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            Chapter 1

          

          Beck

        

      

    

    
      "And then the T-Rex goes RAAAAWR and bites the triceratops RIGHT ON THE FACE and there's blood everywhere—probably—and the triceratops is like 'OH NO' and tries to stab him with the horns but the T-Rex is TOO FAST and—Daddy, are you even listening?"

      The rearview mirror captures Ivy's indignant expression, plastic dinosaurs clutched in both hands like tiny weapons of mass destruction. Her curls have exploded into a halo of chaos that perfectly matches the state of my life. My hands grip the steering wheel tighter than necessary. The leather squeaks under my palms.

      "Listening," I confirm, which is technically true even if my brain checked out somewhere around the third decapitation.

      "Okay good because this is the IMPORTANT part." She smacks the T-Rex against the window. "The pterodactyl swoops down and is all like 'I'M GONNA GET YOU' but then the brachiosaurus—that's the really tall one with the long neck⁠—"

      "I know what a brachiosaurus is."

      "Well SOME people don't, Daddy." The judgment in her voice belongs to someone who's spent significantly more time studying the Cretaceous period than managing a fire station. "Anyway the brachiosaurus steps on the pterodactyl by ACCIDENT because it didn't see it and now the pterodactyl is FLAT like a pancake."

      The mountains rising around us look nothing like Seattle's skyline. Copper Ridge sprawls across the valley below—a town small enough that the entire population could probably fit inside Pike Place Market. Trees everywhere. Actual sky. Quiet that makes city noise feel like a fever dream. My shoulders haven't unclenched since we crossed the state line. I roll them back, trying to shake twelve years of Seattle off my spine.

      My jaw aches from clenching. Fresh start. Right. The trees don't care about my baggage, and the mountains won't judge my failures. Ivy deserves a backyard. That's what matters.

      "Is the pterodactyl dead?" The question escapes before survival instincts kick in.

      Ivy gasps like I've suggested dinosaurs never existed. "Daddy, no. Pterodactyls have very strong bones. It just needs to go to the dinosaur hospital and get an X-ray and maybe some medicine and it'll be FINE."

      Right. Dinosaur healthcare. Obviously.

      The GPS announces our arrival in a tone that suggests even artificial intelligence has doubts about this decision. Station 7 appears through the windshield—a modern building trying very hard to blend with mountain aesthetic. Lots of wood. Lots of stone. My stomach knots. The building looks solid. Professional. The kind of place where crews have each other's backs or freeze out the new guy who thinks his Seattle credentials matter. I kill the engine. The silence rushes in. Ivy's already unbuckling herself, dinosaurs clutched like credentials of her own.

      "We're here, bug."

      "Is this where you're gonna fight fires?" Ivy presses her face against the window, leaving nose prints that'll require industrial cleaner. "Do they have a POLE? Please say they have a pole. I NEED to see the pole."

      "Probably have a pole."

      "YESSSSS." She starts her victory wiggle, which in a booster seat looks like a possessed caterpillar. "Can I slide down it?"

      "Absolutely not."

      "But Daddy⁠—"

      "Fire poles are for firefighters, not six-year-olds who think velociraptors are an acceptable breakfast topic."

      "They ARE though." Zero doubt in her voice. The kid has more confidence than my entire crew combined.

      Stepping out of the truck feels like stepping into a different dimension. My boots hit gravel. The mountain air bites cold against my face, sharper than Seattle's damp chill. I breathe it in deep, hold it, let it burn my lungs clean. The air smells like pine instead of exhaust. Birds make actual bird noises instead of car alarms pretending to be birds. A wooden sign reading "Station 7 - Copper Ridge Fire Department" looks hand-carved and probably cost more than my first car.

      And there it is. Right on schedule. The guilt.

      Vanessa loved Seattle—the energy, the options, the life that didn't involve mountains and manual labor. She wanted Thai food at midnight and art galleries on a whim. She wanted a husband who came home for dinner instead of volunteering for double shifts because silence at the dinner table felt worse than smoke inhalation.

      She found someone who gave her those things. The affair wasn't a surprise so much as confirmation of something already broken.

      My fault. Mostly. The shutting down, the distance, the genetic gift from a father who treated emotions like structural weaknesses. Vanessa deserved better than a man carved from granite who couldn't figure out how to be warm.

      "Daddy, you have your grumpy face."

      Ivy's hand finds mine, small and sticky from whatever she demolished in the truck. Those brown eyes—Vanessa's eyes—study my face like she's searching for clues.

      "Just thinking, bug."

      "About Mommy?"

      The kid's observational skills belong in an interrogation room. "About lots of things."

      "It's okay to miss her." Ivy swings our joined hands. "I miss her too. But she said this is gonna be a GREAT ADVENTURE and adventures are supposed to be scary at first."

      When did my daughter become the emotionally intelligent one in this relationship?

      "Smart mom."

      "The SMARTEST." Fierce loyalty, no hesitation. "Except about velociraptors. She thinks they had feathers but the evidence is VERY UNCLEAR."

      The station's main entrance leads into a lobby that manages to be both functional and aggressively welcoming. Photos line the walls—crews at community events, kids trying on helmets, action shots that probably required someone to risk their life for a good angle. Everything screams "we're part of the family" in a way that makes my Seattle reserve want to build a wall.

      A woman emerges from the hallway beyond—late fifties, silver-streaked dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, uniform pressed sharp enough to cut glass. She moves like someone who's spent decades earning respect the hard way.

      "Captain Beck Delano?" Her handshake could probably crush diamonds. "Chief Carmen Rodriguez. Welcome to Station 7."

      "Chief. This is my daughter, Ivy."

      Ivy executes what she probably thinks is a curtsy but looks more like a wobble. "Hi! Do you have a fire pole? My daddy says you probably do but I need CONFIRMATION."

      Chief Rodriguez's mouth twitches. "We do have a pole. Though it's currently off-limits to visiting paleontologists."

      "I'm not a paleontologist YET." Ivy's correction carries the weight of someone who's already planned their entire educational trajectory. "But I'm gonna be. After I'm a firefighter. Or maybe a astronaut. I haven't decided."

      "Ambitious. I respect that." The Chief's attention shifts back to me, and the warmth cools to professional assessment. "Your file's impressive. Ten years with Seattle, multiple commendations, advanced certifications. We're lucky to have you."

      Her eyes wait for the real answer. Everyone always wants the real answer. My jaw tightens. “Ready for a change of pace. Wanted Ivy to have more space to grow.” The words taste like the half-truths they are. She nods anyway, either believing me or deciding not to push. I'm grateful either way.

      "Well, Copper Ridge certainly has space." She gestures down the hallway. "Let me show you around. Ivy, you're welcome to explore the day room—there's a coloring table set up."

      "Do you have dinosaur coloring pages?"

      "I'll make sure we get some."

      Ivy's allegiance shifts instantly. Chief Rodriguez just became her new favorite person.

      The tour reveals a station that's newer than my last posting but smaller. Three bays, two engines, one ladder truck that looks fresh off the factory floor. Equipment organized with the kind of precision that suggests someone here takes supply inventory very seriously. Everything clean, maintained, ready.

      The crew appears in the apparatus bay—five firefighters in various stages of equipment check, conversations dying the moment they spot us. Professional faces slide into place. Polite. Wary. The new captain from the big city, here to shake things up.

      "This is Captain Delano," Chief Rodriguez announces. "He'll be taking over B-shift starting next week. Captain Delano, this is your crew."

      The handshakes blur together. Names that'll take days to stick. Johnson—stocky, early forties, handshake firm but not aggressive. Martinez—younger, nervous energy, grips like he's trying to prove something. Webb—the only woman, cool assessment in her eyes that says she's been underestimated before and didn't appreciate it. Thompson—older, weathered face from decades of smoke. Whitaker—mid-thirties, easy smile that doesn't quite reach his eyes.

      They're sizing me up. Fair enough. New leadership always brings uncertainty, and uncertainty in a firehouse can get people killed.

      "Looking forward to working with all of you.” The words land wrong. Too formal. Vanessa used to say I talked to people like I was reading from a manual. Turns out divorce doesn't fix that.

      Webb's expression doesn't change. The others nod, noncommittal. I've already lost the room. "I know change can be difficult. My priority is supporting this team and serving the community. Open door policy—if you have concerns, bring them directly to me."

      Nods. Murmurs of acknowledgment. Webb's expression suggests she's reserving judgment. Smart.

      "Beck!"

      The voice carries across the apparatus bay with the kind of easy warmth that makes everyone turn. A guy strides toward us—early thirties, dark hair, captain's bars on his collar, smile like he's perpetually on the verge of telling a joke. Everything about him radiates natural charisma that usually makes me want to check for hidden cameras.

      "Aiden Gentry." His handshake is enthusiastic without being obnoxious. "C-shift. Heard you were coming in. Welcome to Copper Ridge."

      "Thanks." The word comes out flat. Distant. Everything Vanessa used to complain about.

      If Aiden notices, he doesn't show it. "You're gonna love it here. Town takes some getting used to—everyone knows everyone, which means everyone knows your business—but the people are good. Crew's solid." He nods to the assembled firefighters. "These guys will have your back."

      "Good to know."

      "Chief Rodriguez runs a tight ship, but she's fair. Best boss I've had." He leans in slightly, lowering his voice to conspiratorial levels. "Pro tip: Micah at Peak Grounds makes the best coffee in the state. Do not accept the station coffee unless you want your stomach lining to file for divorce."

      Webb snorts. "Station coffee's not that bad."

      "Webb, I've seen that coffee eat through a foam cup."

      "That was ONE time."

      The easy banter between them makes my chest tight. That used to be me with my crew. Before I became the captain who prioritized protocols over people, regulations over relationships. Before my crew started treating me like a necessary evil instead of a leader.

      "Captain Delano?"

      Chief Rodriguez rescues me from my spiral. "Your radio and gear are ready in the office. Let's get you set up."

      Aiden offers a casual salute. "See you around, Beck. We should grab a beer sometime—there's a place called The Watershed that does a decent burger."

      "Sure." Noncommittal. Safe. The kind of response that doesn't promise anything I can't deliver.

      His smile doesn't falter, but something flickers in his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Of someone who keeps the world at arm's length because closer feels dangerous. He's met guys like me before—the ones who keep everyone at arm's length because getting close means getting hurt. Or he thinks I'm an asshole. Both could be true.

      The office Chief Rodriguez leads me to is standard issue—desk, computer, filing cabinets, a window overlooking the mountains that probably inspired someone's moving brochure. Everything functional and impersonal, waiting for whoever occupies it to add the human touches that make a space feel lived-in.

      "You'll share this with Gentry," she explains. "Different shift rotations, so scheduling conflicts should be minimal. Supply requests go through the department system, but I'm cc'd on everything. Questions?"

      About a thousand, none of which have anything to do with fire suppression.

      "I'm good."

      "Excellent." She hands over a radio, surprisingly heavy with responsibility. "Your first shift starts next week. Until then, get settled. Learn the town. Let Ivy get comfortable." Her expression softens slightly. "Single parenting and a new job isn't easy. Station 7's family-oriented—we support each other. Don't hesitate to ask for help."

      The kindness catches me off guard, lands somewhere uncomfortable. Asking for help requires admitting you need it, and admitting you need it requires acknowledging you're not fine.

      Much easier to pretend everything's under control.

      "Appreciated, Chief."

      Back in the day room, Ivy has claimed an entire coloring table and created what appears to be a dinosaur battle scene across three separate pages. A very patient firefighter—Thompson, based on the gray at his temples—sits across from her, nodding seriously as she explains the tactical advantages of the ankylosaurus's tail club.

      "And THAT'S why the stegosaurus is actually kind of overrated," Ivy concludes. "Everyone thinks the plates are cool but they're basically useless in combat."

      "Never thought about it that way," Thompson admits. "You make a compelling argument."

      Ivy beams. Converting people to her dinosaur theories—that's her favorite game.

      "Time to go, bug."

      "But Daddy, I'm explaining the IMPORTANT stuff about the Cretaceous period⁠—"

      "Mr. Thompson probably has work to do."

      Thompson stands, joints creaking in a way that speaks to years of physical labor. "Anytime you want to talk dinosaurs, Ivy, you know where to find me."

      "REALLY?" Her volume could shatter glass. "Did you hear that, Daddy? I have a dinosaur friend now!"

      Thompson's smile reaches his eyes. Real, not just polite. My chest loosens fractionally—first person in Copper Ridge besides the realtor who's looked at Ivy like she's a kid, not a problem to manage. "That's great, bug." I extend my hand to Thompson. "Thanks for keeping her entertained."

      His handshake is firm. Assessing. Years of reading people in crisis situations. "Welcome to Copper Ridge, Captain. We're glad you're here."

      The sincerity in his voice doesn't match the wariness I saw earlier. Maybe he means it. Maybe it's the professional courtesy everyone extends to new leadership before deciding if they're worth the effort.

      Either way, the weight of expectation settles across my shoulders like turnout gear.

      

      The house waits at the end of a quiet street—two-story, craftsman style, the kind of place real estate agents describe as "charming" when they mean "needs work." But it has a yard. Space for Ivy to run. A bedroom that isn't separated from mine by a thin apartment wall.

      This house is supposed to represent stability. New beginnings. All the things I'm trying to build from the wreckage of a marriage that failed because I forgot how to be present.

      "Is this OURS?" Ivy presses against the truck window hard enough to leave permanent nose prints. "For REAL?"

      "For real."

      "Do we have NEIGHBORS? Can I make friends? Are there kids? Do they like dinosaurs? What if they don't like dinosaurs, Daddy, that would be a PROBLEM⁠—"

      "Bug. Breathe."

      She inhales dramatically, holds it, releases in a whoosh that fogs the window. "Okay. I'm ready. Let's see the HOUSE."

      An older lady from next door appears on her porch, waving. "You must be the new captain! I'm Rosa Delgado. If you ever need someone to watch that little one..." She smiles at Ivy. "I have grandchildren her age."

      I file that away as potentially useful, wave, and nod to her.

      The key feels heavier than it should in my palm. New house. New job. New chance to be the father Ivy deserves instead of the one I've been. The door opens on silent hinges. Fresh paint smell. Hardwood floors that don't creak. Space that doesn't echo with twelve years of Seattle and everything I left behind.

      The interior smells like fresh paint and possibility—updated kitchen, windows that actually open without requiring a crowbar. The realtor left a welcome basket on the counter, complete with local treats and a note about "small-town hospitality" that probably came from a template.

      Ivy explodes through the space like a tiny tornado, narrating her approval of each room at volumes that definitely violate noise ordinances. The stairs lead to bedrooms bigger than our entire Seattle apartment, a bathroom that doesn't require strategic maneuvering, space to actually exist without constant negotiation.

      "This one's MINE." Ivy claims the room with the window overlooking the backyard.

      Afternoon light slants across bare floors. Dust motes float in the beam. The room smells like paint and possibility—or maybe just paint. I'm not great with metaphors. "I'm gonna put my bed RIGHT here and my dinosaurs on ALL the shelves and maybe we can paint it green like a forest where dinosaurs would live⁠—"

      "We'll talk about paint colors."

      "Or blue like the ocean! Plesiosaurs lived in the ocean, Daddy. They weren't actually dinosaurs but they were AROUND during dinosaur times so it counts⁠—"

      My phone buzzes. Unknown local number.

      "Beck Delano."

      "Mr. Delano! This is Jennifer from Mountain Realty." Enthusiasm levels suggest either exceptional coffee or concerning medication. "Just wanted to confirm—did you get moved in okay? Is the house everything you hoped?"

      "Just arrived. House looks good."

      "Wonderful! I'm so glad. Now, there's one tiny detail we need to discuss—nothing major, just a small administrative item⁠—"

      Administrative items are never small.

      "What detail?"

      "Well, you see, the in-law suite attached to the main house? The one with the separate entrance?" Her voice climbs an octave, the verbal equivalent of backing toward an exit. "It was listed before you arrived—standard practice, we always market all available units—and someone jumped on it immediately. Paid the deposit before we could pull the listing. Already signed the lease."

      My hand tightens on the phone. “You rented part of my house. Without telling me.”

      “Well, technically it's a separate unit---”

      “On my property. That I'm paying for.”

      A beat of silence. “I understand this is frustrating---"

      I stare at the phone. Blood pounds in my ears. Replay what she just said.

      Nope—still makes no sense.

      "But it's wonderful news, really—they're a lovely person, very quiet, works as a  paramedic so excellent references⁠—"

      "I didn't agree to rent out any part of my property." My voice comes out flat. Controlled. The kind of calm that makes Ivy nervous and made Vanessa furious.

      "Oh, well, technically the suite was marketed as a rental unit before closing, and Copper Ridge has very strict tenant protection laws—once someone has a signed lease and paid deposit, we can't evict without cause, and simply not wanting a tenant doesn't qualify as cause⁠—"

      The phone suddenly requires significant grip strength to avoid launching across the room.

      "You're telling me I have a tenant I never agreed to, in a space I didn't know was being rented, and there's nothing I can do about it." My knuckles go white. The mountains blur. I breathe through my nose---in for four, hold for four, out for four. The anger management technique the divorce counselor taught me. It doesn't work. It never works.

      "They're really very nice! And the lease is only for a few months initially⁠—"

      "A few months."

      "With option to extend! But I'm sure you'll get along wonderfully. Small-town living is all about community, and having someone in the in-law suite is actually quite common⁠—"

      "When does this tenant move in?"

      A pause that speaks volumes.

      "Today or this evening."

      Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

      The call ends with Jennifer's overly cheerful reassurances echoing in my skull. Ivy appears in the doorway, plastic T-Rex in hand, reading my expression with the accuracy of someone who's spent years decoding parental moods.

      "What's wrong, Daddy?"

      "Nothing, bug. Just adult stuff."

      "Is it bad adult stuff or boring adult stuff?"

      "Somewhere in between."

      She crosses the room and wraps her arms around my leg. The hug says she knows things aren't okay but loves me anyway. The T-Rex presses into my thigh.

      "It's gonna be okay." Absolute conviction in her voice. "This house is PERFECT and we're gonna make so many good memories here and maybe the neighbors have kids who like dinosaurs and even if they DON'T, I can TEACH them⁠—"

      "That's very optimistic of you."

      "Mommy says I get it from her." Pride and grief mixed together in a way that makes my chest ache. "Daddy, can I ask you something?"

      "Always."

      "Do you think the new person likes dinosaurs?"

      The question hangs in the air. Innocent. Hopeful. Completely unaware that my fresh start just became a disaster.

      My throat tightens. Ivy's looking at me with Vanessa's eyes, believing everything will work out because that's what six-year-olds do. They believe in happy endings and neighbors who like dinosaurs and fathers who don't screw everything up. “I don't know if they like dinosaurs, bug.”

      She considers this, then shrugs. “That's okay. If they don't, I'll just have to fix that.” She skips back to her room, already planning conversion strategies. I stand in the kitchen gripping my phone, staring at nothing.

      Outside the window, Copper Ridge spreads across the valley in the fading light. Mountains rise like sentinels. The sky burns orange and pink in ways Seattle's marine layer never allowed. Everything quiet and still and nothing like the chaos currently detonating my carefully planned new beginning.

      Somewhere in this town, a stranger is moving into my house. Tonight. With legal protection I can't fight and a lease I never authorized.

      The mountains glow orange through the window. Perfect. Beautiful. Completely indifferent to the disaster unfolding in my kitchen.

      My jaw aches from clenching. I force it to relax.

      Fresh start. Right.
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          Gemma

        

      

    

    
      The good news is that my apartment has water.

      The bad news is that all of it is currently on the floor.

      The cold soaks through my mismatched footwear—one duck-covered rain boot keeping my left foot marginally dry, one purple fuzzy slipper on my right that's now achieved the structural integrity of wet bread. Water laps at my ankles. The apartment smells like mildew and defeat.

      The water keeps coming, a steady stream from somewhere behind my bathroom wall that sounds like someone's running a faucet full-blast inside the drywall.

      "This is fine," I say to absolutely no one, standing ankle-deep in what used to be my living room at three in the afternoon.

      This is not fine.

      My back aches from the emergency shift I just finished. My uniform is still damp with someone else's blood from the car accident on Route 10. Now I'm standing in my own personal disaster, and the laugh that bubbles up tastes hysterical.

      I wade toward the bathroom, the slipper making obscene squelching noises with each step. The property manager's number goes straight to voicemail—a recording that still mentions Y2K preparedness. I've called three times. On the fourth attempt, I get creative.

      "Hi, Jerry, it's Gemma Lockhart again. Still flooding. Now 3 PM. Still very much underwater in unit 2B. I'm starting to think you're avoiding me, which feels personal since we've never actually met. Anyway, guess I live in a pond now. If you need me, I'll be building a dam
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Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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