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Thank you for reading Station 17: The House as Home.

Did you catch the moment Dani reached for the plain white mug  —-  no hesitation, like it had always been hers? Did Vasquez's pipe wrench land differently the second time around, now that you knew what it cost Riley to hold it out first? And when Rostova said it  —-  just "Carter," nothing attached, nothing explained  —-  did you feel exactly how much one word can carry when you've spent three books earning it?

Leave a review  —-  your words help this story find the readers who need it most: the ones who know what it feels like to finally stop waiting to belong, and realize they already do.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "The New Rotation"
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The alarm cut through Riley's dreamless sleep at 0600 exactly. Not the emergency one -—just the regular shift-change signal, a gentler electronic tone that still managed to feel like a physical shove. She swung her legs over the bunk, feet hitting cold concrete. Four other beds creaked around her in the quiet pre-dawn darkness of the dormitory.

"Mornin', sunshine." Diaz's voice was too cheerful for this hour, a warm rumble from across the room. She was already halfway into her uniform, movements economical from years of practice.

"Morning." Riley's own voice was gravelly with sleep. She dressed automatically, the motions muscle memory: heavy navy pants, grey shirt, boots that had seen better days but still felt like armor. The fabric smelled faintly of smoke despite industrial washing. Some scents never really came out.

The rest of the crew drifted toward the mess hall, but Riley lingered, hands gripping the top bunk's metal frame. Someone else's turn to be last out of the room now. That unfamiliar knowledge settled behind her sternum like a stone.

She walked the corridor, her boots making familiar sounds against the polished concrete floor. Everything was exactly as it had been yesterday, last week, last year. The scuffed walls, the faded departmental awards, the perpetually flickering light near the supply closet. Same station, same job, same -—almost -—crew.

"Morning, Carter." Captain Rostova appeared at her office door, coffee mug in hand, her expression giving nothing away. She still used Riley's last name. Still.

"Captain." Riley nodded, keeping moving.

"New probie's here. Cho. Briefing in five."

Riley's steps faltered for half a beat before she smoothed them out. The stone behind her sternum shifted, heavier. Probies. That's what you called them when they were new, when they were lowest, when everyone watched to see if they'd make it. She'd been that person not so long ago. She still felt that person in her bones, despite the name on her uniform jacket now.

In the mess hall, the usual morning rituals were in progress. Vasquez methodically cleaning tools at the far table. Reyes heating up something that smelled suspiciously like yesterday's chili. Okafor already at the coffee maker, pouring into a favorite mug. And then—

There was someone new at the far counter, facing away. Dark hair pulled back in a neat tail, shoulders slightly too tight in the still-new-looking uniform. The new probie, Dani Cho, stood there, looking at the mug shelf like it was an SAT question.

The shelf held the station's mug hierarchy. Mugs with names. Mugs with titles. And at the very top, pushed to the back, one plain white ceramic mug. Unmarked. The probie mug. Her mug, for three years. Until three weeks ago.

Riley watched as Dani Cho reached up and took it down. A smooth, confident motion. Her fingers curled around the white ceramic exactly the way Riley's used to, exactly the way everyone's did at the beginning. Something turned over in Riley's gut. Not jealousy, not exactly. More like seeing a ghost of yourself, but younger, faster, already sure this was where she belonged.

Riley turned away, reaching for a bread knife to slice some rye. Behind her, Captain Rostova's voice cut through the morning quiet.

"Cho. Front and center."

The new probie turned, the white mug held loosely in one hand, eyes scanning the room until they landed on Rostova. No sign of nerves. Just focus. That focused look that meant they were all going to be holding their breath for the next six months.

"We run a tight house here," Rostova said, her tone flat as pavement. "You're with Engine 82. You listen, you learn, you do the work. Your partner is Reyes for orientation. Your training officer is Vasquez. Your evaluator is Hara. Carter will be observing."
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