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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.
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      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.

      His eyes locked on hers, and the air thickened, went heavy with something unspoken.

      "I'm Emma. From dispatch." The words came out steadier than she felt, more professional than the flutter in her chest warranted. "Brought the incident reports from last week. The ones Admin's been asking about."

      Something flickered across his face, recognition, maybe surprise, possibly something else she couldn't quite name. He straightened, closing the distance between them in three strides that felt both too slow and too fast, each footfall deliberate against the concrete floor.

      "Jack Turner." He extended his hand, his gaze never leaving her face.

      His palm was warm, calloused in all the places where tools and ropes had worn the skin rough. The contact lasted a beat too long, his fingers curling around hers with a firmness that felt intentional, and Emma found herself cataloging details she had no business noticing: the scar bisecting his left eyebrow, pale and thin like an old story; the faint lines at the corners of his eyes that suggested he smiled more than his serious expression currently implied; the way his throat moved when he swallowed, like he was weighing what to say next.

      "The stairwell call," he said, his voice dropping half an octave.

      Not a question. A statement of fact. Emma nodded, hyperaware that he hadn't released her hand yet, that his thumb rested against her wrist where her pulse hammered visibly beneath the skin.

      "You saved my ass that night."

      "You did the hard part." Her voice dropped without her permission, went soft and low like they were sharing something secret despite standing in the middle of the bay with the overhead lights buzzing and the distant sound of someone's radio playing in the kitchen. "I just told you what I was seeing on the blueprints."

      Jack's thumb brushed across her knuckles, accidental or deliberate, she couldn't tell, but the touch sent heat racing up her arm, before he let go. The absence of his touch felt conspicuous, left her hand cold and oddly bereft.

      "Reports?" He gestured toward the folder tucked under her arm, his eyes flicking down briefly before returning to her face.

      "Right." Emma handed them over, their fingers grazing in the exchange, skin against skin for just a heartbeat. She wondered if he felt the spark too, that electric jolt of contact, or if she was inventing electricity where there was only static and her own desperate need for connection.

      He flipped the folder open, skimming the top page with the focused attention she'd heard in his voice during emergencies. Emma watched his eyes move across the text, tracked the slight furrow between his brows when he concentrated, the way his jaw tightened when something caught his attention. This close, she could see the shadow of stubble along his jaw, dark and rough; the way his shoulders filled out the department t-shirt in a way that made her mouth go dry and her thoughts veer into unprofessional territory; the small burn scar on the side of his neck, silvered with age.

      "This is thorough." Jack glanced up, and Emma forgot how to breathe, forgot that oxygen was supposed to move in and out of her lungs automatically. "You always put in this much detail?"

      "Only when the captain decides structural integrity is optional." The words came out sharper than she'd intended, edged with the fear she'd felt that night, listening to his crew move through a building that could've come down on their heads.

      The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close enough to make her stomach flip, to send warmth spreading through her chest. "Worked out, didn't it?"

      "This time."

      "You worried about next time?" His gaze held hers, steady and searching, like he could read the answer written across her face in the tension around her eyes, the set of her mouth.

      Emma lifted her chin, refusing to look away even as her heart threatened to bruise itself against her ribs. "Should I be?"

      The question hung between them, weighted with something neither was saying, heavy with implications that had nothing to do with building codes or safety protocols. Jack shifted closer, not enough to be improper, not enough that anyone watching would think twice, but enough that she caught the scent of smoke and soap clinging to him, masculine and raw. Enough that she had to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact, exposing the vulnerable line of her throat.

      "I listen when it counts," he said quietly, his voice rough-edged and sincere. "Especially to people who know what they're talking about. Especially to you."

      Heat crawled up her neck, flooded her cheeks with color she couldn't hide. "Good to know."

      His attention didn't waver, didn't slide away the way most people's did when conversations grew too intense, too honest. It pinned her in place, made her feel seen in a way her headset never allowed. It made her feel real and solid and present instead of just a disembodied voice guiding people through the dark.

      "You here often?" Jack's voice had gone lower, rougher around the edges, intimate despite the open space around them.

      "Not usually." Emma's pulse hammered in her ears. "Just when there's paperwork that can't wait."

      "Maybe you should be."
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      The first time she felt her heart catch, Emma was three hours into a quiet Wednesday graveyard shift, fighting to keep her eyes open through the pre-dawn lull when nothing moved except streetlights and the occasional patrol car drifting past on routine patrol. The dispatch center felt like a submarine at this hour. Sealed off from the world, suspended in artificial light and recycled air, the only sounds the ambient hum of computers and the occasional burst of static from idle radio channels.

      "Dispatch, Engine 19."

      Jack's voice cut through the silence like a blade, and Emma sat up straighter in her chair, fingers already flying to the keyboard before her brain had fully caught up to the fact that he hadn't called out a location, hadn't given her anything that sounded remotely like an emergency. Her pulse had quickened automatically. Pavlovian response to any voice breaking radio silence at this hour.

      "Go ahead, 19." She kept her tone professional, neutral, even as confusion flickered through her mind.

      "Just checking the radio's working. Slow night?"

      She glanced at the clock mounted above her workstation, 3:47 AM, then down at the incident log glowing on her screen, completely empty except for a minor medical call that had cleared two hours ago. "Dead."

      "Copy that." A pause stretched between them, static crackling softly in the silence like distant rain. "You get coffee breaks in that place?"

      Emma's mouth curved despite herself, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Unprofessional. Unnecessary radio traffic. She should shut this down immediately, keep the channel clear for actual calls, maintain the boundary between dispatcher and field personnel. "Sometimes. You offering to bring me some?"

      "Can't leave the station." His voice had gone lower, almost teasing, carrying a warmth that seemed to travel straight through the radio and into her chest. "But I could keep you company until something breaks."

      She shouldn't. The channel was recorded, logged, reviewed if anyone with enough time and suspicion cared to listen. But the dispatch center was empty except for her and the steady hum of computers, the next shift not due for another three hours, and Jack's voice was warm and real in her ear, chasing away the fluorescent loneliness of the graveyard shift like sunlight breaking through fog.

      "Tell me something." Emma leaned back in her chair, the leather creaking softly, and tucked one leg beneath her in a posture that would have earned a reprimand from her supervisor. "How do you do it? Walk into burning buildings without your hands shaking?"

      Silence stretched long enough that she thought he wouldn't answer, that she'd pushed too far too fast, asked for something too real and honest for a radio conversation between near-strangers.

      "They shake after." Jack's admission came quiet, honest, stripped of the command authority she usually heard in his voice. "During… there's no time for it. You move or people die, so you move. Your body doesn't ask permission, doesn't wait for courage to catch up. The fear catches up later, when you're back at the station, sitting in the dark, trying to remember how to come down from it all."

      Emma closed her eyes, pictured him alone in his bunk room with the lights off, adrenaline still coursing through his veins in waves while everyone else slept peacefully around him. "And do you? Come down?"

      "Eventually." A breath, audible even through the radio's compression. "Easier when there's someone to talk to."

      Her chest tightened, something warm and dangerous blooming behind her ribs. "Is that what this is?"

      "What do you want it to be?"

      The question landed between them like a lit match dropped into dry kindling. Emma opened her eyes, stared at the empty dispatch log, the blinking cursor waiting patiently for an incident that hadn't happened yet. She should deflect, make a joke, redirect the conversation back to safe professional territory where neither of them had to risk anything real.

      "I want...” She stopped, swallowed hard against the vulnerability rising in her throat. "I spend every shift listening to people's worst moments. Hearing them scared, hearing them hurt, hearing them beg for help. And I send help, I do everything right, but I never know if it's enough. If they made it out. If I said the right thing to keep them calm, to keep them alive."

      "You always say the right thing." Jack's voice had gone rough, intimate despite the radio between them and whatever distance separated the station from her dispatch center. "That night in the stairwell. I was trusting you with my life, Emma. You know that? Completely. Without reservation."

      "I know." Barely a whisper, her throat tight.

      "And I'd do it again. Without hesitation."

      Heat flooded her face, spread through her chest like something opening, blooming, unfurling toward light. "Jack...”

      "Come visit the station again." Not quite an order, but close. The voice of a man used to people following his suggestions. "During the day this time. When there's actually decent coffee and the crew won't give you the third degree."

      Emma's smile spread slow and helpless across her face, warmth pooling in her stomach. "That an official invitation, Captain?"

      "Yeah." A pause, weighted with meaning. "It is."
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      The call came in at 2:14 AM on a Thursday. Residential structure fire, reports of heavy smoke, possible entrapment on the upper floor.

      Emma's hands moved through the familiar choreography of dispatch, fingers dancing across the console as she sent the tones, her other hand keying up the radio to relay information. Her voice remained steady and professional even as her pulse kicked up a notch when she heard Jack's voice crackle across the radio, that distinctive calm authority cutting through the static. "Dispatch, Engine 19 on scene. Two-story residential, smoke showing from second floor windows, extending through the roofline."

      She acknowledged, logging the information, her eyes scanning the computer screen for additional details about the property. Then his voice came again: "Dispatch, we've got confirmation of a victim. Second floor bedroom, northeast corner. I'm making entry now."

      Emma's stomach dropped like a stone, but her voice stayed level, professional training overriding the sudden spike of fear. "Copy, Captain. Any structural concerns reported?"

      "Negative. Building appears solid, smoke's the only hazard at this…” Static swallowed his words, turning them into incomprehensible noise. Then came a crack, sharp and terrible, that echoed through the radio like a gunshot, followed by a sound that might have been falling debris. "Floor's compromised, floor’s...”

      Silence. Absolute and devastating.

      "Engine 19, report." Her voice cut through the static with surgical precision, command instead of panic, but her heart hammered violently against her ribs, each beat feeling like it might crack bone. "Captain Turner, respond."

      Nothing. Just white noise and the awful quiet beneath it, the kind of silence that filled nightmares.

      "Captain, I need confirmation of your status." Her fingers were white against the console, knuckles bloodless as she gripped the edge hard enough to hurt. "Jack, answer me." The use of his first name broke protocol, but she was past caring about regulations in that moment.

      Several seconds that felt like hours crawled past before: "I'm out." His voice came back rough, breathless, edged with pain or shock or both. "I'm clear. Victim secured. Jesus...”

      Emma's eyes closed, her next breath shuddering through her chest as relief crashed over her in waves so powerful they left her trembling. She forced herself to continue the protocol, to get the necessary information, to coordinate the response, even as her hands shook against the keyboard.

      Twenty minutes later, after the scene had been declared under control and the victim transported to the hospital, the dispatch center door opened.

      Jack stood there in his turnout pants and department t-shirt, the heavy coat and helmet abandoned somewhere between the engine and her door. Soot streaked across his face in dark smudges, his hair damp with sweat and clinging to his forehead. He looked at her like drowning men looked at lifeboats. Desperate, grateful, completely undone, all that careful control he always maintained stripped away to reveal raw need underneath.

      Emma stood without thinking, her chair rolling back and hitting the console with a dull thud that neither of them acknowledged.

      Neither spoke. Jack crossed the room in four long strides, and Emma met him halfway, her hands coming up to his chest automatically, palms flattening against solid muscle, feeling the rapid hammer of his heart beneath her touch, proof of life, evidence of survival, confirmation that he was real and whole and here. His hands found her waist with unerring accuracy, fingers curling into the fabric of her uniform shirt and gripping tight, anchoring himself to her.

      "You stopped answering." Her voice broke on the words, fracturing around the edges of fear she'd kept contained while on duty.

      "Floor gave out beneath me. Went through to the ceiling below, had to scramble back up, and the...” He stopped, swallowed hard, his throat working visibly. "I couldn't get to the radio. It fell when I went through."

      "I thought...” She couldn't finish, couldn't give voice to the terrible images that had flooded her mind in those endless seconds of silence, the scenarios she'd been trained to imagine in clinical detail suddenly becoming viscerally, horrifyingly personal.

      Jack's hand came up to cup her jaw, his palm rough with calluses and warm against her skin, thumb brushing across her cheekbone with a tenderness that shattered something in her chest. "I'm here."

      "You're here." She leaned into his touch, eyes closing as she let herself feel the weight of his hand, the reality of his presence, letting it ground her.

      When she opened them again, Jack was looking at her like she was the only real thing in the world, his gaze intense and unwavering, dropping to her mouth with a focus that stole her breath and made heat curl low in her belly. "Emma...”

      She kissed him.

      Urgent and graceless, fueled by adrenaline and weeks of wanting and the awful knowledge of how quickly it could all disappear, how fragile this thing between them really was. His mouth opened under hers immediately, hot and desperate, one hand sliding into her hair while the other tightened on her waist, pulling her closer until no space remained between them, until she could feel every line of his body against hers. He tasted like smoke and coffee and relief, and Emma's fingers fisted in his shirt, holding on like he might vanish if she let go, like he was the only solid thing in a world that had just proven how quickly it could shift beneath her feet.

      Jack made a sound low in his throat, rough and wanting, turned his head to deepen the kiss, his tongue sliding against hers, and Emma went pliant against him, melting into his strength, all the careful distance they'd maintained burning away in the space between one heartbeat and the next like it had never existed at all.

      Jack pulled back first, chest heaving, forehead dropping against hers as he fought for control. His fingers remained tangled in her hair, grip tight like he couldn't quite let go, like his body hadn't caught up to his brain yet.

      "We can't." His voice came out wrecked, barely above a whisper. "Not here."

      Emma's hands were still fisted in his shirt, knuckles pressed against the solid warmth of his chest. She forced them to open, to release the fabric they'd been crushing, but couldn't make herself step away. "I know."

      But neither moved.

      Jack's thumb traced the line of her jaw, a slow drag that made her breath catch despite everything. "Emma...”

      "I know," she repeated, sharper this time, putting steel in the words even as her pulse hammered traitorously in her throat where his gaze had dropped. She finally stepped back, putting necessary distance between them, air rushing into the space like a cold slap. "This is… I’m on shift. You're on shift. We can't."

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, smearing the soot across his cheekbone, and she watched his walls rebuild themselves brick by careful brick. The captain sliding back into place over the man who'd just kissed her like drowning. "Complicated."

      "Yeah." The word tasted bitter. Professional boundaries. Chain of command. Every regulation designed to prevent exactly this kind of thing, this messy collision of duty and want that could compromise judgment when seconds counted, when lives hung in the balance.

      The radio on her console crackled to life with routine traffic from another unit, the mundane sound jarring in the charged silence between them. Emma turned toward it automatically, grateful for the excuse to look away, to break the magnetic pull that kept dragging her gaze back to his mouth.

      Jack took another step back, his hand falling to his side like a puppet with cut strings. "I should go. Crew's probably wondering...”

      "Right." She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold without his warmth. She scribbled her address on a piece of paper. "You should check in. Make sure medical looked you over."

      "I'm fine."

      "You fell through a floor, Jack."

      His jaw tightened. "I'm fine."

      The silence stretched between them, filled with everything they weren't saying, all the reasons this was impossible tangling with the undeniable fact that it had already happened. That crossing back felt like trying to unring a bell.

      "Get looked at anyway," Emma said finally, her dispatcher voice firmly in place, professional armor snapping back into position. "Captain's orders."

      His mouth quirked despite everything. "You're not a captain."

      "Should be."
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