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First Shift, Worst Impression

The coffee at Station 14 tastes like it was brewed in a boot. Always has. I drink it anyway—black, no sugar, same chipped mug I've used for nine years—because routine is the only thing standing between me and the kind of morning where I throw a chair through a window.

Six a.m. Equipment check. I run my hands over every coupling on Engine 14's primary line, checking for cracks, for wear, for anything that might fail when failure means someone dies. My fingers know these fittings the way a pianist knows keys. Muscle memory earned in smoke and repetition.

The bay smells like diesel and floor wax. Overhead fluorescents hum their tuneless song. Somewhere behind me, Dex is arguing with Patterson about whether a hot dog is a sandwich, which is a conversation this crew has had at least forty times and will have forty more, because firefighters are creatures of deeply stupid habit.

I love this place. I'd cut my own arm off before I'd say it out loud.

"Cruz." Captain Rivas appears at the bay door with his clipboard and his I'm-about-to-ruin-your-day face. I know that face. I've been on the receiving end of it enough times to recognize the particular tightness around his mouth that means politics are about to enter my life.

"Captain."

"Got a minute?"

I don't, actually. I have an equipment check to finish, a shift briefing to prep, and a life that functions specifically because I don't deviate from my routine. But Rivas outranks me, so I set down my inspection sheet and follow him to the office.

He shuts the door. Bad sign.

"Chief Parker's nephew starts today," Rivas says, like he's reading me the weather forecast instead of lighting a fuse. "Ryan Parker. Academy top ten, good marks, enthusiastic. Chief wants him at Fourteen."

I wait. There's more. There's always more when Rivas shuts the door.

"He wants you as the kid's mentor."

The word kid lands first. Then mentor. Then the full scope of what's being asked of me settles across my shoulders like a wet wool blanket.

"No."

"Cruz—"

"I'm not a babysitter, Captain. Give him to Patterson. Give him to anyone."

"Chief specifically requested you. He wants his nephew learning from the best lieutenant in the district." Rivas has the decency to look uncomfortable. "His words."

"His nephew," I repeat. "As in, the chief of the entire department is placing his blood relative on my rig and asking me to be personally responsible for him."

"That's the shape of it, yeah."

I stare at the ceiling for a three-count. A water stain shaped like Florida stares back. I've memorized that stain over nine years of being handed shit assignments and swallowing my objections because that's what a lieutenant does.

"When?"

Rivas checks his watch. "His shift started six minutes ago."

I look at the empty doorway behind Rivas. Then back at Rivas.

"He's late?"

"He had a media commitment. Channel Five piece on department recruitment."

A media commitment. His first day on the job—his first shift—and the chief's nephew is late because he was on television. I can feel my blood pressure ticking upward like a gauge on a pressure vessel approaching its limit.

"I'll be in the bay," I say, because if I stay in this office I'm going to say something that gets documented.

•  •  •
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I finish my equipment check with the kind of aggressive precision that makes Dex steer wide of me. Smart man. The crew knows my moods the way they know weather patterns—barometric shifts you can feel in your joints. Right now the pressure is dropping fast.

Maya finds me refilling my boot-coffee. She's in her paramedic blues, dark hair pulled back, reading glasses perched on her head, holding her own mug like a weapon.

"I heard," she says.

"Heard what?"

"That you're getting a new shadow. Chief's nephew." She sips her coffee, watching me over the rim. "Word travels fast in a firehouse. Almost like we're all trapped together for twenty-four hours at a time."

"I don't want to talk about it."

"Of course you don't. You never want to talk about anything. That's your entire personality."

I almost smile. Almost. Maya Singh is the only person in this building who can push me and survive the pushback. We've earned that over years—over one specific, terrible night that welded us together in ways I don't examine too closely.

"He's late," I tell her, because that fact is a splinter I can't stop tonguing.

"Maybe he's nervous."

"He was on TV, Maya. His first shift at his uncle's station and he was doing a press hit instead of showing up on time."

She gives me the look—the one that says you've already decided to hate this kid and he hasn't walked through the door yet. She's not wrong. But she's not right either, because I don't hate Ryan Parker. I don't know Ryan Parker. What I hate is everything his arrival represents: special treatment, inherited privilege, a system that places family connections above merit, and the assumption that Elias Cruz will make it work because Elias Cruz always makes it work.

I drain my coffee. It tastes like charcoal and resentment. Perfect.

•  •  •
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Ryan Parker walks into Station 14 at six twenty-two a.m., twenty-two minutes late, and the first thing I notice is his smile.

It's a problem.

It's the kind of smile that walks into a room and rewires the energy—bright, easy, a little reckless. Dimples. Actual dimples, like God reached down and pressed two thumbs into his cheeks and said here, have an unfair advantage. He's shorter than I expected—five ten, maybe—with a lean build that says athlete rather than gym rat. Sandy blond hair that falls across his forehead in a way that looks artless and probably requires expensive product. Blue eyes. Tattoo sleeve peeking out from under a station uniform that fits him like it was tailored, because it probably was.

He smells like citrus and cologne. Who the hell wears cologne to a firehouse?

"Hey! Ryan Parker." He extends his hand to the nearest body, which happens to be Dex, and the grin cranks wider. "I know, I know—the nephew. Get your jokes out now, I can take it."

Dex, because Dex has never met a stranger, shakes his hand and immediately starts in. "Chief's blood, huh? Does that mean you can get me out of a parking ticket?"

"Only if you ask nicely." Parker winks. Actually winks.

The crew materializes like they always do when something new enters the ecosystem—curious, circling, assessing. Parker handles it like a pro. He's got the patter down: self-deprecating humor about his family connection, quick compliments that feel genuine even if they're calculated, a physical ease that draws people in. He remembers names after hearing them once. He asks about the rig with the right questions. He's charming and he knows exactly how charming he is, and that combination—the competence of the performance—sets my teeth on edge.

I watch from the bay door with my arms crossed and my coffee cooling. He hasn't noticed me yet. Or he has and he's saving me for last, which would be a smarter play than I want to give him credit for.

Maya appears at my shoulder. "He's cute."

"He's late."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive."

I push off the doorframe and cross the bay. The crew parts. Parker sees me coming and the smile adjusts—not dimming, exactly. Sharpening. Like he's been briefed on me and is calibrating in real time.

"Lieutenant Cruz." He extends his hand. His grip is firm, his palm is smooth—no calluses, not yet—and his eyes hold mine with the kind of direct contact that's either confidence or a challenge. "I've heard a lot about you."

"Parker. You're late."

The smile doesn't waver, but something behind his eyes flickers. A hit he absorbs and files away. "Channel Five wanted to reshoot the close. Uncle—Chief Parker set it up for the recruitment drive. I should've pushed back on the timing."

It's a decent answer. Acknowledges the problem, explains without making excuses, takes partial responsibility. I don't care.

"Shift starts at oh-six-hundred. You're on my rig, you're on my time. I don't care if the President of the United States wants a reshoot." I let go of his hand. "Gear up. My office in ten."

I turn and walk. I can feel his eyes on my back—everyone's eyes, actually, because I just dressed down the chief's nephew in front of the entire crew on his first morning. Captain Rivas, standing near the briefing board, gives me a look I can't read.

I don't slow down.

•  •  •
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My office is a closet with a desk and delusions of grandeur. Parker arrives in nine minutes—early by sixty seconds, and I notice, even though I don't want to.

He stands in front of my desk with his hands clasped behind his back. Good posture. The athlete in him, probably. His uniform is crisp, his boots are new, and he's watching me with that calibrated attention again—reading me the way I read pressure gauges.

"Sit down, Parker."

He sits.

I don't.

"Here's how this works." I lean against the edge of my desk, arms crossed, looking down at him. The height advantage is deliberate. "You're assigned to my rig for your probationary rotation. That means you follow my orders—not your uncle's suggestions, not your own instincts, not whatever they taught you in the academy that you think makes you special. My orders. Exactly as given, without improvisation, hesitation, or commentary."

His jaw tightens. Just slightly. Most people wouldn't catch it.

"You don't coast here. I don't care whose nephew you are. I don't care how many cameras were on you this morning. On my rig, you earn your place the same way everyone earns it: by proving you can do the job without getting yourself or anyone else killed."

"Understood, Lieutenant."

"Is it?"

His eyes snap to mine. The blue is startling up close—not pale, not ice; a deep, clear blue like the center of a gas flame. Something in them shifts from compliant to defiant in the space between heartbeats.

"Copy, Lieutenant." He says it with the exact right inflection—respectful on the surface, edged underneath. Not insubordinate. Not quite. Just enough push to let me know that the golden-boy routine is a choice, not a default, and he can choose differently.

My chest does something I refuse to acknowledge.

"Good," I say, and look away first, which I never do. "Grab your gear. We drill in twenty."

He stands, nods, and walks out. I watch him go because the door is in my line of sight, not because I'm watching the way his shoulders move under his uniform shirt, or the way he carries his weight through his hips like a ballplayer, or the way his hair curls slightly at the nape of his neck where it's still damp from whatever expensive shower routine he performed this morning.

I am not watching any of that. I'm reviewing his file in my head: Academy scores, physical assessments, emergency medical certification. Top ten in his class. Strong marks across the board. Nothing on paper to justify the hostility I'm already aimed at him like a hose.

But paper doesn't walk into my station twenty-two minutes late smelling like a department store, and paper doesn't look at me like that.

I drain my cold coffee and crush the cup.

•  •  •
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The tones drop at fourteen thirty-seven. Kitchen fire, ground-floor apartment, single elderly occupant reported unable to evacuate. We roll in under four minutes. Standard response, bread-and-butter call—exactly the kind of thing a rookie's first real run should be.

Parker rides in the jump seat next to me. He's quiet for once, checking his mask, running his hands over his SCBA straps. I watch him in my peripheral vision and grudgingly note: his hands are steady. No tremor, no fumble. Whatever noise he makes with his mouth, his body is disciplined.

Don't think about his body.

On scene, I take command. The building is a two-story walkup, light smoke showing from a first-floor window. The occupant—a woman in her seventies, Mrs. Delgado—is on the sidewalk in her bathrobe, clutching a phone, crying.

"Parker, you're with me. Interior attack, primary search, first floor only. Stay on my hip. Do not deviate."

"Copy, LT."

We go in. The fire is contained to the kitchen—grease fire that spread to the curtains and cabinets. Smoke is moderate, visibility fair. I hit it with the line while Parker searches the front rooms. Textbook. He moves well—low, efficient, checking corners, calling out clear rooms with the right cadence. I can hear the academy training in his movements, and beneath that, something else. Instinct. Raw and unpolished, but there.

The fire's knocked down in eight minutes. I'm pulling ceiling, checking for extension, when I hear Parker's voice from the back hallway.

"LT, I've got something."

I find him crouched beside a toppled bookshelf in the living room, flashlight aimed into a gap between the shelf and the wall. A cat—orange tabby, terrified—is wedged into the space, hissing and clawing at the carpet.

"Mrs. Delgado's cat," Parker says. "Must've bolted during the fire."

"Leave it. Animal control can handle it."

Parker looks up at me. The mask is around his neck, and in the smoky half-light, his face is flushed, his hair is plastered to his forehead with sweat, and his eyes are lit up with that particular brand of stubborn idealism that I recognize because I used to have it, back before the job burned it out of me.

"She's seventy-three and she's standing on the sidewalk crying, LT. This cat is probably all she's got."

"I gave you an order, Parker."

"To do primary search. I found a living thing." He's already reaching into the gap, voice going soft—"Hey, buddy. Hey. Come on, you're okay"—and the cat, despite being feral with terror three seconds ago, stops hissing. Because of course it does. Because Ryan Parker could probably charm a cobra out of a basket with that voice.

He pulls the cat out, cradled against his chest, and stands up. The animal is shaking, claws dug into Parker's turnout coat, and Parker is murmuring to it like it's a baby while looking at me like he's daring me to write him up for saving a cat.

I should admire it. Part of me does—the part I keep locked in a box and never open. The rest of me sees a rookie who deviated from his lieutenant's direct order on his first call because he decided his judgment was better than mine.

"Outside," I say. "Now."

On the sidewalk, Parker hands the cat to Mrs. Delgado, who bursts into fresh tears and clutches the animal to her chest and calls Parker mijo, which lands in my gut like a sucker punch for reasons I can't unpack right now. The crew gives Parker back-slaps and grinning attaboys. Dex ruffles his hair. The woman's neighbors are watching, and a couple of them are filming on their phones, and Parker is standing there in his turnout gear holding an old woman's hand with soot on his face and that goddamn smile, and he looks like a recruitment poster come to life.

I turn away before my face betrays something I can't afford to feel.

•  •  •
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Back at the station, I call Parker into my office and shut the door.

"I'm filing an incident note."

The smile dies. Not a dimming—an extinction. His face goes blank in a way that tells me he's had a lot of practice hiding when something hurts.

"For saving a cat?"

"For deviating from a direct order on your first call."

"The fire was knocked down. There was no active threat. The occupant was—"

"The occupant was safe. The structure was not yet cleared. And you made a unilateral decision to alter your assignment without consulting your commanding officer."

He stares at me. The blankness cracks, and underneath it isn't sadness—it's anger. Real, hot anger that turns those blue eyes dark and puts a flush on his neck that creeps above his collar.

"Nobody else would have documented this."

"Nobody else is your lieutenant."

"No," he says quietly. "I guess they aren't."

He holds my gaze for three seconds—four—five. Something passes between us that has nothing to do with incident reports or cats or chain of command. Something that lives in the space between anger and want, in the territory where conflict becomes something electric and dangerous.

Then he looks away. Nods once. "Understood, Lieutenant." No edge this time. Flat. Closed.

He walks out and doesn't look back.

I sit in my chair and stare at the incident report I haven't written yet. My hands are shaking, and it's not adrenaline from the call—that burned off twenty minutes ago.

He's twenty-four. He's the chief's nephew. He's your subordinate.

I write the report. Every word lands like a nail I'm driving into something that doesn't deserve to be sealed shut, and I drive them anyway, because the alternative—the thing that lives in the space where his blue eyes met mine and neither of us blinked—is not something Elias Cruz is allowed to have.

•  •  •
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Twenty-two hundred hours. The station is quiet. Dex is snoring like a chainsaw in the bunk room. Patterson is watching some reality show with the volume at two. Maya left an hour ago with a look that said I know you're spiraling and I'll deal with you tomorrow.

I'm in my bunk, flat on my back, staring at the ceiling. The bunk room is dark except for the red glow of the exit sign, and I can hear him.

Two bunks over. The creak of the frame as he shifts. The whisper of a phone screen—probably texting, or reading, or doing whatever twenty-four-year-olds do at night instead of lying awake cataloguing their failures.

I close my eyes and see his face in the smoky hallway. The flush, the sweat, the stubborn blue eyes. She's seventy-three and she's standing on the sidewalk crying. The way his voice went soft for the cat. The way Mrs. Delgado called him mijo and something in my chest cracked along an old fault line.

Then: the office. The anger. Nobody else would have documented this. He's right. And that's the problem—not that he's wrong, but that he's right in a way that makes my rigid, rule-bound, grief-calcified approach to this job look like exactly what it is.

A cage I built to keep everyone out.

His bunk creaks again. I hear a quiet exhale—not a sigh, just a breath. Just a man settling into sleep in a room full of people who are supposed to have his back.

I wrote him up for saving a cat. First day on the job, and his mentor documented him for showing compassion. What does that make me?

Safe, says the voice in my head. The same voice that's kept me alive for five years by keeping me empty.

I roll over, face the wall, and don't sleep for a long time.

In the dark, two bunks away, his breathing evens out. He sleeps easily—the sleep of someone who hasn't yet learned what this job costs.

I hate him for that.

I hate that I'm lying here at ten o'clock at night listening to a twenty-four-year-old rookie breathe like it's the only sound in the world.

And I hate—with a ferocity that scares me—that when he looked at me in that office with all that fire in his eyes, the thing I wanted most was to find out what it would take to make him look at me like that again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Proving Ground

I can't sleep because my lieutenant hates me and I saved a cat and got written up for it and also he has forearms like something Michelangelo would've carved if Michelangelo had been into firefighters, which—historically—he probably would've been.

That's the thought spiral I'm stuck in at midnight, lying in a bunk that smells like industrial detergent and someone else's shampoo, staring at the ceiling of Station 14 while Dex snores three bunks down with the acoustic force of a leaf blower.

Incident note. First day. I replay the scene for the fiftieth time: Cruz behind his desk, arms crossed, that jaw set like concrete. The way he said deviating from a direct order like I'd committed treason instead of pulling a terrified cat out from behind a bookshelf. The way his dark eyes tracked my reaction, cataloguing every flinch, every flash of anger, filing it all away in whatever steel-trap database he uses instead of emotions.

I roll onto my side. My phone glows against the thin pillow.

Don't do it.

I do it.

Reddit. r/MMRomanceBooks. Sort by new. A post from six hours ago: "Recs for grumpy mentor/sunshine rookie? Bonus if firefighter or military. Extra bonus if praise kink." Forty-seven comments. I scroll through them with my thumb, cataloguing titles I've already read, adding two to my TBR, and absolutely not drawing parallels between fictional grumpy lieutenants with emotional walls and the real one sleeping two bunks to my left.

One commenter wrote: "The best ones are where the grumpy one calls the rookie 'kid' but you can tell it's actually a term of endearment he hasn't admitted to yet."

I screenshot it.

Stare at the screenshot.

Delete the screenshot, delete my search history, lock my phone, and press it face-down on the mattress like it's evidence at a crime scene.

Nobody can ever, ever see my phone. Not the Reddit. Not the Kindle library with forty-seven MM romances organized by trope tag. Not the search history that includes phrases like "age gap authority kink fiction" and "why do I like being told what to do" and, from a particularly rough night in college, "am I submissive or just desperate for approval (quiz)."

The answer to that last one was both. The quiz was not scientifically valid. I took it twice anyway.

Two bunks over, Cruz shifts in his sleep. The frame groans under his weight—he's solid, the kind of dense muscle that comes from hauling hose and dragging bodies out of burning buildings for fifteen years. I know the exact sound his bunk makes when he rolls onto his back versus his side. I've been tracking it for six hours like a psychopath.

Get a grip, Parker.

I press my face into the pillow and force my breathing to slow. Tomorrow is a new shift. A new chance. I'm going to be so perfect, so precise, so flawlessly by-the-book that Lieutenant Elias Cruz will have nothing to write up and nothing to complain about and absolutely no choice but to admit that I belong here.

Or he'll find something else wrong, because men like him always do, and I'll spend another night staring at the ceiling cataloguing the specific timbre of his disapproval.

Either way, I'm not sleeping.

•  •  •
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Morning hits like a slap.

I swing my legs off the bunk at oh-five-forty-five—fifteen minutes early, because if Cruz docked me for twenty-two minutes yesterday, I'm going to be so aggressively punctual he chokes on it. Shower. Citrus body wash that Dex will give me shit for. Clean uniform. I check myself in the locker room mirror, and the guy staring back looks exactly like what he is: a twenty-four-year-old with good hair and a chip on his shoulder and something to prove to a man who's already decided he's worthless.

Smile, Parker. You're the fun one. That's the job within the job.

I smile. The dimples activate. Nobody needs to know what's behind them.

The crew is already filtering into the kitchen when I get there. Coffee's on—the same terrible coffee Cruz drinks like it's sacramental wine—and someone has left a box of grocery store donuts on the counter. I grab one, lean against the counter, and wait for it.

Dex arrives first. "Morning, Nephew." He's grinning the grin of a man who stayed up past midnight engineering something.

"Morning, Dex. Sleep well?"

"Like a baby." He pours his coffee, entirely too casual. "You?"

"Fantastic." I bite the donut. "Best bunk I've ever slept in."

We stare at each other. He's waiting. I'm waiting.

When I go to make my bed, I find it short-sheeted so aggressively that the bottom third of the mattress is bare and someone has tucked a Barbie doll under the pillow wearing a tiny paper sign that says CHIEF'S LITTLE PRINCESS.

I hold up the Barbie in the doorway of the bunk room. "Which one of you animals did this? And where did you get a Barbie at six a.m.?"

The kitchen erupts. Dex is crying. Patterson is filming on his phone. Even Kowalski, the quietest guy on the crew, is cracking up behind his toast.

I bow. I pose with the Barbie. I set her on my locker shelf and announce that she's my new partner and I'm naming her Lieutenant Cruz, and the room goes nuclear—howling, table-slapping, someone actually drops a coffee mug.

From the bay door, Cruz watches. Arms crossed. Coffee mug. Stone-faced.

He doesn't laugh. He doesn't participate. He doesn't even acknowledge the joke that bears his name. He just stands there radiating disapproval like a space heater set to ARCTIC, and somehow his refusal to engage hurts worse than any prank.

I keep smiling. I'm a professional.

•  •  •
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The hazing continues through the morning. My helmet gets filled with packing peanuts. Someone replaces the soap in the shower with a bar that's been superglued to a plastic container so it can't be picked up. There's a fake "orientation quiz" left on my bunk that includes questions like What is the proper procedure for informing your lieutenant that his coffee is garbage? (multiple choice; all answers are "You don't") and At what rank does the department issue you a personality? (essay question, minimum 500 words).

I play along with everything. This is the test beneath the test—not whether I can take a joke, but whether I can absorb humiliation with grace, because that's what this is. Humiliation dressed up as welcome. Every firehouse does it. The rookies who bristle wash out. The ones who laugh become family.

I laugh. I always laugh. I've been laughing at people's low expectations of me since I was eleven and my dad's golf buddy called me a "late bloomer" in a tone that clearly meant underachiever.

Dex becomes my shadow by midday, which I'm realizing is just how Dex operates—he picks a person and attaches himself with the barnacle-like devotion of a golden retriever. He walks me through the rig, shows me where everything actually lives versus where it's supposed to live, tells me which cabinets stick and which faucets run hot first. He's generous with information in the easy, unguarded way of someone who's never had to wonder if they deserve to be here.

Must be nice.

"Cruz'll warm up," Dex tells me while we're restocking the medical cabinet. "He's like that with everyone. Took him four months to call me by my first name."

"What's his deal?" I keep my voice casual. Disinterested. Just a rookie asking about his mentor. Nothing more.

"He's the best lieutenant in the city. Maybe the state." Dex says it without hesitation or irony. "Old-school, by-the-book, hardest guy to impress you'll ever meet. But if the building's coming down and you need someone calling the shots, there's nobody better."

"And off the clock?"

Dex pauses. Looks at me with something closer to shrewdness than I'd expected from the crew clown. "Off the clock, Cruz doesn't exist. He's here or he's at home. That's it. No bar nights, no barbecues, no department softball. Maya gets him out for dinner maybe once a month. Other than that..." He shrugs. "The job is his life. Which either makes him the most dedicated firefighter in the department or the saddest. Jury's still out."

I file this away. Add it to the profile I'm constructing against my will—the mental dossier on Elias Cruz that includes forearms, burn scars, jaw, black coffee, no social life, nine years at the same station, never smiles.

And: the way his voice drops half an octave when he gives an order.

And: the way his hand felt around mine when we shook—rough, calloused, grip like a vise.

I close the medical cabinet harder than necessary.

"He'll warm up," Dex repeats, and goes back to restocking gauze.

•  •  •
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Fourteen twenty-two. I'm in the kitchen making a sandwich I don't want because I need something to do with my hands, and I hear them in the hallway.

Cruz and Maya. Voices low but not quite low enough, because this building carries sound through its bones like a tuning fork.

"—don't need some trust-fund kid with a famous uncle on my rig." Cruz's voice, flat and certain. "He's going to get someone hurt."

My hand stops on the bread knife.

"Give him a chance, Cruz." Maya, even-toned but pushing. "He's been here one day."

"One day, and he's already going off-script. He deviated on a call, Maya. A routine call. What happens when it's a warehouse, or a collapse, or a high-rise with trapped occupants? He'll follow his gut instead of his orders and someone will die."

The word die echoes in the hallway like a gunshot.

"That's not what happened and you know it." Maya's voice is careful now—threading a needle. "He saved a cat. The fire was knocked. There was no active danger."

"There is always active danger. That's the entire point of the protocols he thinks don't apply to him because his uncle runs the department."

Silence. Then Maya, quieter: "This isn't about Parker. This is about—"

"Don't."

One word, and I can hear every wall Cruz has ever built in the single syllable. Whatever Maya was about to say, whatever door she was about to open, he slammed it shut with the force of a man who's been slamming doors his whole life.

I stand in the kitchen with the bread knife in my hand and the sandwich half-made and the floor tilting under my feet.

Trust-fund kid. I've heard worse. I've heard it from teammates, professors, my dad's friends, strangers on the internet when Uncle Mark's appointment made the local paper and someone dug up my name. I've got calluses on the part of my brain that absorbs that particular brand of dismissal.

But hearing it from him—from Cruz, who I've known for twenty-seven hours and who already occupies more space in my head than anyone has a right to—feels different. Sharper. Like being told you're worthless by the one person whose opinion you were stupid enough to care about.

The mask slips. I can feel it sliding off my face like wet plaster, and for three horrible seconds I'm standing in a firehouse kitchen with my real expression showing—the one that says I'm twenty-four and I'm terrified I'll never be enough for anything.

Then I rebuild it. Fast, practiced, airtight. Smile back on. Shoulders squared. Sandwich finished. I carry it to the common room and eat it in front of the TV with Dex, laughing at whatever garbage he's watching, and absolutely no one in this building would know that five minutes ago, their rookie heard his lieutenant write him off as a liability.

I'm very, very good at this. I've had a lifetime of practice.

•  •  •
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The tones save me at fifteen eleven.

Apartment building, four stories, smoke showing from the third floor, one occupant reported unresponsive. Engines 14 and 7 dispatched. This is bigger than yesterday's kitchen fire. This is real.

I'm in my gear and on the rig in ninety seconds. Cruz is across from me in the jump seat, already in his SCBA, already in command mode—radio traffic, size-up questions, tactical planning happening behind those dark eyes at a speed I can barely track. He doesn't look at me. He doesn't need to. When he speaks, his voice cuts through the siren and the diesel and the noise of my own heartbeat like a blade.

"Parker. You're on my hip. Interior search, third floor. You follow my lead, you check where I tell you to check, you call out what I tell you to call out. No improvisation. No freelancing. Copy?"

"Copy, LT."

I mean it. Every syllable. Whatever Cruz thinks of me—trust-fund kid, liability, the nephew who doesn't belong—he's about to watch me follow every order he gives like his words are scripture and I'm a convert.

On scene. Smoke is pushing from a third-floor window, dark and heavy. Incident commander from Engine 7 has the exterior. Cruz takes interior with our crew. We mask up, check our air, partner up. Cruz leads me up the stairwell and I stay so close to his left shoulder that I could count the stitches on his turnout coat.

Third-floor hallway. Visibility drops to six feet, then three. The heat is a living thing—pressing down, pressing in. My facepiece fogs and clears and fogs again. I breathe the way the academy taught me: slow, even, controlled. Don't waste air. Don't panic. Trust the man in front of you.

Cruz moves through the smoke like he was born in it. No hesitation, no wasted motion. He checks doors by feel—knob, frame, heat signature—and calls them out. "304, clear. 305, locked, no heat. Moving to 306."

I mirror him. Check the rooms he assigns me. Call out clear, clear, clear. My voice is steady. My hands are steady. Everything I have is aimed at one singular objective: be exactly what he asked for.

306 is the source. Cruz forces the door. Smoke rolls out in a black wave that swallows the hallway. Inside, the fire is in the kitchen—grease fire that jumped to the cabinetry, standard escalation pattern. But there's an occupant.

"Primary search," Cruz barks. "I'll hit the fire. You find them."

I go low. Crawl through the smoke along the baseboard, sweeping with my hand, checking behind furniture, under tables. The apartment is small—living room, kitchenette, one bedroom, one bath. I check the living room: clear. The kitchenette: too close to the fire, no one there. The bedroom—

Under the bed. A shape. Small. Curled up.

"I've got someone! Bedroom, under the bed!"

I drop flat and reach under the frame. My gloved hand touches a shoulder. Small, thin, shaking. A kid. Eight, maybe nine, in pajamas and bare feet, face pressed to the carpet, hands over their ears. Not unconscious—frozen. Terror-locked.

"Hey. Hey, I've got you." I keep my voice low, steady, the way I talked to the cat yesterday except this matters infinitely more. "My name's Ryan. I'm a firefighter. I'm going to get you out of here, okay?"

The kid—a girl, I realize, dark hair in two braids—doesn't move. Her eyes are squeezed shut and she's trembling so hard the bed frame is vibrating.

"I know it's scary. I know. But I need you to be really brave for me. Can you do that? Can you be brave?"

One eye opens. Brown, huge, swimming with tears.

"There you go. That's perfect." I extend my hand under the bed, palm up. Not grabbing—offering. "Take my hand and I'm going to carry you right out that door. You don't even have to walk. I'll do all the work."

A small, shaking hand reaches out and grabs mine. Her grip is fierce—tiny fingers clamping down with survival strength.

I pull her gently from under the bed, scoop her against my chest, tuck her face into my neck so she's breathing through my coat instead of the smoke, and move. Through the bedroom door, past Cruz who's got the fire knocked and is pulling ceiling, into the hallway where the smoke is thinning, down the stairs where Engine 7 has ventilation running, and out the front door into daylight so sharp it feels like being born.

The girl won't let go. Her arms are locked around my neck and her face is buried in my collar and she's crying now—big, gulping, full-body sobs that shake us both. I stand on the sidewalk holding her, one hand on the back of her head, and I don't let go either.

"You did it. You were so brave. You're safe now."

A woman—her mother, I'm guessing—comes sprinting from behind the engine, screaming the girl's name. Sofia. Sofia. I transfer her carefully, and Sofia's arms unlock from my neck and re-lock around her mother's, and the woman is crying and thanking me and I'm saying things—appropriate things, professional things—but I'm not really there. I'm somewhere inside my own chest, in the place where the girl's hand grabbed mine and held on.

I did that.

Not because my uncle is the chief. Not because I charmed someone. Not because I coasted on a last name or a smile. I crawled through smoke and found a child and brought her out alive, and I did it because Elias Cruz told me to search that room and I trusted his judgment and he trusted me to execute.

This is why I'm here. This. This exact feeling.

I turn around, and Cruz is standing by the rig, mask off, helmet under his arm. He's looking at me. Not through me, not past me, not at the scene around me. At me. Those dark eyes are doing something I haven't seen before—a calculation that looks almost like reassessment.

I wait for it. The critique. The note about my form, my positioning, the way I held the girl or the speed at which I moved or whatever impossible standard I failed to meet this time.

Cruz opens his mouth. Closes it. I watch his jaw work—the muscle in his cheek flexing, contracting, like the words are physically fighting to get out and he's physically holding them back.

Then: "Parker."

"LT."

"Adequate."

He turns and walks to the rig.

I stand there on the sidewalk with soot on my face and sweat running down my spine and my heart hammering so hard I can feel it in my teeth, and I think: adequate.

From anyone else, it's an insult. From the man who wrote me up for saving a cat, who called me a trust-fund kid behind my back, who looks at me like I'm a stain on his perfectly maintained routine—from Elias Cruz, adequate is a crack in the fortress.

A crack is all I need. Give me an inch of daylight and I will drive a truck through it. That's what Parkers do.

But this isn't about being a Parker. That's the thing buzzing under my skin as I climb into the rig and take my jump seat and try not to stare at Cruz across the compartment. This isn't about my name or my uncle or proving the haters wrong. This is about a specific man with dark eyes and burn scars on his forearms, a man who controls everything because he's terrified of what happens when he doesn't, a man who almost—almost—said something real to me on a sidewalk and swallowed it like glass.

I want to hear what he swallowed.

I want to make him say it.

That's a dangerous want. The kind that ruins careers and breaks hearts and turns smart people into reckless ones. I know this because I've read forty-seven novels about exactly this scenario and every single one of them ends with someone getting wrecked before they get their happily ever after.

The difference is, in the books, the grumpy lieutenant eventually softens. In real life, he files incident reports and calls you a trust-fund kid and drinks terrible coffee and never, ever smiles.

I'm going to make him smile if it kills me.

Or if it doesn't kill me, it'll at least destroy my entire career and every professional boundary I'm supposed to maintain with my commanding officer.

Same difference, really.

•  •  •
[image: ]


Twenty-two hundred. Lights out. Dex is snoring again—I'm beginning to suspect a deviated septum and a stubborn refusal to see an ENT about it. Patterson is dead to the world. The station is quiet in that specific middle-of-the-night way, where even the building seems to hold its breath.

I'm on my side, facing Cruz's bunk.

I can't see him in the dark—just a shape under a thin blanket, the outline of broad shoulders and a body that takes up space even in stillness. But I can hear him. Every breath. Every shift. The creak of his frame when he turns, the rustle of sheets when he adjusts. He's restless tonight—moving more than last night, though I shouldn't know that, because knowing that means I spent last night tracking his sleep patterns, which I absolutely did.

In the red-tinged darkness, I let my mind do the thing I won't let it do in daylight.

I think about his hands. The calluses. The way they wrapped around my fingers when we shook—brief, crushing, deliberate. The burn scars on his forearms, faded pink against brown skin, that he doesn't hide and doesn't explain. What those hands would feel like somewhere other than a handshake. On my shoulder. My chest. My jaw.

My hip.

Stop.

I think about his voice. The way it drops when he gives orders—not louder but lower, deeper, a frequency that bypasses my brain entirely and speaks directly to the base of my spine. You follow my orders. Exactly as given. Without improvisation. I followed them today. Every single one. And the reward was a single word—adequate—delivered like it cost him something to say, and I'm lying in the dark getting hot over a word that literally means "barely acceptable."

What would it take to get more? Not adequate. Not fine. Not the professional, detached assessment he'd put in a report. I want the words he swallowed on that sidewalk. I want whatever lives behind the jaw clench and the crossed arms and the coffee mug he holds like a shield.

I want him to say good.

The want is a physical thing—a low, warm pressure behind my navel that has no business existing in a bunk room full of sleeping colleagues two days into a job I'm barely surviving. I shift under the blanket and will my body to cooperate. It does not cooperate. It has its own opinions about Lieutenant Cruz, and those opinions are vivid and specific and would get me fired if anyone could read my mind.

His bunk creaks. He exhales—long, slow, the kind of breath you release when you're trying to unknot something in your chest. I hold mine without meaning to, like we're connected by an invisible wire and every sound he makes vibrates through me.

This is insane. I've known this man for two days. He despises me. He's my superior officer. He is fourteen years older than me and built like a wall and dead behind the eyes in a way that says someone hurt him badly enough to make closing off feel like survival.

​
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