances, I thought bitterly. People loved that phrase. They said it like it was a gift.

Sometimes it felt more like a test.

I straightened.

“Fine,” I told the café. “You want a fight? You’ve got one.”

And I kept cleaning, one stubborn swipe at a time, even as the dust rose like ghosts around me—like the past wasn’t done yet, like it was waiting for the moment I’d look up and realize the hardest part of coming home wasn’t the debt.

It was everything I’d tried to leave behind.

By the time the sun dipped behind the ridge, I’d cleared exactly one countertop and made three separate piles of “keep,” “trash,” and “I’ll deal with this when I’m emotionally stable,” which was a category I’d invented because denial is apparently one of my core competencies.

I stood in the middle of the café with my hands on my hips, staring at the chaos like it had personally insulted me. My stomach growled, sharp and impatient, reminding me that cleaning dust off a bar that was actively trying to die counted as exercise now.

My phone buzzed again.

Mom: I’m closing up at the house. Come eat. Please.

There was a softness in that last word that dug under my ribs. I could ignore bills. I could ignore embarrassment. I could not ignore my mother asking me like she was afraid I’d disappear again.

I grabbed my coat, locked the back door, and stepped out into the alley.

The cold had sharpened while I’d been inside. It slid down the back of my neck and made me pull my scarf tighter, my breath puffing white in front of me. The streetlights were on now, casting golden pools over the sidewalks, the kind of light that made Alder Creek look cozy and forgiving.

It wasn’t.

As I walked around to the front of the building, the bell over Hank’s door chimed, and I caught a glimpse of movement. Someone laughed. A group of teenagers hurried past, their faces pink from the cold, their voices carrying.

They didn’t look at me. Not yet.

But I felt like the whole town had turned its head anyway.

I started toward my car, keys cold in my palm, and then—

I saw him.

It wasn’t dramatic in the cinematic way—no slow motion, no thunder, no swelling music. Just a tall shape moving out of the shadows across the street, the orange glow of a streetlamp cutting across broad shoulders.

My body reacted before my brain could.

Heat. Shock. A tight, involuntary inhale.

Julian.

He was walking down Main Street like he owned it, like it was an extension of his spine. A dark jacket, collar turned up against the wind. Heavy boots. Hands bare, even in this cold, because of course he’d be the kind of man who didn’t get cold.

And then he turned his head, like he felt my gaze the way you feel the pressure change before a storm.

Our eyes met.

The world didn’t stop.

But something inside me did.

His face was... older. Not in a tired way. In a carved-by-life way. The kind of man time had made sharper, not softer—strong jaw, darker stubble, eyes that were still the same impossible color I used to hate because they made me feel seen.

Steel-gray. Storm water.

Ten years and I still knew that without thinking, like it was branded into my brain.

His gaze slid over me, slow and assessing, as if he was taking inventory.

Like I was a problem.

Like I was an answer.

My throat went dry.

Every memory I’d kept locked away slammed against the door at once.

Julian leaning on the counter here after school, stealing bites of pastries when he thought my mom wasn’t looking. Julian at seventeen, smiling like he had no idea how lethal he was. Julian at twenty, hands on my waist in the back room while the espresso machine hissed, kissing me like he didn’t believe in gentle.

Julian the night I left.

Julian’s voice—low and rough—saying my name like it hurt.

I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let my past ambush me like this.

Apparently, my past hadn’t gotten the memo.

He stopped on the sidewalk across from the café, still not moving closer, still not speaking. People moved around him—someone jogged past, a couple walked by with takeout cups, a car rolled down the street—and yet he was the only thing I could see.

His eyes dipped to my mouth.

My pulse thudded hard enough to make me dizzy.

And then anger, hot and immediate, rushed in like it was saving me from drowning.

Because I recognized that look. The careful stillness. The way he watched like he was measuring.

As if he had any right.

I straightened my spine. Lifted my chin.

I wasn’t seventeen anymore. I wasn’t the girl who’d folded under the weight of his disappointment or his silence.

I was a woman who had survived New York. Who had rebuilt herself out of sharp edges and stubbornness.

I could survive one man.

Even if he was the one who’d once felt like home.

I forced my legs to move, crossing the short stretch toward the driver’s side of my car like my body wasn’t trying to sprint in the opposite direction. My keys rattled in my hand, loud in the quiet.

Julian didn’t cross the street.

He just watched.

And the longer he looked, the more my skin buzzed like it remembered his hands.

I hated that.

I hated myself for it.

The key slipped into the lock. I yanked the door open, swung my bag inside.

I should’ve gotten in immediately. I should’ve shut the door and driven away before my courage evaporated.

Instead, I turned.

Because my pride has always been my most expensive habit.

He hadn’t moved. His breath showed in the cold air now, slow and controlled. His posture was relaxed, but I knew Julian—knew the coiled readiness under the calm. The man he’d become was written in the way he held himself, like responsibility sat on his shoulders and he carried it without complaint.

Captain of the fire department, my mother had said over the phone, like it was a piece of news she didn’t know how to attach to my history.

Of course.

Julian had always been built for duty. For being needed.

I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the car door, grounding myself.

His gaze flicked to my hand. Then back to my face.

For a second—just a second—I saw something there. Not anger. Not triumph.

Something like... restraint.

Like he was holding himself back from stepping closer.

That was worse.

I forced a smile that tasted like blood. “Are you going to keep staring,” I called across the street, voice steady by sheer spite, “or do you have an actual hobby now?”

His mouth twitched. Not a smile. A warning.

“Sofia.”

He said my name like he’d been carrying it for ten years and it hadn’t gotten any lighter.

My stomach rolled.

I hated that my body reacted to his voice like it did—like my nerves sat up straight and paid attention.

“Julian,” I answered, because politeness is a weapon when you know how to sharpen it.

He took one step closer, staying on his side of the street. The distance between us was still a safe space, but it didn’t feel safe.

“You’re back,” he said.

I lifted my shoulders in a shrug that wasn’t natural. “Observant.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

There it was. The question everyone would ask, spoken by the one person whose curiosity felt like a blade.

I could’ve lied.

I could’ve given him the version the town would accept—needed a break, missed home, wanted something simpler—and maybe he would’ve nodded and let it go.

But Julian had always been allergic to my half-truths.

And I’d always been too proud to hand him my real ones.

“I’m here for the café,” I said. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

A beat of silence.

Then his gaze shifted—just slightly—to the front windows of Rinaldi’s, the dark interior visible behind the glass. His expression changed in a way that made my skin prickle.

Not pity.

Concern.

It hit me harder than any insult would’ve.

“Looks like it needs you,” he said, voice lower.

My jaw tightened. “Thanks for the update.”

His eyes snapped back to mine, and something dangerous flickered there—something that reminded me too much of late nights and whispered fights and the way our arguments used to end with hands on skin because we didn’t know how to stop.

“I heard you were coming,” he said.

“From who?” I shot back. “The Alder Creek Gossip Hotline?”

That did make his mouth curve—barely, like he was trying not to let it happen. “There’s no hotline. It’s just Hank. He sees everything.”

I should’ve laughed. Hank probably had a better pulse on town news than the mayor.

Instead, my throat tightened again, and I tasted the old humiliation of being known here. Of never being able to fail quietly.

Julian’s gaze swept over me one more time. Not leering. Not casual.

Like he was checking for damage.

As if he’d been the one who got to decide if I was okay.

“I’m fine,” I snapped, even though he hadn’t asked.

His eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Didn’t say you weren’t.”

I hated that he sounded calm. That he sounded like a man who’d learned how to keep his temper in check. Like he’d outgrown the parts of himself I’d dragged out into the light.

“I don’t need anything,” I added, because I couldn’t stand the way his attention made me feel exposed.

His gaze held mine, steady as a fixed point. “Good.”

The word should’ve felt like agreement.

It felt like a promise.

My pulse stuttered.

For a moment, neither of us moved. The cold wind pushed at my hair, tugging loose strands across my cheek. Somewhere behind Julian, someone called his name—“Cap!”—and my stomach dropped at the confirmation I hadn’t wanted.

Captain.

He glanced over his shoulder toward the voice. A firefighter stood near a truck parked farther down the street, waving.

Julian’s attention returned to me, and his eyes were darker now, as if the interruption had reminded him of something.

“I have to go,” he said.

“Then go,” I replied, too fast.

His jaw flexed. A muscle jumped there. He looked like he wanted to say something else. Like he was deciding whether it was worth the risk.

“Welcome home, Sof,” he said finally.

The nickname hit like a palm to the chest.

Soft. Familiar. Wrong.

I gripped the car door harder. “Don’t call me that.”

His eyes sharpened. “Right.”

One word, a whole history of hurt inside it.

Then he turned and walked away, heading toward the truck, his stride purposeful, his back broad under the streetlight glow.

I watched him go, my heart a frantic thing in my throat.

The town didn’t stop. Cars passed. Laughter drifted. The world kept spinning.

But my hands shook as I slid into the driver’s seat and shut the door.

I sat there, staring at the windshield, breathing like I’d just run miles instead of crossed a parking lot.

My phone buzzed again.

Mom: Food’s getting cold.

I started the car with a jerky twist of the key. The heater sputtered out lukewarm air. I pulled out of the spot, turning onto the street, forcing myself to focus on the road.

But even as I drove toward my parents’ house, I could feel Julian’s gaze on my skin like an afterimage.

Ten years. A lifetime.

And in less than thirty seconds, he’d made it feel like I’d never left at all.

I swallowed hard and pressed my foot down on the gas.

I’d come back to save a café.

I hadn’t expected to reopen a war.
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Chapter 2: Fire, Smoke, and Sofia
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POV: Julian

The first thing you learn about fire is that it doesn’t care who you are.

It doesn’t care if you’re tired. It doesn’t care if you’re the kind of man who keeps his boots lined up at a perfect ninety-degree angle beside the bed because order makes the world feel less sharp. Fire doesn’t negotiate. It takes what it wants, and if you get sloppy—even once—it punishes you for it.

That’s why I wake up before my alarm.

It’s still dark when my eyes open. The house is quiet in that way that feels like a held breath, and for a second I just lie there, listening. The furnace clicks on. A branch taps the window. Somewhere down the hall, my daughter sighs in her sleep.

That sound is the only thing that makes my chest loosen.

I get up without turning on the overhead light, moving through the bedroom on habit. Shirt. Socks. The uniform pants I pressed last night, because I can’t control the weather or the calls that come in, but I can control the way I show up. I pull on my undershirt and pause, staring at my reflection in the mirror.

Thirty-seven doesn’t feel old, but it feels... weighted. Like every year adds another layer of responsibility you can’t shrug off. There are lines at the corners of my eyes that weren’t there ten years ago. A faint scar along my forearm from a call where the ceiling came down faster than it should’ve.

Nothing dramatic. Just proof.

I check the time on my phone: 5:12 a.m.

Too early for coffee. Too early for the world. Exactly right for me.

I move down the hallway toward Lily’s room, quieter than the boards that creak under my boots. Her door is cracked open. A sliver of nightlight spills out, soft and warm.

Lily is sprawled sideways across her bed like she fought sleep and lost. One arm is flung above her head. Her hair is a mess against the pillow. Her mouth is slightly open.

She looks like peace.

I lean in the doorway for a beat longer than I should, just watching the rise and fall of her breathing, because there are days when my job reminds me that peace is not guaranteed.

Then I step inside and kneel by the bed.

“Hey, bug,” I murmur, keeping my voice low. “Time to wake up.”

She doesn’t move.

I brush my knuckles over her cheek. Her skin is warm. “Lily.”

A tiny frown forms. She rolls away from me, burrowing into her blanket like she can hide from morning.

I huff a quiet laugh. “Nice try.”

I lift her gently, blanket and all, and she makes a small protesting sound that could’ve been a growl if she had more teeth. She’s only five, but she’s stubborn as hell.

My kid.

Her eyes blink open slowly, dark and unfocused. She stares at me like I’m the villain in her story.

“Daddy,” she says, voice thick with sleep. “It’s still nighttime.”

“Yep.” I shift her higher against my chest. “But the world doesn’t care.”

She squints at me. “You always say that.”

I press a kiss to the top of her head. “Because it’s true.”

She sighs like she’s carrying the weight of my entire career on her tiny shoulders. “Do I hafta go to school?”

“You like school.”

“I like snack time.”

“That counts.”

I carry her to the bathroom, set her on the closed toilet lid, and start the routine we’ve perfected through trial and error: toothbrush, hairbrush, face wash that she insists she can do herself even though she gets water everywhere.

While she brushes her teeth, I make breakfast. Oatmeal with honey, because it’s quick. A banana cut into slices, because if it’s whole she’ll take one bite and abandon it. A juice box because she’ll negotiate about milk and I don’t have time.

I lay everything on the table just as she shuffles into the kitchen in mismatched socks and pajama pants that are inside out.

“Your shirt is backwards,” I tell her.

She looks down like this is new information. “It feels fine.”

“Of course it does.”

She climbs into her chair, swings her legs, and takes a bite of oatmeal. She makes a face.

“Too hot,” she declares.

“It’s oatmeal,” I say, then blow across the bowl because she’s right.

Lily watches me like I’m performing magic. “Daddy, are you gonna put out fires today?”

“Probably.”

“Big ones?”

“Sometimes.”

She nods with the gravity of a tiny judge. “Don’t get burned.”

My chest tightens so fast it’s almost painful.

“I won’t,” I say. It comes out too firm, like I’m trying to command the universe into behaving.

Lily reaches across the table and pats my hand with a sticky palm. “Okay.”

I swallow, then force my voice back to normal. “Eat.”

She eats slowly, talking about her class and how Ms. Clara has a fish named Captain Bubbles and how Mason stole her crayon yesterday but she forgave him because he said sorry.

It’s ordinary.

It’s everything.

After breakfast, I get her dressed—pink sweater, leggings, boots—then wrestle her hair into a ponytail that’s almost straight. She frowns at herself in the mirror.

“It’s lumpy,” she complains.

“It’s functional,” I correct.

She tilts her head. “Mommy could do it better.”

The words hang in the air like smoke.

I don’t flinch. I don’t let my expression change. I’ve had five years to practice being steady when that subject comes up.

“Mommy had a talent for hair,” I say evenly, helping Lily zip her coat.

Lily seems satisfied with that. She grabs her backpack and heads for the door like she’s already forgotten the moment. Kids can pivot faster than adults. They have to.

I check my watch again. 6:03.

My neighbor, Mrs. Kline, is due any minute. She’s retired, sharp as a tack, and she babysits Lily before school on days when my shift starts early. I pay her more than she asks because I trust her with the one thing I can’t afford to lose.

A knock comes at the door right on time.

“Morning, Julian,” Mrs. Kline says when I open it, her silver hair pulled into a bun. She takes one look at Lily and smiles. “There’s my girl.”

Lily runs into her arms. “Mrs. Kline! We have snack today.”

“Is that so?” Mrs. Kline steps inside, shedding cold air behind her. Her gaze flicks to me—quick, assessing. She reads people like she reads books. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I slept,” I lie.

She makes a sound that says she doesn’t believe me but won’t push. “Go. We’ll be fine.”

I crouch in front of Lily, adjust her scarf. “Listen to Mrs. Kline.”

“I always do,” Lily says, like she’s offended I’d even suggest otherwise.

I kiss her forehead, then straighten and grab my jacket.

As I step onto the porch, the cold hits me hard, clean and immediate. The kind of cold that wakes you up and reminds you that you’re alive.

I lock the door, walk to my truck, and sit for a second with my hands on the steering wheel.

This—this quiet moment before the day ignites—is the only time I let myself breathe.

Then I start the engine and drive toward Station 3.

The firehouse comes into view like it always does—brick building, big bay doors, the flag out front snapping in the wind. It’s not glamorous, but it’s solid. Reliable. A place where people count on you to show up, no excuses.

Inside, the station smells like coffee, engine oil, and the clean bite of disinfectant. It’s a smell that’s become part of me.

“Cap,” someone calls as I walk in.

I nod at the guys already in uniform. “Morning.”

They’re a good crew—smart, competent, a little too eager sometimes. The kind of people you’d trust with your life, which is convenient, because that’s literally what we do.

Reed is by the coffee pot, pouring himself a mug. He raises it in greeting. “You want the first cup?”

“I’m good.”

He snorts. “That’s a lie.”

I hang my jacket in my office and check the board—shift assignments, inspections scheduled, training at ten. A report to review from last night’s call. A note about a hydrant issue near Maple.
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