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      Zane

      The steady tick-tick-tick of the firehouse wall clock is the loudest sound in the room. I sit at the kitchen table, fingers wrapped around my mug, staring out at the fog. It’s not even 6:00 a.m., but the crew is already up, eating breakfast and tossing jabs at each other like it’s their second job.

      Normal. Predictable. Controlled.

      I like it that way.

      The radio hums low in the corner, some old country song about love lost and found. I barely notice it. The bitterness of my coffee lingers on my tongue longer than it should, grounding me in the stillness.

      “Hey, Cap,” JD’s voice cuts through the kitchen. “You in, or are you too scared to lose to me twice in one week?”

      I don’t bother turning. I already know Jack ‘JD’ Dawson is grinning at me, shuffling his deck of cards like it’s his life’s purpose. That grin of his is as much a part of his uniform as his helmet. JD lives to stir the pot, and for some reason, I’m his favorite target.

      “You know what they say about a man who doesn’t play cards,” JD adds, pulling up a chair next to me. “Either he’s scared of the game or too broke to bet.”

      “Or,” I mutter, still watching the fog, “he’s smart enough not to waste his time.”

      The room erupts in laughter. Ryan Coulter, leaning against the counter with a breakfast burrito in hand, nearly chokes on a bite. JD presses a hand to his chest like I’ve just wounded him.

      “Cruel, Cap,” JD says, grinning wider as he scoots closer. He leans in like he’s about to share a secret. “But you know I’m right.”

      I glance at him, a slow, deliberate look, and take another sip of my coffee. That’s answer enough.

      JD shakes his head, still smiling as he shuffles the cards again, the flick of his fingers quick and efficient. This is how it always goes.

      Ryan is the easygoing one. Steady. Sure. JD? He’s all flash and swagger, a single dad of two boys who run him ragged.

      And me? I’m the rock. The constant. The guy who never bends.

      I don’t survive loss by bending. I survive by staying still. By holding on. By waiting it out.

      “Hey, Cap,” Ryan calls, his tone casual, teasing. “What’s the over-under on JD calling his ex this week?”

      “Zero,” I say without missing a beat. “He’s too stubborn.”

      Ryan laughs, shaking his head. JD waves them off, biting back a grin. “She called me, just so you know.”

      “Right,” Ryan snorts. “I’m sure she did, buddy.”

      The banter rolls on, bouncing off the metal cabinets and tiled floors. It’s warm, familiar, like the hum of the furnace. It should be enough to drown out the world.

      But my eyes stay on the fog outside.

      It crawls low and slow over the street, swallowing up everything in its path. Cars. Streetlamps. Trees. My chest feels tight, but not in a bad way. Just... aware. Fog is like grief that way. It doesn’t suffocate you all at once. It creeps in. Quiet. Unnoticed. Until suddenly, everything looks smaller. Harder to see.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a slow breath. In. Out. Images of my late wife spring to mind. I shake my head.

      Don’t go there, Holt. Not today.

      After breakfast, we move into the gear room for routine checks. This is where I feel most like myself — methodical, steady, hands busy with something that makes sense.

      My gloves hang neatly from the rack. My helmet, scratched from years of use, still carries the faint mark on the side from a house fire on Sycamore Lane last year. I run my hand over it, feeling for cracks. Everything checks out.

      Every inch of this job is predictable. Checklists. Routines. Order.

      “Cap,” Ryan calls from across the room, holding up a coupler. “Hose 4’s acting weird. Want me to switch it out?”

      “Check for leaks first,” I say, snapping my gloves off the rack. “If it’s cracked, tag it for replacement.”

      “You got it.”

      JD walks by, his grin lazy as ever, his phone in hand. “Guess what, Cap?”

      “I don’t guess.”

      JD snorts. “My ex just texted me.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Let me guess. She needs help with the boys.”

      “Bingo.” JD raises his hands like he’s hit the jackpot. “I’m telling you, man. Women say they want independence, but they’ll still call you to fix the sink.”

      I glance up from my gear, narrowing my eyes. “Or maybe she’s struggling, raising two kids on her own while you’re here playing poker.”

      The grin slips off JD’s face, just for a second. He shoves his phone into his back pocket.

      “Low blow, Cap,” he mutters.

      “Just calling it like I see it.”

      I’m not wrong. JD loves his kids, no question. But I’ve seen the damage a distant father can do.

      I grew up with one, in more ways than one. And so far, I haven't been given the chance to correct the error of his ways by becoming a father myself. It just wasn't in the cards for me.

      I shake my head and turn my attention back to my gear, but my eyes keep drifting to JD and Ryan as they inspect the hoses. There's an easy rhythm between them, a shorthand built on years of working side by side. They move like a well-oiled machine, passing couplers and nozzles back and forth without missing a beat.

      "Hey, JD," Ryan calls, holding up a frayed section of hose. "Look at this. When's the last time you actually checked your gear?"

      JD grins, snatching the hose from Ryan's hands. "I don't know, man. When's the last time you actually got a date?"

      Ryan clutches his chest like he's been shot. "Ouch. That hurts, JD. That really hurts."

      "Truth hurts, buddy." JD claps Ryan on the shoulder, still grinning. "But seriously, I checked my gear last week. This hose is from the truck."

      "Sure it is." Ryan rolls his eyes, but he's smiling too. "Just like that poker win was all skill, right?"

      "Hey, don't hate the player, hate the game."

      I chuckle under my breath, shaking my head. These two could go on for hours if no one stops them. But there's something comforting about their banter, something that feels like home. In a job where everything can change in an instant, it's the little things that keep us grounded. The jokes, the jabs, the moments of levity in between the chaos.

      It's what keeps us sane. It's what keeps us human.

      I watch as JD and Ryan move down the line of hoses, their laughter echoing off the walls. They're good men, both of them. The kind of men I want beside me when the world is falling apart. The kind of men who would lay down their lives for a stranger without a second thought.

      The kind of men I'm proud to call my crew.

      But even as I watch them, I can feel the weight of my gear hanging heavy on my shoulders. The weight of responsibility, of leadership, of the lives that depend on me to make the right call. It's a weight I carry every day, a weight I’ll carry until the day I hang up my helmet for good.

      Because that's the job. That's the life I’ve chosen. And there’s no going back now.

      Later, after inspections are done, the guys settle in the TV room to watch an old action movie. I don’t join them. Instead, I sit back in my bunk, phone in hand. No notifications. No texts. Not that I expect any.

      For a second, my thumb hovers over my photo album.

      I don’t open it.

      Her face is still there.

      Three years gone, and yet some days, it feels like five minutes. Other days, it feels like fifty years. Grief doesn’t follow rules. Some mornings, I make it all the way to breakfast before realizing I’ve been waiting for her to call. Waiting for her to text. Waiting for her to tell me she’s on her way home.

      But home’s been quiet for a long time now.

      I slip my phone into my pocket, lean my head back against the wall, and close my eyes. Just breathe. One breath at a time.

      The steady tick-tick-tick of the clock fills the room again. I focus on it. Slow. Rhythmic.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      The alarm shatters the quiet like a hammer.

      BEEP-BEEP-BEEP.

      Adrenaline hits hard, sharp and fast. I’m on my feet before I’ve fully registered the sound. My boots hitting the floor hard.

      “Station 42, respond,” the dispatcher’s voice crackles over the intercom. “Residential fire. 114 Willow Grove Lane. Heavy smoke reported; occupants outside.”

      I move fast, snapping into my coat, gloves, and helmet. The routine is muscle memory.

      “Gear up,” I bark, my voice firm, steady. “Out in sixty.”

      Ryan’s at my side. JD’s right behind him.

      The truck roars to life, headlights slicing through the fog. JD takes the wheel, his usual grin replaced with sharp focus. I climb into the passenger seat, locking my eyes on the road ahead.

      The name of the street sticks in my head. Willow Grove Lane.

      I know it.

      The fog thins as we approach, and then I see it — flames licking at the upstairs window, smoke pouring out in thick black ribbons. My chest tightens, sharp and fast.

      It’s Sophia Greer’s house.

      The only other woman I ever loved.

      Before my wife.

      Before my grief.

      My heart pounds to the rhythm of the siren's wailsome song. My hands curl into fists on my thighs.

      “Cap?” JD glances at me, his voice questioning.

      “Focus on the road,” I mutter, my heart pounding in my ears. “Just get me there.”
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      Sophia

      I stare at my phone, finger hovering over the screen as I double-check the date and time. April 15th at 10am. The day I’ll finally be free of my marriage to David—officially divorced.

      “Mom, have you seen my blue sweater?” Abby calls from upstairs, her voice slightly muffled.

      “Check the laundry basket, honey,” I reply, setting my phone down on the kitchen counter. “I just washed a load yesterday.”

      Footsteps thump overhead as Abby rummages around. At sixteen, she already seems more self-possessed than I was at twice her age. When I sat her down and explained that her father and I were separating, she simply nodded and asked if she could stay with me. No tears, no tantrums. Just calm acceptance.

      If only I could say the same for myself.

      My phone buzzes, jolting me from my thoughts. I glance down at the screen and feel my stomach clench. A text from David glows up at me, taunting.

      Hope you’re happy now. You got what you wanted.

      I grit my teeth, anger and hurt warring in my chest. As if this was what I wanted. As if I hadn’t spent years trying to make our marriage work, to be the wife he needed.

      But nothing I did ever seemed to be enough. Not for David.

      With a sharp jab, I delete the message, refusing to let his bitterness poison this moment. This is about moving forward—about building a new life for Abby and me. A life free of his constant criticism and coldness.

      “Found it!” Abby bounds down the stairs and into the kitchen, her favorite blue sweater clutched triumphantly in her hand. She pauses, her green eyes—our only resemblance—bore into mine. “You okay, Mom?”

      I summon a smile, pushing aside the lingering ache in my chest. “I’m fine, sweetie. Just thinking about everything I need to do today.”

      She nods, her expression unusually solemn. “It’s going to be weird, not having Dad around anymore.”

      “I know.” I reach out and smooth a hand over her dark hair, marveling at the young woman she’s becoming. “But we’ll get through this together. You and me, kid.”

      Abby leans into my touch for a moment before straightening, a determined glint in her eye. “Damn straight we will.”

      I laugh, some of the tension easing from my shoulders. With Abby by my side, I can face anything. Even a future without David. Even if a small, treacherous part of me still wonders what that future might hold.

      I uncap my favorite blue pen and turn to the oversized calendar tacked to the kitchen wall. April is already filling up fast, the white squares crowded with multicolored scribbles.

      Abby’s soccer tryouts are next week, I note, making a mental reminder to dig her cleats out of the hall closet. She’s determined to make the varsity team. I know she will—she’s inherited her father’s athletic prowess and my academic smarts.

      I jot down the date and time, my handwriting looping across the page. Beside it, I add my own work schedule for the month—three 12-hour shifts a week at Cedar Springs Hospital, where I work as an ER nurse. The hours are long, and the work is grueling, but I love it. There’s something deeply satisfying about being able to help people on the worst days of their lives.

      Next, I pencil in Abby’s upcoming appointments with her therapist. Even though Abby seemed to handle the separation fine, she’s been seeing my therapist, Dr. Brenner, to ensure she has someone to vent her frustrations to. Someone who isn’t me, because Abby was always more concerned with my feelings than her own.

      I add a few more events—a dentist appointment for Abby, a haircut for myself—before stepping back to survey the month ahead. It’s a lot, but we will manage. We always do.

      I cap the pen and stick it back in the mug on the counter, next to the collection of takeout menus and bills. Later, I’ll sit down and pay what I can, stretching my paychecks as far as they will go. It’s a constant juggling act, but I’m determined to keep us afloat. To build a stable, happy life for my daughter, even if I have to do it alone.

      I head upstairs to my bedroom, my sanctuary in this split-level house that has been both a blessing and a curse since the separation. It’s a roof over our heads, a place to call our own, but it also holds so many memories—both good and bad—of the life I’ve shared with David.

      I push open the door to the primary suite, my gaze skimming over the queen-sized bed with its fluffy white duvet, the matching nightstands on either side. My dresser stands against the far wall, its surface bare except for a few framed photos of Abby at various ages.
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