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  Chapter One
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Starting over was never easy because the past traveled in your mind. However, for Darren Moore, Firehouse 5 was the closest thing to getting a fresh start while still staying in the world he loved. He hated that he had to leave his old house, but sometimes, leaving was the best thing a person could do. He was thankful for Graham Nettleton, his old chief, making the transfer happen, as well as for his understanding of why Darren needed it, even though it hadn’t been his idea alone. The Charleston Fire Department leadership thought it was the best move as well, and his friend Lizzie, a captain at Firehouse 5, had greased the wheels to get him reassigned to her house. 
The station smelled like coffee, engine grease, and the faint chemical whisper of smoke, a scent that had long ago seeped into his bones. It was Thursday morning, and the hum of normalcy buzzed in the background: the banter of the other firefighters, the clink of mugs, the low static of the scanner in the background.
He stood just outside the truck bay, arms crossed, Ash, a stray dog that had made the firehouse its adopted home, sitting at his feet as he watched Trent clap a fellow firefighter on the back like he hadn’t just spent three weeks sorting through the wreckage of his family’s legacy. How the man did it without going crazy Darren didn’t know. He struggled enough with his own past issues.
“Morning,” Trent called to him, that affable grin in place, confidence in each step.
Darren made a slight dip of his head. “Hey, welcome back.” His voice came out even, steady. Not cold exactly. Just… restrained.
Trent scoffed. “Thanks, I think. To be honest, I’d love to be back at that inn I left, still wrapped in Lyla’s arms. Sucks that people expect you to actually pay your bills. Impedes all the living we could be doing.” He leaned down and scratched Ash’s lean back, black fur floating into the air.
Darren laughed, bobbing his head as the other man drew nearer. “I’ve heard something like that. Right rude of them.”
He was genuinely glad, however, that Trent was back. The team ran better with him there, with everyone where they were supposed to be, in the places they were supposed to fill. It kept things from going wrong and people from getting hurt. 
But something in Darren remained distant, not from resentment, but from habit. From knowing that sometimes, no matter how much someone cared, they couldn’t save you from your own mind. And his mind was a total mess these days.
Of course, they’d all been through something. Most simply didn’t talk about it. He didn’t talk about it. You couldn’t forget the pain, pretend it didn’t happen, if you kept talking about it. And he desperately wanted to forget.
He stepped back into the garage and busied himself with a routine check of the rig. He opened compartments, tapped gauges, made notes on the clipboard. The motion kept his hands from shaking, not that anyone would’ve noticed. That was the thing about trauma: it taught a person how to hide in plain sight. 
Behind him, Trent leaned on a support beam. “So, how’s it been around here?”
Darren glanced back over his shoulder. “Same as always.”
Trent scoffed. “You mean quiet, or you mean chaos with decent coffee?”
Darren snorted. “Please. This place has never made a decent cup of coffee, and you know it.”
Trent nodded in agreement with Darren’s assessment as he held up his own cup from The Copper Bean. But his gaze lingered a little too long for Darren’s comfort level, and he felt it, felt seen and not in a way he liked. He dropped the clipboard in the passenger seat and moved to the driver’s side of the engine, resting his hand on the door handle like it might burn him.
Even now, months later, it sometimes did.
He remembered the sound of that boy’s scream. Or maybe it wasn’t a scream. Maybe it was just the sound the world made when it shattered.
Trent lingered beside the rig, leaning a forearm on the hood like he had all the time in the world. “You do anything fun lately?” he asked casually, his voice light but not careless.
Darren blinked, pulled from the memory like surfacing from deep water. “Fun?”
“Yeah,” Trent said, looking out toward the open bay doors. “I mean, I know we’re all emotionally constipated and allergic to hobbies, but I figured maybe you went fishing or, I don’t know, watched a movie that didn’t end with someone dying?” He glanced over at Darren, narrowing his eyes. “You aren’t one of those horror buffs, are you?”
“Not hardly. I see enough horror with this job.” He gave a soft snort. “As far as fun goes, does cleaning the gutters count?”
Trent grinned. “Only if you did it shirtless in the rain with a gorgeous lady helping you out. Also shirtless.”
Darren made a dramatic sigh. “Then no. Just me and a leaf blower. Real wild stuff.”
Trent chuckled, but Darren could see the quick flick of his eyes, the way they studied the tightness in Darren’s jaw, the grip he still had on the door handle. He was trying gently to offer him a moment of normal. And Darren wanted to take it. God, he wanted to be that version of himself again. The one who laughed easily. Who didn’t hear phantom screams in the quiet moments.
But the words stuck.
Thankfully, Rick Middleton’s voice cut through the silence like a blade as the alarms ripped through the bay. “Engine 5, Truck 18, Ambulance 31, structure fire, residential, 2651 Sycamore Street. Possible kids inside.”
The doors separating the common room and the bay burst open, sending Ash scurrying out the back, as Chief Feltham’s voice exploded in their ears, overriding the dispatcher’s. “You heard him, people. Let’s get a move on.”
Darren’s stomach dropped. Kids.
Trent stepped up beside him, already slipping into his jacket as he eyed Darren cautiously. “Need me to drive?”
Darren’s hand stayed on the door handle as he gritted his teeth. “No, I’ve got it.”
Trent looked at him. Not with pity, for which Darren was grateful. Just concern. The firefighters of Firehouse 5 didn’t know the entire reason for his transfer to their station five months ago, just what the department shared with the world. But Darren knew what people whispered, knew what his brothers at his previous house shared when they’d had one too many beers. He knew what he whispered to himself at night, and it was worse than any of the other whispers behind his back. That maybe he should never have gotten behind the wheel again after it had happened.
He slid into the seat, his breath shallow as his fingers wrapped around the wheel. It was the same kind of rig as before. Same color. Same hum when the key turned. Same rattling of his insides.
Different truck. Same ghosts.
Too many ghosts.
He didn’t look in the mirror because he didn’t want to see his own eyes, knowing what they held. He’d never make it if he did.
His lieutenant, Mack Browder, slid into the seat beside him, slamming his door as he held his hat in his lap, glancing over at Darren. “You ready?”
Darren gave a curt nod as he pressed on the gas and pulled out of the firehouse. Mack was one of the few who knew the entire story and still didn’t treat him with kid gloves. He said he would trust Darren to tell him if he needed to take a break from the driver’s seat, and then never said another word about it.
The sirens screamed, and the city blurred by in reds and whites. Darren’s knuckles whitened against the wheel as he scanned intersections with machine-like precision, logging every movement, every pedestrian, every child on a sidewalk.
And his brain screamed at him the entire time.
What if it happens again?
Would he be able to live with himself if it happened again?
What if he never should have been driving in the first place?
But when they pulled onto Sycamore Street, smoke curling into the sky like a warning, he was already moving. He threw the firetruck into park, slammed the door, and ran.
A woman screamed from the lawn. “My baby’s inside! Upstairs, first room on the right. You’ve got to save him!”
Trent didn’t hesitate. Neither did Darren, nor the rest of them. Hesitation cost lives.
They moved like the machine they were trained to be: helmets on, masks sealed, axes in hand. Darren took point, muscle memory driving him forward. The stairs creaked underfoot as the heat rose, the air dry and sharp in his lungs.
They found the boy huddled under a desk in his bedroom on the second floor, smoke curling around his slight frame, his small arms wrapped tightly around his knees. The room was thick with heat, and the walls pulsed orange as flames licked at the edges of the ceiling. Choking smoke swirled around Darren’s helmet, turning every breath into a tight squeeze against his chest.
He dropped beside him, heart pounding, the floor beneath him creaking ominously with every shift of weight. “Hey,” he said, voice muffled but calm, steady. “I’ve got you.”
The boy looked up, eyes wide, tear-streaked, his tiny body shaking from the heat and fear. He coughed once, a harsh, rattling sound, and Darren didn’t hesitate. He scooped the boy into his arms, cradling him close, the child’s small hands fisting into Darren’s jacket.
The hallway beyond the bedroom door was an inferno, flames roaring like a living thing, chewing through drywall and floorboards. Smoke crawled along the ceiling, black and angry, swallowing light and air.
“Window!” Trent shouted from behind him, already moving.
Darren turned toward the back wall, squinting through the smoke. Trent drove his axe into the window, shattering the glass in a burst of glittering shards. The fire behind them roared louder, greedier, chasing the fresh oxygen like it had a vendetta.
Trent cleared away the jagged edges with his gloved hands, shards skittering down the siding below. He stepped back to make room.
Looking down from the two-story window, the ground below appeared in a chaos of shouting, sirens, and the whoosh of hoses. The ladder clanked against the house siding, rising steadily, the top just reaching the windowsill.
Outside, through the smoke-streaked glass, Darren caught a glimpse of sunlight bouncing off the firetruck’s chrome, a gleaming promise of safety. He turned, shielding the boy’s face as he moved to the window. The heat at his back grew sharper, hungrier. 
“I’ve got you,” he whispered again.
Trent leaned out, anchoring himself before turning back to Darren. Darren passed the boy into the other man’s arms, careful, steady, watching the tiny figure disappear into Trent’s hold like he was handing over something sacred. The small boy stared at him, eyes wide as Trent started the descent to the ground. The boy never looked away from Darren.
He stared at the little boy for a moment longer before he hoisted himself onto the sill. The smoke clawed at his lungs as he dropped onto the ladder, boots finding rungs, his body heavy with fatigue and adrenaline. He could feel the heat of the metal through his gloves, and his grip faltered for a heartbeat, but he pushed down, rung by rung, until the air felt clearer.
When they reached the ground, the boy coughed hard as he clung to Trent’s coat. A paramedic rushed forward, already pulling out oxygen as they took the boy from Trent’s arms and laid him on a gurney.
Darren dropped to his knees on the grass, helmet clattering beside him. Flames tore through the second floor above, glass popping like gunfire as the roof sagged. He heard Chief Feltham calling out orders, heard his fellow firefighters calling to each other, the sound of water pouring from the hoses, and the cackle of the flames eating the house.
He stared up at the window they’d escaped through, now devoured by smoke and fire.
They’d made it.
They got down, and the mother rushed to their side. The boy was safe. Crying, but safe. Alive.
Darren snatched his helmet off the ground and sat on the pavement, staring at the asphalt like it might crack open and pull him in. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up. Trent.
“You did well,” the other man said with a curt nod.
Darren didn’t answer. Just watched as the paramedics loaded the boy into the ambulance, his tiny hand clutching the blanket, his mother fretting beside him, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Darren closed his eyes and saw another face, another child, months ago. That one hadn’t made it. And it had been his fault.
But this one had survived.
And maybe, just maybe, that counted for something.






  
  Chapter Two
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Hayley Whitehead’s car still smelled like French fries and fast food wrappers, evidence of late nights hunched over her laptop, chasing threads that often led nowhere. But this one was different. This one led to a story that could put her on the map. 
She hadn’t come to Charleston for a scandal. Hadn’t even been looking for one. No, she’d come for a slow-burn documentary project, a passion piece as she’d pitched it to the powers-that-be. Forgotten local tragedies. Stories buried by time or bureaucracy. Footnotes that deserved headlines.
So far, she had a few old police interviews, a stack of faded newspaper clippings, and a handful of “no comments.” She hoped a follow-up interview with Officer Lyla Holmes, who had been neck-deep in the mess just under a month ago, would give her something solid about the Hightower family’s brush with the justice system, at least giving her something to write so she didn’t return empty-handed.
But as she stepped into the Charleston Police Department, press badge around her neck and heels echoing on the scuffed tile floors, her focus wavered. She walked with a practiced stride, a legal pad tucked under her arm, as she thought of all the other stories that had to fill such a place.
The building itself was a clash of past and present, with old brick bones updated with digital check-ins and fluorescent lights within the skeleton of a city that had seen more history than most people read in books. Charleston was a city trying to hold on to its charm while burying its ghosts. The place brought an old knot to her stomach, and she wondered if perhaps this sit-down was a waste of time. The Hightowers had avoided arrest for decades, so she highly doubted a lowly officer could give her anything worthy of wasting ink on. Still, it was the only story she had, so she had to take it. She had even had to force the interview, Officer Holmes not really wanting to comment on the case for some reason.
Hayley had caught wind of the Hightower story a week ago and was there to follow up on the situation, wanting to discover how they escaped without so much as a slap on the wrist. The officer had been forced to give her a sit-down, and Hayley was nothing if not punctual, worried that the officer would simply walk off. It still didn’t ease her nervousness, however.
She approached the main desk, where an older officer with a salt-and-pepper mustache sat behind a glass partition that had seen better days. He didn’t look up immediately, his fingers tapping methodically at the keyboard.
She cleared her throat politely and leaned in slightly. “Good morning. I’m Hayley Whitehead with The Beacon. I have a scheduled meeting with Officer Lyla Holmes.”
The officer finally looked up, giving her a once-over with a tired expression that said he’d seen about a thousand other faces that morning already and none of them had impressed him. Chances were slim that she would either.
“Press?” he asked, though the badge around her neck clearly confirmed it.
“Yes, sir,” she said, offering a quick, professional smile. “We’re following up on a community series piece involving the Hightower family. Officer Holmes is expecting me.”
He grunted, then pointed with his pen toward a small room off to the right. “Interview Room One. She’s wrapping up another statement, but I’ll let her know you’re here.”
She nodded her thanks and walked to the small conference room, her heels clicking softly against the tile. As she passed bulletin boards and framed commendations, she noticed an open file on top of a stack of files that someone had left unattended on the table inside the small room. It was thick, and the label, scribbled in heavy black ink, read:
FIRE DEPT INCIDENT - 8/19 - REYES M.
She shouldn’t have glanced at it. She wasn’t there for that and already had a story  assigned to her.
However, curiosity was a reflex for writers and part of her job. And the journalist in her always followed the itch wherever she had to scratch. She just hoped it didn’t give her a rash.
After a quick glance around, she turned the file toward her and scanned the top page, her heart pounding in her chest with each word she read.
Child struck by Engine 81 en route to three-alarm blaze. Minor was crossing the street… deceased on scene…
She blinked, her fingers tightening on the paper as she searched for the driver’s name…
Moore, Darren.
Her stomach knotted.
She’d seen that name before in commendation announcements that crossed her desk, buried in department newsletters, even mentioned in passing during interviews for unrelated fire coverage. He was a firefighter out of the 31. However, there had been no mention of any accident, especially not one where a child had died. No article. No blame.
And yet, this? A dead kid? Had the department swept it under the rug? It wouldn’t be the first time the department had tried to keep itself from getting a black eye in the media.
After a quick glance at the doorway to make sure no one was watching, she skimmed the mother’s statement, an Angela Reyes. She claimed her son had been waiting on the sidewalk and that the firetruck mounted the curb. But the damage reports, witness statements, and photographs painted a blurrier picture, saying the kid had ran out into the street.
Something didn’t add up.
The door opened behind her as someone stepped inside, and she snapped the folder shut and covered it with her legal pad. Forcing a smile on her face, she turned to see Officer Holmes standing there, dressed in her uniform and with her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She looked tired, like someone juggling things with a smile that only half worked.
“Hey, sorry,” the officer said, stepping further into the room. “Everything’s a circus today. You’re here to talk about the Black Talons and what happened a couple of weeks ago?”
She pressed her palm on the legal pad as she moved to block the officer from seeing it. “Absolutely. And the Hightowers. I heard they were involved as well.”
“Well, to be honest, I’m not sure how much I can tell you. The investigation is still ongoing from what I hear, but I’ll share what I can.”
She sat down, pen in hand, ready to jot down the officer’s answers. “I’ll take what I can get.” But her mind was already down a different hallway.
Not the one leading to the Black Talons and the Hightowers. She had a feeling that that particular story was old news by now. 
No, her mind churned on the story marked by sirens, grief, and the name Darren Moore.
The story that centered on a dead little boy.
She hadn’t come to the police department for this. But this story had just found her, and there was no way she could let it go. As she stared at Lyla, who was talking about money laundering and family drama, all she could think was that she was about to go after Darren Moore and the Charleston Fire Department. If she could get her editor to sign off on it, that is.
As soon as the interview with Officer Holmes was over, she snatched up her legal pad, tucking the folder under it and out of sight. 
“Thank you, Officer,” she said as she stood a little too fast. “I think I have everything I need for now. I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.”
They shook hands as Lyla nodded. “My pleasure. Good luck with your article.”
Hayley stepped out of the Charleston Police Department and into the late-morning sun, the humidity already thick enough to make her blouse stick to her back. The city was a postcard around her: cobblestone streets, pastel buildings with peeling shutters, flower boxes overflowing with bougainvillea. However, she barely saw it as her heels clicked a hasty course across the uneven sidewalk, passing the iron gates of small courtyards and tucked-away bakeries, barely registering the beauty of the old city.
Her thoughts remained knotted up in that file. In that name.
Darren Moore.
Why was his story missing? Where was the coverage over this little boy’s death? The follow-up? The accountability? Did he still have his job? Still drive down the same city streets where he could hit another child?
More importantly, however, how was she going to convince her editor to let her chase this instead of the piece she’d originally pitched?
She made a quick turn onto King Street, dodging a tour group and a man unloading baskets of bread from a delivery truck. Her phone buzzed, but she ignored it. Probably her editor asking how the meeting about the Hightowers had gone. She didn’t have a polished answer yet, and she wasn’t about to bluff.
Pulling up along the sidewalk, she threw her car into park, grabbed her laptop bag and slid out into the late-morning air. The scent of espresso hit her before the old wooden sign came into view.
The Coffee Bean.
Nestled between a creaky used bookshop and a boutique that sold overpriced linen, the café looked like something out of a travel blog: exposed brick, thick green ivy snaking across the windows, and copper lanterns that flowed softly even in daylight. Inside, it was cool and dim, with rustic wooden beams overhead and mismatched chairs that somehow worked in that curated, Charlestonian way.
The air was rich with the smell of roasted beans, caramel, and cinnamon. The kind of place where college students pretended to study and old men played chess with one hand while sipping espresso with the other.
She ordered a cold brew from the barista, who had a full sleeve of tattoos and a name tag that read “Tanner (yes, with two n’s).” She then slid into a corner booth beneath a faded mural of the Ravenal Bridge and dropped her bag beside her, reaching in for her laptop.
The familiar hum and glow of the screen gave her something to focus on, something concrete that kept her mind from spiraling out with ideas. She opened a fresh doc, stared at the blinking cursor, and then switched tabs to search. Pressing her lips together, she typed in Darren Moore firefighter Charleston.
The results were… vanilla. A handful of mentions in city newsletters about rescues and charity work. A few photos from commendation ceremonies. There was an article about a child saved from a fire on Oak Street just last year. The article pictured Darren Moore, unsmiling, carrying a soot-covered girl to safety.
She leaned forward, staring at the photo, even zooming in to get a better look.
Broad shoulders. Helmet tilted. Jaw tight. Eyes… shadowed.
She kept scrolling. A few links to station reports. Nothing personal. No interviews. No social media.
And absolutely nothing about the Reyes boy.
That made no sense. A child hit and killed by a firetruck was the kind of story that usually made the front page, followed by weeks of community outcry. Lawsuits. Reviews. But this? One file in a police department, just sitting there collecting dust. She didn’t know who had left it there, or even what they were doing in an interview room with it, but there was no way she would allow them to hide this away.
She opened a new search tab.
Angela Reyes Charleston lawsuit.
A few hits popped up. One dismissed wrongful death claim. No public comments. No protests. No attorney press conferences. It had all gone quiet too quickly, which made her think some money had passed hands.
She leaned back against the booth, letting her head thud lightly against the brick wall. Her cold brew sat untouched. With a sigh, she pulled out her phone and opened her messages. Her thumb hovered over the one thread she’d been avoiding.
Her editor, Janice Kim.
Janice wasn’t just her editor; she was a force of nature in a pixie cut and heels. Quick to praise when earned, quicker still to eviscerate with a single sentence when her people failed to meet deadlines or pitches lacked substance. She didn’t tolerate “gut feelings.” She wanted bullet points, sources, and a hook that made readers stop scrolling.
Hayley had seen her rip through half-baked story ideas like they were soggy receipts, her trademark eyebrow raise striking fear into interns and seasoned reporters alike. Still, Janice had once told her, “You’ve got instincts, Whitehead. Just make sure your brain keeps up with them.”
How do I pitch this? Hayley thought, anxiety creeping in. How do I tell her the Hightower piece is a cold trail and I want to chase a ghost buried at the beginning of summer?
But something about the silence around Darren Moore felt wrong. Too wrong to ignore.
The cursor blinked at her again.
Taking a deep breath, she started typing.
Hey. Got something. New angle. Possibly bigger than Hightower. Will call soon.
She hit send before she could back out.
Outside, the sun blazed over the Charleston rooftops, while inside The Coffee Bean, she took a long sip of her cold brew and went back to the search bar.
Darren Moore + Engine 81 + Charleston Fire.
Come on, she thought. Give me something real.






  
  Chapter Three
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The bunkroom was quiet when Darren stepped through the door, the weight of the rescue still clinging to him like smoke. The adrenaline had worn off, leaving behind the tight pull of fatigue in his shoulders and the deeper ache that always followed, the one he never knew how to name. 
The faint scent of ash still clung to his skin, and not even the shower had been strong enough to scrub it all away. He had learned months ago that some things simply clung to a person no matter how hard they tried to cleanse themselves.
He stood in front of his locker for a long moment, staring at the scuffed metal like it might offer him something: clarity, comfort, or maybe just a place to collapse. The rescue had gone right, and the boy was alive. That should’ve been enough.
So why did his lungs still feel too tight? Why did he keep hearing the scream that didn’t come from today?
He sat on the bench, elbows braced against his knees, hands clasped like he was trying to hold himself together. The locker room buzzed faintly with the echo of footsteps outside, distant voices. Life moving on.
But he wasn’t.
He was stuck in one place in time, unable to put it behind him, unable to come to terms with the fact that he had been behind the wheel when a little boy died. Not even the image of the boy’s face just a short while ago, wide-eyed and soot-smudged, could burn away the earlier image from his mind. That little gasp of relief when Darren had pulled him close, the clutch of tiny fingers into his coat. Darren had carried him like something sacred until he had passed him out the window to Trent. Safe. Protected. But it wasn’t enough.
Because he’d failed to do it once before.
The memory of that crash slammed into him without warning. The screech of brakes that didn’t catch. The sickening jolt. The silence afterward, broken only by the shouts of bystanders. And the stillness. God, the stillness of the tiny figure lying crumpled in the road.
Darren closed his eyes, inhaling deeply as he sat there. He counted his breaths like the therapist taught him once: in through the nose, hold, out through the mouth, repeat. He used to think it was bullshit, but now it was just something to do when he was trying not to break, when there was nothing else he could do except breathe.
A knock on the doorway pulled him out of it as he leaned forward, opening his eyes.
Mack Browder stood there, still in uniform, one shoulder resting against the frame. “I figured I’d find you in here. Quietest place in the house at the moment.”
Darren gave a slight nod, but didn’t move.
Mack stepped in and sat on the bench across from him. He didn’t speak for a long beat, just studied him with that steady firefighter calm. The one that said, I’ve been there too, but Darren knew he hadn’t. At least, not like this.
“That was a good save today,” Mack said finally. His voice was low, thoughtful, as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, hands clasped.
Darren exhaled through his nose as he reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Felt different.”
Mack glanced back at him. “Different good or different bad?”
“Different like I didn’t freeze. Like… I got to pull one back.”
Mack nodded, slow and understanding. “We don’t always get that. Feels good when we do.”
“True story.” Darren took another breath, the weight still heavy on his shoulders.
Then he glanced over at Mack, his lips turning up in a small smile. “So, the big day is coming up. You ready?”
Mack scoffed. “I’m ready for all the hoopla to be over.” He shook his head. “To be honest, I wished we would’ve simply eloped. Saved all this headache.”
Darren laughed. “Nah. It’ll be worth it in the end. Fun memories to look back on and about the only day the entire world focuses on the two of you. Enjoy it while you can.”
Mack nodded. “Yeah, Ryan said something like that as well. Of course, I don’t see him heading to the altar anytime soon. Seems they’re quite content with life as it is.”
“At least they’re happy. In the end, that’s all that matters.”
And as he said it, he wondered if he would ever find that happiness in life again.
The silence stretched between them. Not awkward. Just heavy.
“You eating tonight?” Mack said. “I was thinking of grabbing something real that doesn’t come from a vending machine or a fast food drive thru.”
Darren shook his head. “Not hungry, to be honest.”
Mack gave a knowing look, but didn’t push, for which Darren was glad. “You ever sleep after calls like this?”
He huffed a humorless breath. “Define sleep.”
Mack glanced back over at him, and Darren could see the concern on his face. “You ever talk to anyone about it? Not the chief. I mean… the other one. The kind that listens for a living.”
Darren’s jaw flexed. “Used to. When it first happened.” He took a slow breath in through his nose as he dropped his gaze to his lap. “You know I appreciate you giving me a chance here. You could have denied the transfer.”
Mack shrugged. “What was the point of that? It was an accident. A tragic one that I’m sure left nasty scars for you, but still, it was just an accident in the end. Why should you be punished for something out of your control? Besides, Lizzie would have had my nuts in a sling.”
Darren nodded, thinking he should have been more in control back then. Then, that little boy would still be alive.
Mack just nodded, not pressing the matter further. He stood and clapped Darren lightly on the shoulder. “You did well, Moore. You saved that kid. Try to let that mean something.”
And then he left.
Darren stayed seated for a long time after that, staring at the opposite wall. His chest ached. Not from smoke or exertion, but from a memory that wouldn’t leave him. That one accident months ago had shaped everything. Today, he’d done everything right, but the ghost of that boy still held on with bloody fingers.
He thought of the scream again. The one that hadn’t been a scream at all. Just a sharp, momentary silence that followed the impact. The past refused to loosen its grip, and Darren wasn’t sure if he’d ever outrun it.
With a deep breath, he forced himself to get up, shoving himself into motion. He knew the others were in the common room, unwinding after the call, but he also knew he didn’t make the best company these days. He stretched his shoulders with a groan and headed toward the locker room exit when Trent appeared in the doorway, holding two water bottles.
“Here,” Trent said, tossing one to him. “Figured you didn’t hydrate after that call the way you walked off. You always look like you forget to be human after a call. You doing all right?”
Darren nodded as he caught the bottle with a small grunt that might’ve been appreciation. He cracked it open and took a long drink, if only to let the other man know he did drink some.
Trent leaned against the locker, his arms over his chest. “I saw Mack leave. Everything good?”
Darren wiped his mouth as he nodded again. “Yeah, just doing what you’re doing. Checking on me.” He laughed as he shook his head. “I knew this house had a reputation for caring for its people, but I never knew it went this far.” He smiled, worried he might have overstepped. “It’s appreciated. Really. But I promise I’m good.”
“Good to know. And I’ll try not to be so obvious about it in the future.” 
They both laughed as Trent dipped his head and then left Darren alone. Two more hours and then the day would be over. Time was moving way too slow.
To give himself something to do, he stepped out back, the air carrying the mingled scents of salt, smoke, and rain-wet asphalt. The early evening hummed quietly, like the city was holding its breath. Darren stepped into the narrow alley behind the firehouse, an old take-out container in one hand. 
“Ash,” he called softly.
The dog appeared from the shadows by the dumpster, where he had made his home. The mutt was lean, with one torn ear and fur the color of soot, which fit a firehouse dog perfectly. His tail wagged cautiously as he eased out into the open.
“Yeah, I know. Same time, same place,” he muttered, setting the container down. Inside was a mess of leftover chicken and rice from the fridge. Ash sniffed once, and then dug in.
Darren crouched beside him, elbows resting on his knees. For a long moment, he just listened to the distant rumble of traffic, the muted clang of someone closing a locker inside, the sigh of the wind through the gutters.
“Guess you have enough chaos from the world to deal with, don’t you?” he said quietly. “You’re just happy to be fed.”
Ash paused mid-bite, looked up with those amber eyes that somehow always seemed to understand more than they should.
Darren exhaled through his nose. “Yeah. Me too.”
He leaned back against the wall, letting the rough brick scrape his shoulders. The lights from the bay windows glowed through the mist, soft and golden. Somewhere inside, he could hear Lizzie laughing with one of the rookies, Ryan’s booming voice carrying over the hum of the TV.
They all meant well. Checking on him, texting him, pretending things were fine as he tried to get his bearings in a new house. But sometimes, kindness felt heavier than grief.
He rubbed a hand over his face. “I wish they’d just stop,” he murmured. “Stop waiting for me to snap. Stop asking if I’m okay. I’m not. And I don’t know when I will be.”
Ash licked his fingers once, a simple, wordless answer, then went back to eating.
For a few minutes, that was enough, just man and mutt, the quiet crackle of leaves, and the sound of the city moving on without him.
By the time he stepped out of the firehouse and into the sticky Charleston air, the sun had started its slow descent. He didn’t drive home, not ready to deal with the quietness that waited for him. Instead, his boots carried him three blocks down and two across until the familiar red neon sign came into view.
Rupert’s was a hole-in-the-wall bar that had served generations of firefighters, EMTs, and cops looking for somewhere dim, loud, and easy to disappear into. The exterior was brick and worn paint, but inside the wood-paneled walls told stories: photos of past crews, burned helmets mounted on hooks, patches from stations all over the southeast pinned like badges of honor.
Darren stepped in and was met with the smell of fried food, beer, and lingering cigar smoke. The jukebox played something old and southern, and the hum of casual laughter buzzed from the regulars parked at the bar.
He didn’t have to look far for company.
A voice called, “Well, well, Firehouse 5 finally let you out of the cage, huh?”
Darren cracked a smile as he turned toward a corner booth where Jonah Hall sat, his childhood friend and brother at Firehouse 31. Jonah was broader than Darren remembered, meaning he was back on his weightlifting kick again, which never lasted longer than the time it took one of the badge bunnies to notice him. His short beard seemed flecked with gray as he raised a beer in greeting.
Darren waved at Cal behind the bar, asking for his own beer, as he made his way over to the booth and slid in across from Jonah. “You stalking me now?”
Jonah scoffed. “I always heard Firehouse 5 considered this their bar, but really? It’s a community thing. Besides, I’m pretty sure you knew I’d be here.” He cocked his head as he narrowed his eyes. “Rough day?”
Darren sighed as he turned back to see Cal approaching. “You could say that.” He took the beer, and the first sip cut through the tension in his chest like a knife through rope.
Jonah leaned forward. “So? The new house treating you right? Do I need to go bonk a few heads?”
Darren shook his head, chuckling as he set the bottle back on the table. “They’re treating me fine. More of a balance between handling a baby and trying to let me do my job.”
He felt his friend searching his face, concern pinching his brows. “You know, you look like shit.”
“Appreciate that.” He shook his head as he took another sip of his beer, thinking perhaps he should have gone home.
“I’m serious. You ever get out of that head of yours? Talk to anyone?”
“Mack asked me the same thing earlier.”
Jonah leaned forward. “And?”
Darren didn’t answer.
Jonah tapped the rim of his glass. “You need to talk to someone, dude. It’s the only way to work through all that junk in your head.”
“I tried it. Seemed like I was only repeating the same story over and over.” He shrugged. “Not for me.”
“Well, if not a head shrink, then someone. You can’t keep it bottled up inside forever. It’ll kill you.”
Darren said nothing to that, choosing to take another sip of beer instead.
Jonah must have sensed the topic was over as he spun his bottle in slow circles and changed the topic. “I heard you pulled a kid out of a fire today. Two-story rescue.”
Darren nodded slowly. “Trent and I. Kid made it.”
Jonah raised his glass again. “Then here’s to that.”
They clinked bottles, the sound sharp in the low thrum of bar noise.
Before Jonah could push his big brother shtick, Darren asked about the others at his old house.
As Jonah went on about the different men and women at his firehouse, Darren sat there, staring at him, trying his best to listen, get lost in the stories of familiar names and antics. However, he hated that he had to leave them because of what happened. Those at headquarters had thought it best, though, wanting to get him away from those who might see him and react in emotional outbursts. They thought he would do more good serving Charleston in another house, away from the possible distractions, the reminders when he drove through the streets on a call. What they didn’t know was that it didn’t matter where he went, the reminder was in his heart and mind, and there was no way to transfer away from those.
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