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      Lena arrived at Station 19 with a rolling case full of diagnostic equipment and zero patience for ego management. The captain had hired her to tighten up their physical readiness protocols, which meant she'd be poking at bodies, habits, and pride, in that order.

      The apparatus bay smelled like diesel and rubber. A crew gathered near the engine, some stretching, others just standing around drinking coffee at nine in the morning. She spotted her first problem immediately: the senior firefighter leaning against the rig with his arms crossed, watching her with the flat assessment of someone used to being in charge.

      Daniel Brooks. The captain had mentioned him. Fifteen years on the job, solid leader, never missed a shift.

      "You're the fitness consultant." Not a question.

      "Lena Walsh." She dropped her case and met his eyes without smiling. "I'll need your crew in the training room at oh-nine-thirty. Full gear."

      His jaw shifted slightly. "We just came off a seventy-two. They need recovery time."

      "That's exactly what I'm here to evaluate." She unzipped the case and pulled out a tablet. "Recovery protocols, baseline conditioning, injury prevention. The department's paying me to keep you functional, not comfortable."

      "They're functional."

      "I'll determine that."

      One of the younger guys nearby coughed to cover a laugh. Daniel's expression didn't change, but something cooled behind his eyes.

      "Training room. Half an hour." Lena turned her back on him and headed toward the stairwell, her boots echoing across concrete.

      The session started tense and got worse.

      Lena put them through movement assessments, basic patterns designed to expose imbalances, compensations, weaknesses. Most of the crew took direction without fuss. Daniel moved through each test with mechanical precision, his face blank, his body controlled.

      Too controlled.

      She circled him during a loaded squat hold, watching the slight tremor in his left knee, the way his hip shifted to favor the right side.

      "You're compensating."

      "I'm holding the position."

      "Barely." She crouched beside him, one hand hovering near his knee. "You've got an imbalance. Probably old. How long have you been ignoring it?"

      "I'm not ignoring anything."

      "Then drop another two inches and hold it clean."

      His breath came harder, but he sank lower. The tremor worsened. Lena let him stay there five seconds longer than necessary before she stood.

      "Up."

      He rose in one smooth motion, his face tight.

      "You're strong," she said, voice flat. "But you're rigid. Your body's learned to work around something instead of fixing it. That makes you a liability under fatigue."

      The room went quiet. Daniel stared at her, and for a moment she thought he might actually argue. Instead, he reached for a towel and wiped his hands with deliberate slowness.

      "Anything else?"

      "Yeah." She checked her tablet. "I want you back here tomorrow, zero-six-hundred. Individual assessment."

      "I have a shift."

      "Then make time before it." She tilted her head. "Unless you'd rather I file my report as-is."

      His eyes narrowed, just slightly, just enough that she felt the spark of it low in her chest. Not anger. Something sharper.

      "Zero-six-hundred," he repeated.

      "Don't be late."

      She watched him walk away, shoulders square, stride even, every inch of him locked down tight.

      Lena smiled.

      This was going to be interesting.
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      The next morning, Daniel showed up at five fifty-eight.

      Lena had the weight room prepped, mats laid out in precise rows, resistance bands staged by weight and tension, her tablet loaded with his preliminary data and synced to the wall-mounted display. She'd reviewed the footage from yesterday's session twice the night before, then once more over her pre-dawn coffee, isolating the subtle compensation pattern in his left side. Old injury, poorly rehabbed, buried under years of disciplined maintenance and sheer stubborn will. The kind of thing most trainers would miss. The kind of thing that would eventually break him.

      He walked in wearing department-issue shorts and a faded gray t-shirt with the station logo across the chest, hair still damp from a shower, darkened to almost black at the temples. His gaze swept the room once, cataloging equipment, exits, changes from yesterday, before landing on her with that same quiet assessment she'd noticed before.

      "On time," she said, glancing at the clock mounted above the door.

      "Always am."

      She gestured to the nearest mat, positioned in the center of the room beneath the best lighting. "We're starting with mobility work. I need to see how that hip moves without load before we add any complexity."

      The first twenty minutes were clinical. Methodical. She guided him through ranges of motion, hands on his ankle, his knee, the outside of his thigh, feeling for restrictions and compensations. His skin was warm through the fabric of his shorts, muscle dense and responsive beneath her palms. He followed every instruction without comment, breath steady and controlled, focus absolute. No complaints, no questions, no unnecessary conversation. Just compliance and that unnerving stillness he seemed to carry everywhere.

      When she pressed her palm flat against his hip to feel the rotation, testing the internal range, his eyes cut to hers with sudden intensity.
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