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            Welcome to my dirty brain.

-Sloane

      

    


Jazelle didn’t hear the smoke alarm at first.

She was too deep in her bath—candles lit, music on, eyes closed—soaking away the week. Her phone was tucked on the counter beside her, untouched for the first time in hours. And the wine glass, nearly empty now, balanced on the ledge of the tub. It was the scent that broke through first.

Not lavender.

Not eucalyptus.

Burning.

Her eyes flew open.

That wasn’t incense.

She heard it next: the shriek of the alarm, too close and too loud. The hallway was already hazy when she threw the door open in a towel, coughing instantly, heart thudding like a war drum.

The kitchen.

Flames were licking up the side of the wall near the stovetop, where the towel she’d left drying had apparently caught fire from the pilot light. She didn’t remember turning the burner on. She must have. Her hands shook.

She ran.

No shoes, no phone, no bra—just the damn towel clutched to her chest like a security blanket as she bolted down the stairs and into the muggy night air. Her bare feet hit the cracked pavement. Her neighbors were outside already, pointing, murmuring.

Someone had called 911.

Someone was yelling her name.

“Jazelle!”

She turned and froze.

The fire truck was just pulling up, lights spinning. And leading the charge, helmet in hand, stepping off like a goddamn firefighter calendar come to life?

Sawyer fucking Maddox.

Big, broad, taller than she remembered. Covered in soot and sweat. And staring at her like she was the only thing burning.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered as he approached, eyes flicking over her towel, her wet skin, her stunned expression. “You okay?”

She blinked. “What... what are you doing here?”

“I work here.” His voice was lower than she remembered, rough like gravel and smoke. “Station 14. Moved back two months ago.”
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