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      The smoke seeps under my door like a living thing, hungry and searching. I jolt awake, my lungs already burning, my eyes watering as reality crashes through the fog of sleep. Something's wrong. Something's terribly wrong. The wail of sirens cuts through the night, and my stomach drops as I realize they're coming here—to my building.

      My phone says 3:17 AM. The air tastes acrid, metallic. Wrong.

      "Fire," I whisper, the word dropping from my lips like a stone.

      I scramble out of bed, tangling in sheets that suddenly feel like restraints. My new apartment—my first place that's truly mine—is filling with smoke. The independence I've worked so hard for might literally go up in flames tonight.

      I grab for my robe but abandon it, prioritizing escape over modesty. The oversized t-shirt I sleep in will have to do. My fingers fumble for the doorknob, but I jerk back, remembering what little I know about fires. The metal feels cool enough, so I crack the door open.

      A wall of smoke billows in, thicker and blacker than what had crept beneath my door. The hallway glows with an angry orange light. Fire. Real fire. This isn't a drill or a false alarm.

      I slam the door shut, heart hammering so hard I feel it in my fingertips. Think, Connie. Think.

      The window. I need to get to the window.

      I drop to my hands and knees, crawling across the carpet as smoke fills the upper portion of the room. Four months ago, when I signed the lease, I'd fallen in love with my third-floor apartment's high ceilings. Now, that vertical space is filling with death.

      I reach the window, my fingers trembling as I struggle with the latch. It sticks—it always sticks—but panic gives me strength. The window slides up, and cool night air rushes in, momentarily clearing my head. I lean out, gulping fresh oxygen.

      Below, chaos unfolds. Fire trucks, police cars, and an ambulance crowd the street. Neighbors huddle in pajamas and bathrobes, faces upturned and horrified. Someone points at me.

      "Help!" I scream, my teacher's voice projecting better than expected. "I'm trapped!"

      A firefighter looks up, gestures that he sees me. But the building has four floors, dozens of apartments. How many others are trapped? Will they reach me in time?

      I glance back at my bedroom door. Smoke seeps through the edges now, curling around the frame like grasping fingers. The sound of crackling grows louder.

      With the window open, I have air, but I've created a draft that's feeding the fire. The bedroom door shudders—the pressure or temperature differential pushing against it.

      I retreat from the window, crawling back toward my bed. My eyes land on something small and fuzzy on my nightstand—the teddy bear little Jason gave me after his family moved mid-year. "So you don't forget me, Miss Evans," he'd said, eyes serious beneath his mop of dark hair.

      I clutch the bear to my chest, this small token of the life I've built, the children I teach. Their faces flash through my mind—twenty-six kindergarteners who call me Miss Evans, who trust me to keep them safe during fire drills. Yet here I am, failing the most basic rule: get out, stay out.

      The smoke thickens. My eyes stream tears that have nothing to do with fear. Each breath hurts more than the last. The ceiling ripples with heat waves, paint beginning to bubble.

      I press my face into the teddy bear, drawing what comfort I can from its synthetic fur. The irony isn't lost on me—a grown woman of twenty-six, size 18 and hardly delicate, clinging to a child's toy while death approaches. But in this moment, I'm not ashamed of needing something to hold onto.

      The sound changes abruptly—wood splintering, a crash that vibrates through the floor. The bedroom door bursts inward, knocked clear off its hinges.

      A figure looms in the doorway, massive and dark. For one terrified heartbeat, I think it's the fire itself, taking human form to claim me.

      But it's a firefighter, gear making him seem larger than human. He scans the room and locks onto me immediately.

      "I've got you," a deep voice calls through the mask. "Don't move."

      As if I could. My limbs have turned to water, my lungs to fire. He crosses the room in three long strides, kneeling beside me. Up close, his size is even more apparent—this isn't just the bulky gear. The man beneath it is enormous.

      He lifts me like I'm nothing, one arm under my knees, the other supporting my back. My fingers clutch the teddy bear even as my other hand instinctively grabs onto solid muscle. Through tears and smoke, I register blond hair peeking from beneath his helmet, a face blackened with soot.

      He adjusts his grip, cradling me closer to his chest. "Hang on tight."

      The world tilts as he stands, carrying my full weight without strain. I should be embarrassed—I'm not small, not dainty—but survival trumps dignity. Besides, in his arms, I suddenly feel delicate, protected. It's unfamiliar and intoxicating.

      "We're taking the stairs," he says, his voice somehow both gruff and gentle. "Keep your face against me."

      I obey, turning into his chest as he navigates the burning hallway. The heat is unbearable, the noise deafening—wood cracking, glass shattering, the building itself seeming to groan in pain.

      Yet in his arms, a strange calm washes over me. His breathing is steady and controlled, his movements confident. He isn't afraid, so maybe I don't need to be either.

      We reach the stairwell, and he takes the steps two at a time, barely jostling me. I risk a glance up at his face as he navigates downward. He's removed his mask—probably to see better in the stairwell—and what I see steals what little breath I have left.

      Beneath the soot and sweat is a face carved from stone—sharp jaw, straight nose, and eyes so intensely blue they cut through the haze around us. They're focused, determined, but when they flick down to meet mine, something changes in them. Something shifts.

      For one suspended moment, the fire fades away. The danger recedes. There's just me, this stranger, and a connection that arcs between us like electricity finding the path of least resistance.

      His arms tighten around me. I feel the expansion of his chest as he draws a sharp breath.

      "I've got you," he says again, but something in his tone has changed. Like he's making a promise that extends beyond this rescue.

      We burst through the exit door into the night air. Paramedics rush forward, but my rescuer doesn't immediately hand me over. Instead, he carries me to an ambulance, his gaze never leaving my face.

      "What's your name?" he asks, voice rough with smoke and something else.

      "Connie," I manage, still clutching the ridiculous teddy bear. "Connie Evans."

      His mouth twitches—not quite a smile, but something equally powerful. "Dagger Wolfe."

      Of course his name is something fierce and dangerous. It suits him perfectly.

      He lowers me onto a gurney with surprising gentleness for hands so large. The paramedics swarm around me, but he doesn't step back. His presence remains solid beside me as an oxygen mask is placed over my face.

      "You're safe now," he says, those blue eyes burning into mine with an intensity that makes me believe him completely.

      I've never felt safer or more vulnerable in my entire life. And despite the chaos around us, despite the fact that my home is currently engulfed in flames, despite the fact that this man is a complete stranger—I don't want him to leave.

      As if hearing my thoughts, his hand finds mine, engulfing it completely. "I'm staying right here," he says.

      And somehow, I know that he’s going to take care of me.
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      I kick down doors for a living. Carry people to safety. It's the job. But the second I step into apartment 3C, something shifts inside me. She's huddled on the floor, this soft, curvy woman with a stuffed bear crushed to her chest, and my heart slams against my ribs with a force I've never felt before. Smoke swirls around her like she's the center of the universe. And just like that, she is.

      Minutes earlier, I was just doing my job. The call came in at 3:08 AM—apartment fire, potential entrapments. Standard protocol. My team hit the ground running, adrenaline flowing but controlled. Clinical. I've pulled dozens of people from fires over my twelve years on the job. Young, old, fat, thin, hysterical, unconscious—they're all the same. Get in, get out, minimize risk, maximize survival.

      "Wolfe, third floor, east side," my captain barks through the radio. "Reports of a tenant still inside."

      I don't hesitate, taking the stairs with my gear feeling lighter than it should. The hallway's engulfed, flames licking up the walls, but fire doesn't scare me. Never has. I've walked through hell too many times to count.

      I reach 3C. Door's locked. One solid kick and it splinters open.

      That's when everything changes.

      She's there, on her knees, this vision in an oversized t-shirt that does nothing to hide the generous curves beneath. Brown hair falls in waves around her face, and even through the smoke and tears, her eyes are huge, expressive pools I could drown in. She clutches a teddy bear like it's her lifeline, and the sight punches me in the gut.

      This isn't just another rescue.

      "I've got you," I call out, my voice rougher than intended. Something primal claws at my insides, demanding I reach her, claim her, protect her.

      I cross the room in long strides, dropping to my knees beside her. Up close, she's even more perfect. Soft. Full. Vulnerable. Her skin glows despite the film of soot, and those eyes widen as she takes me in.

      When I slide my arms beneath her, lifting her against my chest, a current passes between us. Her weight feels right in my arms—substantial, real. Not some fragile twig that might snap, but a woman with lush curves that fit against me like she was designed for me alone.

      "Hang on tight," I tell her, and she does, one hand clutching her bear, the other grabbing my shoulder. Her fingers dig in, trusting me to save her.

      She will never be in danger again. The thought slams into me, unexpected and absolute. Mine to protect. Mine to keep.

      "We're taking the stairs," I say, already moving. "Keep your face against me."

      She turns into my chest obediently, her warm breath filtering through my gear. The simple act of submission lights me up from the inside. This woman doesn't know me, yet she trusts me with her life. I will earn that trust. I will become worthy of it.

      The building's falling apart around us. Support beams cracking, ceiling starting to bow. None of it matters. I'd walk through the flames of hell itself with her in my arms.

      I navigate through the hallway, shielding her body with mine. She's pressed tight against me, those perfect curves molding to my form even through the bulky gear. I'm suddenly, violently aware of how little she's wearing—just that thin t-shirt, nothing else from what I can feel. The knowledge shoots straight to my groin, inappropriate and unstoppable.

      Keep it together, Wolfe. She's a victim. A civilian. Just doing your job.

      But it's not just the job anymore. It's her.

      We reach the stairwell, and I rip off my mask to see better in the relative safety of the concrete enclosure. She looks up then, those big brown eyes locking onto mine, and the world stops spinning.

      Recognition. Not that we've met before, but something deeper. More primal. Her pupils dilate as she takes me in, and I know she feels it too—this inexplicable pull between us.

      My arms tighten around her automatically. I've got you, I think again, but it means something different now. Something permanent.

      "I've got you," I say aloud, making it a vow.

      I take the stairs faster than is technically safe, but I need to get her out, need to see her in the light, need to make sure she's real and unharmed and mine. The possessiveness should scare me. It doesn't.

      The night air hits us as we push through the exit door. Paramedics rush forward, hands reaching for her, but my body tenses. I'm not ready to let go.

      "Dagger! Status?" My captain's voice cuts through the chaos.

      "Civilian retrieved," I respond automatically, walking toward the ambulance at my own pace, ignoring the hands trying to take her from me. Not yet. Not until I'm ready.

      I look down at her perfect face, smudged with soot but still the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. "What's your name?" I ask, needing to know, needing to taste it on my tongue.

      "Connie," she answers, voice small but steady. "Connie Evans."

      Connie. The name settles in my chest like it's always been there.

      I tell her my name, watching her process it. Most people react to "Dagger" with raised eyebrows or nervous laughter. Not her. She accepts it immediately, like she understands that ordinary names wouldn't fit me.

      The paramedics are getting impatient. I lower her onto the gurney with reluctance, my hands lingering longer than necessary on her waist, her shoulder, finally her hand. The contrast between my massive, filthy paw and her smaller, softer one should be comical. Instead, it looks right. Meant to be.

      "You're safe now," I tell her as they place an oxygen mask over her face. Her eyes never leave mine, wide and trusting and something else—something that makes heat pool in my stomach.

      A paramedic tries to nudge me aside. I don't budge. Instead, I take her hand in mine, her delicate fingers disappearing into my grip. "I'm staying right here," I say, making it clear to everyone around us that I'm not going anywhere.

      She doesn't object. If anything, relief washes over her face.

      "Wolfe, we need you back in," my captain calls. "Building's still hot, more potential victims."

      For the first time in my career, I hesitate. Connie's eyes flash with something—understanding, concern.

      "Go," she whispers behind the mask. "Help them."

      The fact that she's encouraging me to leave her, to save others, lands like a punch to my solar plexus. This woman, who's just lost everything, is thinking about strangers. My chest expands with an unfamiliar feeling.

      "I'll be back," I growl, squeezing her hand once before releasing it. It's not a suggestion or a possibility. It's a promise carved in stone.

      She nods, those eyes never leaving mine until I turn away.

      I force myself back into professional mode, returning to the burning building, helping evacuate two more residents. But the entire time, my awareness remains split—part of me doing the job, the larger part locked onto the ambulance where they're treating Connie.

      My Connie.

      The thought should shock me. It doesn't. From the moment I saw her, huddled on the floor with that ridiculous teddy bear clutched to her chest, something clicked into place. I've been a firefighter for twelve years, and I've never felt this—this overwhelming certainty, this primal need to possess and protect.

      Through each evacuation, each check of a vacant apartment, my eyes track back to her. The paramedics have her sitting up now, the oxygen mask still in place. Her hair falls around her face in messy waves. Even from here, I can see the curves that her oversized shirt can't hide. Soft. Perfect. Made for my hands.

      The fire's under control now. Three apartments destroyed, several more with smoke and water damage. The residents huddle in groups, shocked and teary-eyed, clutching whatever possessions they managed to save.

      Connie has nothing but that teddy bear.

      She'll have me.

      I strip off my gear, leaving my captain to handle the paperwork. Nothing matters but getting back to her. My boots crunch across broken glass and debris as I make my way to the ambulance.

      The paramedic tries to intercept me. "Sir, we need to transport her⁠—"

      "I'm going with her," I cut him off, my voice leaving no room for argument.

      Connie's eyes find mine over the paramedic's shoulder, and there it is again—that recognition, that pull. She needs me as much as I need her. I don't know how I know this, but I do.

      I climb into the ambulance, taking the seat beside her gurney. She reaches for my hand immediately, and the simple gesture of trust nearly breaks me. How long has it been since anyone reached for me like that? Not out of duty or obligation but out of genuine want?

      "Thank you," she whispers behind the mask.

      I shake my head. "Don't thank me for doing what I was born to do."

      And it's true. In this moment, I know with bone-deep certainty that I was born to find her, to save her, to keep her.
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