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Chapter One
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Condemned

The house wanted to kill someone. Ace could feel it in the framing.

He pressed his palm flat against the load-bearing wall on the south side and held it there, waiting for the telltale vibration that meant the foundation had shifted enough to compromise the studs. Nothing yet. But the crack running diagonal from the window header told him everything he needed to know. This place was six months from catastrophic failure, maybe less if they got a wet spring.

He pulled his hand back, wiped it on his jeans, and wrote condemned on his clipboard.

It was a Tuesday. Tuesdays were residential inspections—single-family homes, duplexes, the occasional rental unit with a landlord who'd been dodging code enforcement for years. Ace liked Tuesdays. The houses didn't talk back. They didn't ask him how he was doing. They didn't look at him with that specific tilt of the head that meant you used to be somebody, didn't you?

He moved through the rest of the inspection on autopilot. Water damage in the basement. Knob-and-tube wiring that should've been replaced twenty years ago. A furnace held together by rust and optimism. He documented everything, took photos, filled out the forms. His handwriting was neat, precise, the kind of penmanship that came from years of writing incident reports under pressure.

He didn't think about incident reports anymore.

Outside, the October air hit him like a slap. Central New York in the fall—all grey sky and wet leaves and that smell, that particular smell of decay and cold that meant winter was coming whether you were ready or not. Ace zipped his jacket to the collar and walked to his truck, a ten-year-old F-150 with a cracked windshield he kept meaning to fix.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He ignored it. Pulled out of the driveway. Headed toward the county office to file his reports, same as every Tuesday. The radio played something acoustic and forgettable. He drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on his thigh, fingers drumming a rhythm that didn't match the music.

His phone buzzed again.

And again.

At the next red light, he pulled it out. Three missed calls from Frank Delaney, his supervisor. One text:

Call me. Not optional.

Ace stared at the screen until the light turned green. The car behind him honked. He put the phone on the passenger seat and drove.

He didn't call Frank until he was parked in the county lot, engine off, windows up. It was a thing he did now—contained his conversations inside small, enclosed spaces. Easier to control a room when the room was the cab of a truck.

"Warren." Frank picked up on the first ring. "I've been trying to reach you."

"I was in an inspection. Knob-and-tube wiring, no cell signal in the basement."

"Bullshit, but fine. Listen. We've got a mutual aid request from the county. Four-alarm fire last night—strip mall on Route 31, spread to adjacent residential before they got a handle on it. Fire's out, but the structures are compromised. They need every available inspector for post-suppression structural assessment."

Ace's hand tightened on the phone. "Send Petrocelli."

"Petrocelli's out. Knee surgery."

"Brandt."

"On vacation. Ace, I'm not calling to negotiate. I'm calling to tell you. You're on the list. Report to the incident command post tomorrow morning, 0700."

"Frank—"

"It's a structural assessment. You walk in after the fire's out, you look at walls and floors, you write on your clipboard. Same thing you do every day."

Ace closed his eyes. Same thing he did every day. Except every day he inspected buildings that hadn't been on fire. Buildings that didn't smell like char and accelerant and melted synthetics. Buildings where nobody had died.

"Fine," he said.

"0700. Route 31, south side. You'll see the rigs."

"I said fine."

Frank paused. "You okay?"

"I'm fine."

He hung up before Frank could push it. Sat in the truck for another ten minutes. The acoustic song ended and another one started, equally forgettable. Ace turned the radio off and listened to the silence, which was worse.

* * *
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His apartment was a one-bedroom over a hardware store on Main Street in a town small enough that nobody knew him and nobody cared. He'd picked it for exactly that reason. No fire station within earshot. No sirens at three a.m. The loudest sound on any given night was the owner's cat fighting with a raccoon in the alley behind the building.

He dropped his keys on the counter, opened the fridge, stared at its contents—half a rotisserie chicken from three days ago, a six-pack of IPA missing two, a bottle of hot sauce, and a bag of salad that had given up on itself—and closed it again.

He wasn't hungry. He was rarely hungry anymore. He ate because the body required fuel, the same way his truck required gas. Maintenance. Nothing more.

The apartment was clean in a way that suggested absence rather than discipline. No dishes in the sink because he barely cooked. No clutter on the surfaces because he barely owned anything. The walls were bare except for a calendar from the hardware store downstairs, still turned to August even though it was October. The bed was made with military corners. The bathroom had one towel, one toothbrush, one razor.

In the closet, behind a row of flannels and work jackets he never wore, there was a set of turnout gear.

He hadn't touched it in two years. Hadn't opened the bag. Hadn't unzipped the heavy canvas to check whether the bunker pants still had his name stitched on the left leg. He knew they did. He knew the boots were inside, and the hood, and the gloves that had been custom-fitted to his hands because he'd gone through three pairs in his first year, always tearing them on something, always reaching into spaces he shouldn't have been reaching into.

He knew, because some nights he stood in front of the closet and stared at the bag like it was a body he'd buried and couldn't stop visiting.

Tonight was not one of those nights. Tonight he pulled a beer from the fridge, sat on the couch, and turned on the TV. He didn't watch it. He drank the beer and thought about Route 31.

Four-alarm fire. Strip mall plus residential spread. That was a big one—multiple structures, probably multiple departments on mutual aid, heavy apparatus, crews rotating for hours. He tried not to think about what the inside of those buildings would look like. He tried not to think about the smell.

The smell was the thing that stayed with you. Not the heat, not the sound—the smell. Burning insulation had a sweet, chemical stink that lodged in your sinuses and lived there for days. Burning wood was almost pleasant if you didn't think about what it meant. And then there was the other smell, the one he never talked about, the one that was just meat and hair and fabric, and if you'd ever smelled it once you'd know it for the rest of your life and you'd never, ever mistake it for anything else.

He finished the beer. Opened another. Turned the volume up on a show about people renovating houses, which was either ironic or pathetic, and he wasn't sure it mattered which.

At eleven, he brushed his teeth, set his alarm for five, and got into bed. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, and waited for the dreams.

They came at 1:47.

The same ones. Always the same ones, with minor variations that his subconscious offered up like a sadistic choose-your-own-adventure. Tonight's version:

He's on the second floor. The family's been located—two kids, a mother, a father. The father's already out. The kids are in the back bedroom. Ace has them. One under each arm, small and terrified and alive. He hands them through the window to the ladder crew and turns back.

The mother is in the hallway. The ceiling is coming down in pieces—drywall first, then insulation, then the joists. She's on the floor. She's conscious. She's looking at him.

She says, Please.

He moves toward her. The floor groans. His officer—Mason, it was Mason—is on the radio telling him to get out, the structure is failing, get out now. Ace doesn't get out. Ace reaches for her hand.

The floor gives way.

In the dream, it happens in slow motion. In reality, it had taken less than a second. One moment he was standing on solid wood. The next, the wood wasn't there, and neither was anything else—just heat and noise and a falling sensation that seemed to last forever and then ended all at once with a sound like a car crash, which was him hitting the ground floor, which was his spine and his ribs and his left arm absorbing the impact of a twelve-foot drop plus three hundred pounds of debris.

He'd screamed. He remembered that. Screamed into his mask, the SCBA still feeding him air, which meant he was alive, which seemed impossible given that he couldn't move and something was pinning his legs and the fire was everywhere, had followed him down through the hole like a living thing, like it had been waiting for him.

The radio was still live. He could hear Mason's voice. Frantic, controlled, both at the same time—that was Mason, always both at the same time. Warren. Warren, report. Ace, report your status, goddamn it—

Ace couldn't report. His jaw was clenched so hard his teeth were cracking. The pain in his legs was a white-hot scream that his brain couldn't process, so it simply turned off that part of his body, and he couldn't feel anything below the waist, which was either a blessing or the worst possible sign.

Above him, through the hole in the floor, he could see the hallway where the mother had been.

He couldn't see her anymore.

In the dream, this was where it diverged. In reality, a RIT crew had pulled him out in under four minutes. In the dream, nobody came. In the dream, the fire closed in and the air ran out and the woman's voice kept saying please, please, please from somewhere he couldn't reach, and he lay there in the rubble and burned and burned and—

He woke up at 1:52. Five minutes. The dreams never lasted long. They didn't need to.

He was drenched. The sheets were twisted around his legs like restraints. His heart rate was somewhere north of 140—he knew this because he'd bought a fitness watch specifically to track how fast his heart was going when he woke up screaming, which was a purchase that said a lot about where his life was at.

He untangled himself. Went to the bathroom. Ran cold water over his wrists, an old trick that didn't work but gave his hands something to do. Looked at himself in the mirror: thirty-two years old, lean to the point of gaunt, dark circles under grey eyes, a scar on his left forearm from where the debris had sliced through his bunker coat. His hair was longer than he'd ever worn it on the job—dark brown, curling at his neck—because getting a haircut meant sitting in a chair while someone stood behind him with a sharp object near his throat, and no fucking thank you.

"You're fine," he told his reflection. "You're fine. It was two years ago. You're fine."

His reflection didn't look convinced.

He didn't go back to bed. He laced up his running shoes and went out into the 2 a.m. dark, and he ran. Four miles, five, six. No music, no route, just the sound of his breath and his feet and the empty streets of a town that didn't know his name.

He got back at 3:30. Showered. Made coffee. Sat at his kitchen table in the dark and watched the clock crawl toward 5 a.m.

* * *
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The drive to Route 31 took forty minutes. Ace spent it in silence, no radio, no phone. His coffee sat in the cupholder going cold. The sky was still half-dark, that grey-purple pre-dawn that made everything look flat and provisional, like the world hadn't decided yet whether to commit to the day.

He saw the fire ground before he saw the rigs. The strip mall was a wreck—four storefronts reduced to blackened framing and collapsed roofline. The residential spread had taken out a duplex and damaged two single-family homes on the adjacent street. The air still smelled like smoke, that stale, wet, day-after smell that meant the fire was out but the building was still exhaling.

He pulled onto the shoulder and parked behind a line of county vehicles. Stepped out. The ground was muddy, churned up by heavy apparatus—engine tracks, ladder truck tracks, the deep ruts of a tanker that had come in from somewhere rural. Yellow caution tape everywhere. A few portable floodlights still running on generators, casting the scene in that harsh, shadowless white that made everything look like a crime scene.

He stood at the edge of the lot and breathed.

It was fine. This was fine. The fire was out. He was here to look at walls and write on his clipboard. Same thing he did every day.

His hands were shaking.

He shoved them in his jacket pockets and walked toward the incident command post—a white tent near the south end of the lot with folding tables, laptops, and a coffee station that looked like it had been running all night. A few firefighters were milling around, off-shift, faces streaked with soot and exhaustion. An engine company was packing up hose. A ladder truck was being repositioned for the next phase of operations.

Ace kept his head down. He'd been out of the game for two years, but fire service was a small world. You worked enough mutual aid calls and you knew half the faces in three counties. He didn't want to know these faces. He didn't want to be known.

He checked in with the incident commander—a battalion chief he didn't recognize, thank God—and got his assignment: structural assessment on the residential side, starting with the duplex. Straightforward. Walk the building, check the load paths, identify collapse hazards, tag it for demolition or stabilization. He could do this in his sleep.

He started toward the duplex. The path took him past the engine staging area, a muddy stretch of lot where the rigs were lined up bumper to tailboard, red and chrome catching the floodlights. He kept his eyes forward. Didn't look at the trucks. Didn't look at the crews.

Didn't look until he saw the number on the engine.

Station 12.

He stopped walking.

Station 12. Mason's station. Of course it was Mason's station. This was Route 31—Station 12's first-due area. Of course they'd be here. Of course their engine would be parked twenty feet from where Ace was standing with his stupid clipboard and his shaking hands and his two years of pretending he was somebody else.

He stared at the engine. It was the same rig—same number, same configuration, the pump panel on the left side where Ace had stood a thousand times running water, the cab where he'd sat in the officer's seat when Mason was driving, the crosslays on top that he'd pulled a hundred times in training and a hundred more on calls that mattered.

Someone had left a helmet on the front bumper. Ace couldn't read the name from this distance. He didn't want to read the name. He turned away.

And then a voice behind him said, "Warren."

Not a question. A statement. A roll call. A thing you said when you were confirming that the person in front of you was real and not a ghost.

Ace's whole body went rigid. He knew that voice. He'd heard it in his dreams, on the radio, saying his name with that same flat, controlled calm that meant things were falling apart and Mason Liu was the only thing holding them together.

He didn't turn around. He stood there, facing the burned-out duplex, clutching his clipboard like it was the only thing keeping him upright, and said nothing.

Behind him, he heard boots on gravel. Steady, unhurried. Mason never rushed. Mason moved through the world like he'd already decided what was going to happen and was simply waiting for everyone else to catch up.

The footsteps stopped. Close. Close enough that Ace could feel the heat of another body, which was a thing he hadn't felt in so long that his brain couldn't process it as anything other than threat.

"Two years," Mason said.

Ace swallowed. "Yeah."

"You look like shit."

Ace almost smiled. Almost. The muscles in his face remembered the motion but couldn't quite commit. "You look the same."

A pause. Ace could feel Mason's eyes on the back of his neck, cataloging the damage—the weight he'd lost, the dark circles, the way he was standing with his shoulders up around his ears like a man bracing for impact.

"You gonna turn around?" Mason asked.

"I'm assessing the duplex."

"You're staring at a burned-out wall."

"It's a load-bearing wall. I'm assessing it."

Another pause. Then Mason did the thing Mason always did—the thing that had made him the best officer Ace had ever worked under and also the most infuriating human being Ace had ever known. He waited. Didn't push. Didn't leave. Just stood there, a solid, immovable presence at Ace's back, and waited.

Ace turned around.

Mason Liu looked exactly the same. That was the worst part. Two years, and the man hadn't changed—same broad shoulders, same square jaw, same dark eyes that saw everything and gave away nothing. His hair was shorter than Ace remembered, buzzed tight on the sides, and there were new lines around his mouth that suggested he'd spent the last two years clenching his jaw. He was in full turnout gear, the bunker coat open, suspenders over a navy station T-shirt, his helmet tucked under one arm. Lieutenant's bars on the collar.

He looked like exactly what he was: the kind of man who walked into burning buildings because someone had to, and he'd decided it was going to be him.

Ace's chest did something painful and involuntary. He locked it down. Looked at Mason's helmet instead of his face.

"Mutual aid?" Ace asked, like he didn't know. Like he hadn't seen the engine number. Like this was a coincidence and not the universe reaching into his carefully constructed box of a life and ripping the lid off.

"First due," Mason said. "We were on scene for fourteen hours."

"Structure looks like it went defensive early."

"It did. We lost the strip mall in the first forty minutes. Focused on exposure protection." Mason paused. "Since when do you do building inspections?"

"Since two years ago."

"Right." Mason's jaw worked. "Since you disappeared."

"I didn't disappear. I resigned."

"You resigned by email. At three in the morning. And then you didn't answer your phone for six months."

Ace didn't have a response to that. It was true. All of it was true, and he'd known it was shitty at the time, and he'd done it anyway, because the alternative was standing in front of Mason Liu and explaining that he was broken in a way that couldn't be fixed, and he'd rather gouge his own eyes out than see the pity on Mason's face.

There was no pity on Mason's face now. There was something worse. Something that looked like two years of anger and two years of worry and two years of where the fuck are you compressed into a single, unreadable expression.

Mason reached into the pocket of his bunker coat and pulled out a business card. Held it out between two fingers.

"Call me," he said.

Ace looked at the card. Mason's name. Station 12. A phone number.

"Mason—"

"I'm not asking you to explain. I'm not asking you to apologize. I'm giving you my number. Call me."

Ace took the card. Their fingers didn't touch. Mason held his gaze for another second—long enough to make his point, short enough to let Ace breathe—and then turned and walked back toward the engine.

Ace watched him go. The bunker coat shifted across Mason's shoulders as he moved, that familiar, heavy swing that Ace had watched a thousand times across a thousand fire grounds. Mason didn't look back. Mason never looked back. It wasn't that he didn't care—it was that he trusted you to follow.

Ace had stopped following two years ago.

He put the card in his jacket pocket. Turned back to the duplex. Pressed his palm against the load-bearing wall and held it there.

The building was still warm.
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Chapter Two
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Vitals

Drew Vance had a rule about fire grounds: don't get attached to the patients, don't get attached to the crews, and absolutely do not get attached to the guy sitting on the bumper of the engine refusing to make eye contact while you check his blood pressure.

He'd broken that rule exactly once.

Two years ago. And he was still paying for it.

"Vance, I need you on the east side. Got a firefighter with a tweaked shoulder, says he doesn't need transport."

Drew clipped his radio back to his belt and grabbed his jump bag. "They all say they don't need transport. That's how you know they need transport."

His partner, Reyes, snorted from the driver's seat of the ambulance. "You want me to come?"

"Nah. Tweaked shoulder, no mechanism for spinal. I'll splint and release or talk him into a ride. Keep the bus warm."

"It's sixty degrees."

"Keep it emotionally warm, Reyes. I need to feel welcomed when I come back."

Reyes flipped him off without looking up from her phone. Drew grinned and headed toward the east side of the fire ground.

The strip mall was a disaster. Even knocked down and cold, the buildings looked wrong—that skeletal, hollowed-out look that fire left behind, like something had eaten the structure from the inside out and left only the bones. Drew had seen it a hundred times. It never stopped being unsettling. Buildings weren't supposed to look like that. They were supposed to have walls and roofs and the quiet structural arrogance of things that believed they'd stand forever.

He found the firefighter sitting on the running board of a ladder truck, helmet off, holding his right arm against his chest. Young guy—probie, probably, based on the newness of his gear and the slightly shell-shocked look that said I just worked my first big one and I'm pretending I'm fine.

Drew knew that look. He wore a version of it himself most days.

"Hey. I'm Vance, medic unit seven. Heard you tweaked something."

The probie looked up. "It's nothing. Just pulled it wrong on the pike pole."

"Cool. Let me take a look at nothing." Drew crouched in front of him, set down his bag, and started palpating the shoulder with practiced hands. The kid winced when Drew hit the rotator cuff. "Nothing, huh?"

"It's—okay, it hurts. But I don't need to go in."

"Probably not. But I'm going to immobilize it, give you some ibuprofen, and you're going to tell your officer you're done for the day. Not a request."

The probie opened his mouth to argue. Drew gave him the look—the one Reyes called his I will absolutely strap you to a backboard if you test me look—and the kid shut up.

Drew worked efficiently. Sling, swathe, ice pack from the jump bag. He talked while he worked because that's what he did—filled the silence so the patient didn't have to sit with whatever they were feeling.

"First big one?" he asked.

"Yeah. Fourteen hours."

"Brutal. You eat anything?"

"Uh... someone had granola bars."

"That's not food. That's compressed sadness. When I clear you, go find the rehab unit and eat something that didn't come out of a wrapper. Your body's been running on adrenaline and cortisol for fourteen hours. The crash is coming, and if you haven't eaten, it's going to hit like a truck."

The probie almost smiled. "You always this bossy?"

"I'm a paramedic. Bossy is the baseline. Everything above that is a bonus."

He finished the sling and checked the kid's vitals—pulse a little elevated, BP fine, pupils equal and reactive. Standard post-exertion numbers for a twenty-something who'd just spent the night pulling ceiling.

"You're good," Drew said. "Ice it, rest it, see your doc if it's not better in a week. And eat."

"Thanks, Vance."

Drew stood, repacked his bag, and started back toward the ambulance. The fire ground was winding down—engines being packed up, crews rotating out, the incident command tent buzzing with the low-energy hum of people who'd been running on caffeine and stubbornness for too long.

He liked this part, actually. The after. When the fire was out and the adrenaline had faded and everyone was just tired and human and a little bit broken. The during was controlled chaos—Drew's brain kicked into a gear that was all protocol and reflex, no room for anything else. But the after was where the real injuries showed up. The ones that didn't bleed. The ones that sat behind someone's eyes and didn't come out until the lights went down.

Drew saw those injuries all the time. He just couldn't do anything about them.

He was cutting through the engine staging area when the probie caught up with him.

"Hey, Vance? Random question."

Drew stopped. "Shoot."

"You know anything about building inspectors?"

"I know they're the ones who tell you whether the building you just pulled out of is going to fall on your head during overhaul. Why?"

"There's one here—county guy, showed up this morning. Older guys on my crew were talking about him. Said he used to be on the job."

Drew's stomach did something he didn't like. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. Said he was some kind of badass. First in, every time. Then he got hurt on a call and quit. Like, just disappeared."

Drew's hand tightened on the strap of his jump bag. "They say his name?"

"Warren, I think? Something Warren."

The world went very quiet.

Not silent—the generators were still running, and someone was yelling about a crosslay, and the radio on Drew's belt was squawking dispatch traffic from three towns over. But inside Drew's head, everything stopped. Every sound, every thought, every carefully maintained defense he'd spent two years building—all of it went quiet, like the moment between a cardiac arrest and the first compression. That breathless, infinite pause where the body hasn't decided yet whether it's going to come back.

"You okay?" the probie asked.

"Fine. Thanks." Drew's voice came out level. Calm. Professional. The voice he used when someone was coding on his stretcher and he needed the family to believe everything was under control.

He walked back to the ambulance. Didn't run. Didn't scan the fire ground. Didn't look for a county truck or a clipboard or a man he hadn't seen in two years who still showed up in his dreams wearing a blood-soaked bunker coat and whispering stay.

He got to the ambulance, climbed in the back, and sat on the bench seat. Closed the doors behind him.

Reyes appeared in the pass-through from the cab. "You good?"

"Yep."

"You don't look good."

"I look fantastic. I always look fantastic. It's a burden."

Reyes studied him for a second. She was good at that—the assessing look, the quick read. She'd been his partner for eighteen months, and she knew when he was deflecting. She also knew when to let him.

"Okay," she said. "We've got one more assessment and then we're cleared. Want me to drive?"

"You always drive."

"Because you drive like you're mad at the road."

"I'm not mad at the road. I'm disappointed in it."

Reyes disappeared back into the cab. Drew sat in the back of the ambulance and pressed his palms flat against his thighs and breathed.

Warren.

Ace Warren.

He hadn't said that name out loud in months. Hadn't let himself. He'd trained himself out of it the way you trained yourself out of any bad habit—slowly, painfully, with a lot of relapses and a lot of late nights staring at the ceiling wondering where it all went wrong.

Except nothing had gone wrong, exactly. That was the problem. Nothing had gone wrong because nothing had really started. There'd been a call. There'd been a collapse. There'd been a man in the rubble, dying, and Drew had crawled in after him because that was the job. He'd intubated Ace in a space so tight he could barely move his elbows, working by feel because the smoke was too thick to see, his hands steady even though his heart was slamming so hard he could hear it in his ears.

Ace had been conscious. Barely. His eyes were open but unfocused, the glassy, drifting look of someone in severe shock. Drew had stabilized his c-spine, started a line, pushed fluids, and talked to him the entire time—talked because it was the only thing he could do that wasn't medical, the only thing that acknowledged that the body under his hands was a person and not just a set of vitals.

"You're going to be fine. I've got you. You're going to be fine."

He didn't know if Ace could hear him. He said it anyway.

They'd gotten him out. RIT pulled the debris off his legs while Drew maintained the airway, and then they'd loaded him on a backboard and run—actually run, all of them, across the fire ground to the ambulance. Drew had ridden in the back. Ace's vitals were crashing—BP tanking, heart rate through the roof, sats dropping despite the tube. Drew worked the whole ride. Pushed epi. Hung a bag of saline. Monitored the chest for pneumothorax, watching for the uneven rise that meant a lung was collapsing.

Somewhere in the middle of it, Ace's hand had moved. Not a seizure, not a reflex—a deliberate, conscious motion. His fingers had closed around Drew's wrist.

Drew looked down. Ace's eyes were open. Focused. Terrified.

"Don't tell them I'm scared," Ace whispered. His voice was wrecked—raw, barely there, filtered through blood and smoke. "Don't tell them."

"You're going to be fine," Drew said.

"Stay."

Drew's throat closed. He put his free hand over Ace's and held it. "I'm not going anywhere."

Ace's grip tightened. Then his eyes rolled back and his sats dropped to eighty-two and Drew didn't have time to hold anyone's hand anymore because he was suctioning the airway and calling ahead to the trauma center and doing CPR for forty-five seconds when Ace's heart decided to stop, briefly, just long enough to scare the shit out of everyone in the rig.

He'd gotten Ace back. Delivered him to the ER with a pulse and a blood pressure and a set of injuries that would take months to heal—fractured pelvis, three broken ribs, a collapsed lung, second-degree burns on his legs, a laceration on his forearm that went to the bone.

Drew had written his report. Clinical, precise, detached. He'd documented everything—vitals, interventions, medications, transport times. The report didn't mention the hand on his wrist. The report didn't mention stay. The report didn't mention that Drew had sat in the ambulance bay after the handoff and shaken so hard he couldn't hold a pen.

He'd gone back to check on Ace the next day. And the day after that. And the day after that. Ace was in the ICU for a week, then a step-down unit, then a regular room. Drew visited when he could, which was more than he should have. They didn't talk about the call. They talked about nothing—the food was terrible, the nurse on nights was a hardass, Ace hated the TV options. Normal, meaningless things that filled the space between two people who'd shared something they couldn't name.

Then Ace was discharged. Drew texted him twice. Ace responded once: Thanks for everything. Take care.

Then nothing.

Drew had called. Texted. Called again. The number went dead after two weeks. Drew drove by Ace's apartment—a place he'd gotten the address for through channels he wasn't proud of—and the apartment was empty. Lease broken. No forwarding address.

Thanks for everything. Take care.

Like Drew was a waiter who'd given him good service. Like Drew hadn't held his heart in his hands—literally, briefly—in the back of a moving ambulance. Like stay didn't mean anything.

Drew had been angry for a long time. Then he'd been sad. Then he'd been angry again, because sad was harder to carry. Then he'd been nothing, which was worse than both, because nothing meant he'd stopped caring, and he hadn't. He'd just gotten better at pretending.

He was very, very good at pretending.

* * *
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The last assessment was a civilian—a woman from one of the damaged houses, follow-up on smoke inhalation from the night before. Drew checked her lung sounds, her O2 sat, her respiratory rate. Everything was clear. He gave her a card for the county health department in case she developed a cough, answered her questions about her insurance, and smiled the way he always smiled: warm, competent, just personal enough to make people feel seen, not personal enough to let anyone in.

He was packing up when he saw him.

Across the fire ground, near the duplex on the residential side. A man in a dark jacket, clipboard in hand, writing something. Lean. Taller than average. Dark hair that was longer than regulation, curling at the collar. Standing with his shoulders pulled up tight, like a man bracing for a blow that hadn't landed yet.

Drew's hands stopped moving.

He was fifty yards away, maybe sixty. Too far to see his face clearly. But Drew didn't need to see his face. He knew that posture. He'd spent weeks memorizing it—the way Ace held himself in the hospital bed, rigid and guarded, like if he relaxed even a fraction, something would collapse.

Ace was standing at the edge of the duplex, staring at a wall. His pen wasn't moving. He wasn't writing. He was just standing there, one hand pressed flat against the blackened siding, his head slightly bowed, and even from sixty yards away, Drew could see that his other hand—the one holding the clipboard—was shaking.

Something cracked open in Drew's chest. Not the clean, surgical crack of a rib breaking—the slow, grinding crack of something that had been holding too much weight for too long. A load-bearing wall giving way.

He watched Ace for a long time. Long enough for Reyes to come find him.

"Vance. We're cleared. Let's go."

Drew didn't move.

"Drew." Reyes followed his gaze across the fire ground. "Who's that?"

"Nobody."

Reyes looked at him. Looked at Ace. Looked at Drew again.

"That's a really intense way to stare at nobody."

Drew picked up his bag. "Let's go."

He walked to the ambulance. Climbed in. Didn't look back. He sat in the passenger seat while Reyes drove, and he watched the fire ground shrink in the side mirror until the last thing he could see was the outline of a man standing alone next to a burned-out building, holding a clipboard he wasn't using, pressing his hand against a wall that had nothing left to hold up.

* * *
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Drew went home. His apartment was a second-floor walkup in a complex near the hospital—generic, comfortable, the kind of place that said I make decent money but I'm never here. He had a couch he'd bought off a guy who was moving, a TV that was too big for the room, a kitchen with actual food in it because Drew stress-cooked the way other people stress-drank. The counter had a cutting board, a knife block, and a stack of cookbooks he'd bought with the intention of learning something beyond the five meals he rotated through.

He stripped out of his uniform. Showered. Stood under the water for longer than necessary, forehead against the tile, letting the heat unknot the tension in his shoulders.

He's here. He's been here the whole time—forty minutes away, doing building inspections, and I didn't know.

Drew turned the water hotter. It didn't help.

He got out, dried off, pulled on sweats and a T-shirt. Made pasta because pasta was easy and his hands needed something to do. He ate standing at the counter, not tasting it, scrolling through his phone with one hand.

He didn't have Ace's number anymore. The old one was dead. He had no address, no email, nothing. For two years, Ace Warren had been a ghost—a set of vitals on a patient care report, a voice in the dark saying stay, a bruise on Drew's wrist that had faded long before the memory of it.

And now the ghost was back. Standing on a fire ground forty minutes from Drew's apartment, looking like he hadn't slept in two years, which he probably hadn't.

Drew put down his fork. Pulled up the county website on his phone. Searched the building inspection department.

A. Warren, Building Inspector II.

There was a county email. A direct line. A mailing address that was probably the county office.

Drew stared at the screen. His thumb hovered over the phone number.

He closed the browser. Put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down again.

"Fuck," he said to his empty kitchen.

He called Reyes.

She picked up on the second ring. "If this is about the rig, I already logged the maintenance request."

"It's not about the rig."

A pause. "You gonna tell me about the nobody you were staring at?"

Drew sat on his couch. Pulled a throw pillow onto his lap, which was a comfort behavior he would deny to his dying breath. "Two years ago. The big one on Elm Street—structure collapse, firefighter trapped."

"I remember. Before my time on the unit, but everyone talks about it. The guy who went back in for the civilian."

"Yeah. I was the medic. I pulled him out."

"Okay."

"He—" Drew stopped. Started again. "He grabbed my wrist in the ambulance. He was barely conscious. He said stay. And I stayed. And then he didn't."

Reyes was quiet for a long time. Drew could hear her breathing, could hear the TV in the background of her apartment—some reality show she watched ironically.

"The guy on the fire ground," she said.

"Yeah."

"That was him."

"Yeah."

"And you've been—what? Carrying this for two years?"

"I haven't been carrying it. I've been—"

"Drew."

"Fine. Yes. I've been carrying it."

"Have you talked to anyone about this?"

"I'm talking to you."

"I mean a professional."

"I'm fine."

"You sound exactly like every patient who's ever told me they're fine while actively bleeding."

Drew almost laughed. Almost. "He looked bad, Reyes. Like, really bad. Thin. Wired. Shaking. I've seen that look a thousand times—it's the look people have when they're surviving but they're not living."

"And you want to do what? Fix him?"

"I want to—" He stopped. What did he want? He wanted to walk up to Ace Warren and say you said stay and then you disappeared, and I've been standing in that ambulance waiting for two years, and I need you to explain how that's okay. He wanted to be angry. He was angry. He was also something else, something inconvenient and large and unmanageable that he'd been shoving into the basement of his emotional architecture since the day Ace's number went dead.

"I want to bring him coffee," Drew said.

"Coffee."

"Yeah."

"That's the most Drew Vance thing I've ever heard."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means you've been half in love with a ghost for two years. Now the ghost is back. And your move is coffee."

"It's a good move. Coffee is disarming. Coffee says I'm not here to ambush you, I just noticed you look like you haven't slept since the Bush administration."

"Which Bush?"

"Either."

Reyes laughed. Then: "Go bring him coffee, Drew. But be careful."

"Careful how?"

"Careful with yourself. You have a habit of showing up for people who don't show up for you. And you deserve someone who stays."

Drew closed his eyes. "Yeah. I know."

They hung up. Drew sat on his couch in the dark and held the throw pillow and thought about a hand on his wrist in the back of a moving ambulance. The grip had been so tight it left marks. Five oval bruises, four fingers and a thumb, printed on his skin like a brand.

He hadn't washed them off for a week.

He'd told himself it was because he kept forgetting. He knew, even then, that it was because he didn't want to lose the last evidence that Ace Warren had touched him and meant it.

Drew set his alarm for 5:30. He'd stop at the good coffee place on the way—the one on Fourth Street that did the dark roast that tasted like it could restart a heart.

It wasn't a plan. It was coffee.

It was a start.
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Chapter Three
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Accountability

Mason Liu didn't believe in ghosts.

He believed in structure. In protocol. In the chain of command and the incident action plan and the absolute, non-negotiable certainty that if you followed the system, the system would hold. He believed in showing up early, staying late, and never—never—leaving a man behind.

He'd left a man behind once.

Not on purpose. Not by choice. But the result was the same: Ace Warren had disappeared, and Mason hadn't been able to stop it. Two years of silence. Two years of unanswered calls and dead-end addresses and the slow, corrosive realization that the person you'd built half your career around didn't want to be found.

Mason didn't believe in ghosts. But he'd been haunted anyway.

"Lieutenant. Debrief in ten."

Mason looked up from the pump panel he'd been pretending to inspect. Kowalski, his engineer, was standing at the front of the engine with a look that said I know you're not actually checking anything, but I'm going to give you the dignity of pretending.

"Copy," Mason said. "Pull the crew together. Apparatus bay."

"Already done. Jennings is grabbing coffee."

"Tell Jennings if she brings that gas station shit again, she's on hydrant duty for a month."

Kowalski grinned and disappeared around the side of the rig. Mason straightened up, cracked his neck, and looked at his watch. 0830. They'd been on scene for sixteen hours—fourteen on the fire, two on overhaul and mop-up. His crew was running on fumes. So was he, but that wasn't relevant. Officers didn't get tired. Officers got the job done and then got tired later, alone, where nobody could see it.

He ran the debrief the way he ran everything: calm, methodical, thorough. They'd done good work. The strip mall was a loss, but the exposure protection had saved the residential side—mostly. The duplex was damaged but standing. The single-families had smoke and water damage but no structural compromise. No civilian fatalities. No firefighter injuries beyond the probie's shoulder and a few cases of smoke inhalation.

A good outcome. As good as it could be when four businesses were gone and three families were displaced and the insurance adjusters were already circling like vultures in khakis.

"Good work," Mason told his crew. "All of you. Go home. Sleep. I don't want to see any of you for twenty-four hours."

They filed out. Mason stayed. He always stayed. There was paperwork—incident reports, equipment logs, the maintenance request for the thermal imaging camera that had been glitching since last month. He sat at the small desk in his office, a windowless room off the apparatus bay that smelled like diesel and stale coffee, and he started writing.

He got through half a sentence before his pen stopped.

Warren.

He'd seen him. Thirty minutes ago, on the fire ground, standing in front of the duplex like he'd materialized out of the smoke. Thinner than Mason remembered. Harder. His hair too long, his jacket too big, his eyes doing that thing where they looked at you but didn't let you in—shuttered, flat, the emotional equivalent of a boarded-up window.

Mason had walked up to him and said his name and waited for something. He didn't know what. An apology. An explanation. A punch in the face. Any of those would have been acceptable. What he'd gotten instead was Ace Warren looking at the ground and saying yeah like two years was a weather report and not a wound.

Mason's pen cracked in his hand. He looked down. The barrel had split, leaking blue ink across his fingers. He stared at it for a moment, then dropped it in the trash and grabbed another one from the drawer.

He finished the reports. Filed them. Checked the equipment logs. Did everything in the correct order because the order mattered, because if you let the order break down, everything else followed. That was the lesson of every structure fire Mason had ever worked: things didn't collapse all at once. They collapsed in sequence. One failure led to the next, and the next, and the next, until the whole thing came down and you were standing in the rubble wondering how you'd missed the signs.

He hadn't missed the signs with Ace. That was the part that ate at him. He'd seen every single one—the hypervigilance, the insomnia, the way Ace had started volunteering for every dangerous assignment like he was daring the universe to finish what it started. Mason had seen it. He'd reported it. He'd pulled Ace aside three times in the month before he quit and said talk to me, talk to somebody, let me help. And Ace had looked at him with those flat, shuttered eyes and said I'm fine, Lieutenant, and the Lieutenant had been the knife, the deliberate distance, the signal that whatever they'd been to each other—friends, partners, something Mason had never had the courage to name—was over.

Mason's desk drawer was open. He reached in without looking and pulled out the flyer.

He'd made it himself. Printed it at the FedEx on Main Street, a hundred copies, the week after Ace's phone went dead. A photo from the department's website—Ace in his Class A uniform, clean-shaven, bright-eyed, grinning the way he used to grin before the fire took it out of him. Below the photo: Have you seen this person? Ace Warren, 30, last known address 414 Birch Lane. Contact Mason Liu, Station 12.

He'd handed them out. He'd driven to Ace's old apartment complex and talked to the landlord, who said Ace had broken the lease and left no forwarding information. He'd called Ace's emergency contacts—a sister in Oregon who said she hadn't heard from him in weeks, a father in Florida who said Ace makes his own decisions in a voice that sounded like a door closing. He'd checked hospitals, shelters, the VA—Ace wasn't a veteran, but Mason was running out of places to look.

After three months, a mutual friend—a captain from another station who'd heard Mason was looking—had called and said, "I talked to a guy who talked to a guy. He's alive. He's working. He doesn't want to be found."

He doesn't want to be found.

Mason had sat in his office for an hour after that call. Then he'd taken the remaining flyers and put them in the drawer. All of them except one. That one he kept on top, face-up, where he could see it every time he opened the drawer for a pen or a form or a stick of gum.

It was a reminder. Not of Ace—Mason didn't need a flyer to remember Ace. It was a reminder of the moment Mason had failed. The moment he should have said something more, done something more, been something more. The moment the structure had started to fail and Mason, who was supposed to be the one holding it up, had stood there and watched it come down.

He put the flyer face-down in the drawer. Closed it. Stood up.

Then he walked back out to the fire ground.

* * *
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He found Ace in the parking area, sitting on the tailgate of a white county truck with his clipboard on his lap and his pen not moving. He was staring at nothing—or at everything, which amounted to the same thing. The fire ground behind him was winding down, the last of the crews packing up, the incident command tent being broken down. The air still smelled like smoke.

Mason stopped ten feet away. Gave Ace the space he always gave him—enough room to breathe, close enough to matter.

"You eat anything?" Mason asked.

Ace's head came up. He hadn't heard Mason approach, which told Mason everything he needed to know about Ace's situational awareness, which was to say it was shit, which was to say the man who'd once been able to hear a floor joist cracking from two rooms away was now so deep inside his own head that a six-foot-two firefighter in bunker boots could walk up on him unannounced.

"I had coffee," Ace said.

"Coffee's not food."

"You sound like my supervisor."

"Your supervisor sounds smart." Mason walked to the tailgate and leaned against it, not sitting, not standing—occupying the space beside Ace without invading it. "When's the last time you had a real meal?"

"Define real."

"Something that was alive at some point. Or at least adjacent to something that was alive."

Ace's mouth twitched. Not a smile. A memory of one. "Yesterday. Rotisserie chicken."

"The whole thing?"

"Some of it."

"How old was it?"

"Does it matter?"

"If it was more than three days old, yes."

Ace didn't answer, which was an answer. Mason filed it away with everything else he'd noticed in the twenty minutes since he'd first seen Ace on the fire ground: the weight loss, the dark circles, the tremor in his hands, the way he held his body like a fist—tight, closed, bracing for contact.

"You want to get breakfast?" Mason asked.

Ace looked at him. Really looked, for the first time since they'd been standing in front of the duplex. His eyes were the same grey Mason remembered—the color of smoke before it thickened, pale and shifting and impossible to read. But the thing behind them was different. The old Ace had eyes that burned. This Ace had eyes that had burned out.

"Mason. What are you doing?"

"Asking if you want breakfast."

"That's not what you're doing."

"No. But it's what I'm starting with."

Ace held his gaze for a long moment. Mason held it back. He was good at this—the sustained eye contact, the refusal to look away first. It wasn't a power play. It was a promise. I see you. I'm not going to stop seeing you. I'm not going to pretend this is normal.

"I can't do this," Ace said.

"Eat breakfast?"

"This. You. The—" He gestured at the fire ground, the trucks, the whole impossible scene. "I'm a building inspector. I came here to look at walls. That's all."

"Okay."

"I'm serious."

"I know you are." Mason paused. "You're also shaking."

Ace looked down at his hands. The clipboard was trembling, a fine, constant vibration that he clearly hadn't noticed until Mason pointed it out. He set the clipboard down on the tailgate and pressed his hands flat against his thighs. The shaking didn't stop. It just moved deeper, into his forearms, his shoulders, the set of his jaw.

"It does that," Ace said quietly. "Since the—it just does that."

Mason's chest cracked. Not visibly. Not in any way that would show on his face or in his posture or in the steady, level way he was holding himself against the truck. But somewhere inside, in the place where he kept the things he couldn't say and the feelings he couldn't afford, something fractured.

Because Ace Warren—the most fearless, most reckless, most aggressively alive person Mason had ever known—was sitting on the tailgate of a county truck, staring at his shaking hands, and saying it just does that like he'd accepted it. Like the tremor was a weather pattern and not a symptom. Like this was just who he was now, and he'd stopped expecting anything different.

Mason wanted to touch him. Not in the way he'd spent two years not-thinking about—not the way he wanted to, not the way that kept him up at night and made every other person he dated feel like a placeholder. He wanted to put his hand over Ace's hands and hold them still. That was all. Just hold them still and say this is not who you are. This is what happened to you. Those are not the same thing.

He didn't touch him. He knew better. Ace's body language was screaming don't, and Mason had spent his entire career learning to read the signs. You didn't force entry on a building that was about to collapse. You shored it up from the outside first.

"Okay," Mason said again. "Here's what's going to happen. You're going to finish your assessment. You're going to file your report. And then you're going to come to my place for dinner. Thursday night. I'll cook."

Ace stared at him. "You'll cook."

"I cook now. I'm good at it."

"You once set a pot of water on fire."

"People grow, Ace."

That got something. Not a smile—smaller than that. A loosening. A fraction of a degree of tension releasing from Ace's shoulders, like a valve opening just enough to keep the system from blowing.

"I'm not—" Ace started.

"It's dinner. You show up, you eat food that isn't three-day-old rotisserie chicken, and you leave whenever you want. That's the whole thing."

"And you're not going to—"

"Ask you where you've been? Why you left? Why you couldn't pick up the goddamn phone?"

The words came out harder than Mason intended. He heard them land. Saw Ace flinch—a micro-expression, there and gone, but Mason caught it because Mason caught everything, especially when it came to this man, especially when it came to the specific, precise ways Ace Warren was in pain.

Mason exhaled. Pulled it back. Recalibrated.

"Not Thursday," he said, quieter. "Thursday is for dinner. The rest of it can wait."

Ace was looking at him again. That grey gaze, searching, wary, like an animal deciding whether the hand being offered was going to feed it or grab it.

"Why?" Ace asked.

"Why what?"

"Why dinner. Why any of this. I left, Mason. I left without—I didn't even—" He stopped. Swallowed. His Adam's apple worked in his throat. "I wrote you an email. You deserved more than that, and I gave you an email."

"You gave me a two-sentence email at three in the morning that said I'm resigning effective immediately, sorry for the short notice. I've gotten longer messages from spam bots."

"I know."

"You didn't even spell my name right."

Ace blinked. "What?"

"You wrote Masin. M-A-S-I-N. You either didn't care enough to proofread or you were drunk. I've spent two years trying to figure out which one was worse."

Something shifted in Ace's face. Something cracked behind the concrete. "I wasn't drunk," he said, and his voice was so quiet that Mason had to lean in to hear it. "I was sitting on my bathroom floor at three a.m. trying to write the email and my hands were shaking so bad I could barely type and I kept starting over because everything I wanted to say was—" He stopped. Pressed his lips together. "I couldn't say it. So I wrote two sentences and I misspelled your name and I hit send before I could take it back."

Mason stood very still.

"I wanted to call you," Ace said. "Every day. I picked up the phone and I—" He shook his head. "I couldn't hear your voice. Because if I heard your voice, I'd have to explain, and if I explained, you'd try to fix it, and I didn't want to be something you had to fix."

The fire ground was quiet now. The last engine had pulled out. The generators had been shut down. It was just the two of them in a parking lot full of tire tracks and ash, the sky low and grey above them, the smell of smoke still in the air like a thing that refused to leave.
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