
  
    
      THE CHIEF’S HEAT

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        AMBER ASHLEIGH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of smoke woke her.

      Acrid. Real. Close.

      Sydney came up out of the dream gagging, the back of her throat raw, her hand already at her mouth. For a long second, she did not know where she was. The room was dark. The dream was darker still, dense with heat and sound, a woman's voice calling her name from somewhere she could not reach.

      She sat up fast and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.

      The floor was cold under her feet.

      She was in her own bedroom. Her own house. The numbers on the clock read four forty. The smell was already going, the way it always did. It left her like a guest who had outstayed every welcome. Sydney pressed her palms flat against her thighs. She felt the tremor running through her hands.

      She breathed in for four.

      Held for seven.

      Out for eight.

      The department counselor had given her the count. Sydney had attended two sessions and then quietly stopped going. She had kept the count, though. It worked, in its limited way. Most things did, in their limited way.

      The shaking eased.

      She sat there in the dark and listened to her own breathing settle. The house was quiet around her. Somewhere outside, a dog barked twice and stopped. Beyond the curtains, the sky was still flat black. It was the kind of black that came before dawn and pretended to be the middle of the night.

      Diana's voice was still in the room with her.

      Not the words. The voice was past words by then. It was the sound that came before any word, the one a person only made if there was no time left for language. Sydney had heard it once, and she heard it again every time she slept. She did not know how to make it stop.

      She stood up.

      Her knees held. They always held.

      In the bathroom, she did not turn on the light. She knew this house by feel, every wall and edge of it. She ran the tap, cupped cold water, and put it against her face once. Then again. The third time, she let it run down her wrists. The fourth she stopped, because four was as many as she ever allowed herself.

      She looked up.

      The mirror gave her back a woman she did not always recognize at this hour. Hair flat against her skull on the side she had slept on. Mouth set without softness. Eyes the same color as the wall behind her. Gray on gray. Hollowed.

      Nobody at the station saw this version.

      She kept the chief's face for the chief's hours. The rest of it she handled alone. She had been handling it alone for almost a year. She could feel that fact in her face the way other women felt a coming weather change in their joints.

      It was just a dream.

      She told herself the line, the same line. Her own reflection looked back at her without believing it.

      She left the bathroom dark behind her.

      In the bedroom, she dressed without flicking a switch. Uniform pants. White undershirt. Department-issue button-down. Her duty boots she would pull on at the station. She moved through it like a routine because it was a routine. Routines were a kind of armor. She had taught herself to wear them before her body was awake enough to refuse them.

      She did not look at the bed she had just left. Not at the empty side of it.

      The hallway smelled faintly of coffee from the day before. The kitchen was tidy. She had not made anything in it the previous night that needed clearing up. There was a glass on the counter with a finger of water at the bottom. Sydney rinsed it under the tap and turned it upside down on the drying rack. She left her house in the same state every morning. It was important to her, in a way she had stopped trying to explain.

      She took her jacket from the hook by the door.

      The night air outside was sharp and clean and smelled of nothing at all. Sydney stood on her own porch for a second and breathed it in deliberately. No smoke. No heat. Just the cold of a Harlow morning at the end of October. The trees in her front yard were bare. The streetlight at the end of the block buzzed the way it had buzzed for the three years she had lived here.

      She crossed to the truck.

      The driver's door opened with its usual protest. Sydney slid in and shut it quietly behind her. The houses on her street had bedrooms close to the road. She had been one of those people once. She put the key in and turned the engine over. The heater came on with the dry warm breath of a vehicle that lived outside.

      She did not drive yet.

      She sat with her hands on the wheel and let the truck idle.

      Her phone was in her pocket. She did not look at it. There would be nothing on it that wanted her attention at four fifty in the morning. If there were something, she would rather see it when she had walls around her and coffee in her hand.

      Through the windshield, her street looked the way streets do at that hour. Occupied only by the people who could not sleep and the few who got up to work the early shift at what was left of the mill. Sydney knew the lit windows on her block by heart. The Sandersons, three doors down, second floor. Older Mr. Sanderson up with whatever was wrong with him this month. The Petrie house across the way, kitchen light, Lacey getting ready for the diner. The rest of the block was dark.

      She put the truck in gear.

      Harlow at five in the morning was a town that had been emptied of most of its purpose. The mill at the south end ran half-shifts now. The sawmill east of the highway had closed three years before Sydney took the chief's job. The main road ran past the post office, the bank, the closed-down hardware store, and the diner where Lacey would be setting up. Sydney drove it slowly because there was nothing on it that needed her to hurry.

      She knew every empty building she passed.

      She made herself know them. It was part of the job. The roof on the old grocery was not safe. The back of the Methodist church needed work. The boarded-up rental at the corner of Coulter still had a propane tank against the wall. She had flagged it twice. The city had still not removed it. A fire in any of them would write itself a clear path down this street.

      She thought about that, the way she always did, and it kept her hands steady on the wheel.

      The station sat at the north edge of town. A low brick building set back from the road, three bay doors, a small lot. Sydney's parking spot was the second from the left, farthest from the bay. The crew on the late shift could pull in fast without having to weave around the chief. She backed into it. She always backed into it. If a call came in, she wanted the truck pointing the right way.

      She killed the engine.

      The tick of cooling metal started up almost at once.

      Sydney sat with her hands still on the wheel. The dashboard light went out. The cab cooled. Beyond the windshield, the station building waited. Dark in its windows except for the bay light Dirk left burning. The one yellow square that had been the first thing she saw on this lot for the last eleven months.

      She breathed.

      In for four. Hold for seven. Out for eight.

      The weight of the dream had ridden in with her. It always did. Here it was now, in the cab of the truck. It would walk into the station on her shoulders if she did not sit with it for a minute first. She had learned to do this. She had learned not to carry it through the bay doors and onto the crew. The crew read her face the way she had once read Diana's. What they read became weather for the day.

      She let it settle.

      She let it become familiar, the way an old injury becomes familiar.

      After a while, she could not feel where the dream stopped, and the rest of her started. That was usually the moment she could get out of the truck.

      She waited for it.

      It came.

      Sydney lifted her hands off the wheel and flexed her fingers once. The tremor was gone. She picked up her jacket from the passenger seat and put it on in the cab. The air outside would bite straight through the undershirt. She preferred to walk in already covered. She opened the door.

      The cold hit her face.

      It was good. It was clean.

      She crossed the lot at the easy pace she had taught herself. Not slow and not fast. The pace of a woman walking into a building she ran. She did not look back at the truck. She did not look up at the sky. Somewhere over the eastern ridge, the first thin gray edge of light was probably already showing itself. Sydney had stopped paying attention to the sun coming up. She paid attention to the building.

      The bay light watched her cross the empty lot.

      At the side door, she keyed the lock and stepped inside.

      It was just a dream.

      The station took her the way it always took her.

      The bay light was on, low and yellow, and the rest of the building was dark. Sydney did not switch on the overhead. She moved through the main bay by feel. Past the engine. Past the reserve truck. Past the racks of bunker gear hung in the order each man would pull them on. The smell of the bay was the smell she preferred. Rubber. Dust. Faintly of soap from the wash bucket Karl had not put away the night before. She made a note of the bucket and kept walking.

      Her office was on the right at the back. She unlocked the door, hung her jacket, and crossed to the coffee maker on the cabinet. The pot was already loaded the way she loaded it before she left every evening. Sydney pressed the switch and the machine began its slow hiss.

      She sat down at her desk.

      The photograph on the far wall had hung there for as long as she had used this office. Sydney had stopped looking at it for the most part. It was a crew shot from a fundraiser six years ago, the whole team in dress uniform on the front steps of the station. Dirk at one end. Diana at the other. Sydney in the middle, smiling. She remembered exactly why.

      She looked at it now.

      It was easier in the dark.

      The coffee maker spat once and settled. Sydney listened to it, and to her own breathing, and to the wider quiet of a building waiting for its people. The clock on the wall read five twenty-two. The first man on shift would be in by six. She had thirty-eight minutes to herself.

      She used them.

      The laptop came open. She scanned the overnight log and pulled up the duty roster for the day. One item, then the next, until the morning had been broken down into parts. Parts that could be handled.

      By the time the side door opened at one minute past six and Dirk's slow footsteps started across the bay, Sydney Black was the chief again. The woman in the bathroom mirror was gone.
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      The pickup came in at twenty past seven.

      Sydney heard the engine before she saw the truck. It was old. American. The kind of motor she could date inside a year by listening to it idle. She stood at the bay window with her coffee. She watched the gravel of the lot give under the tires. The truck pulled into the visitors' spot at the far end. The driver killed the engine and sat in the cab for a moment.

      Sydney had asked for an experienced recruit. The county had sent her this one.

      She set the coffee down.

      The truck door opened. A young woman climbed out, kit bag over one shoulder, and stood in the cold for a half-beat looking at the building the way new hires always did. Sydney had stood in that same spot herself a long time ago, in a different town with a different uniform. The young woman shouldered the bag higher and started for the door.

      Twenty-one years old.

      Sydney had read the file three times. She did not need to read it again. The name was Tammy Cole. The marks at the academy were the kind that did not require interpretation. The reference from the academy lead recommended the candidate without naming her. Sydney had seen a thousand of those references in her career. She had stopped reading them carefully years ago. The language was always the same. The candidate was not.

      She walked through the bay to meet her.

      Karl was at the engine, running checks on a coil he had run checks on the night before. Freddy was at the rack pulling his bunker pants up. Dirk was sitting on the step of the reserve truck with the coffee he had walked across town to buy from the diner. Dirk did not drink the station pot.

      All three of them registered the door before it opened.

      That was the thing about a closed crew. The room shifted before a stranger was through it.

      The door opened.

      Tammy Cole walked in.

      She was a half-inch under medium. Lean. The kit bag was a department-issued brown one that had already been carried a thousand miles. Her hair was natural, pulled tight to her scalp. Her skin was a warm brown that did not catch the bay's bad light kindly and did not need to. Her eyes were dark and steady. The three men got no greeting from her. Her eyes went straight to the office.

      They found Sydney.

      Something shifted in Sydney's chest. Quick. Unwelcome.

      She cataloged it and buried it in the same breath.

      "Cole," Sydney said.

      "Chief."

      The voice was lower than Sydney had expected. Not deep. Just settled.

      "Come through to the office."

      Sydney turned and led her across the bay. Past Karl, who did not look up. Past Freddy, who did and who grinned at the new hire with his whole face. Past Dirk, who lifted his coffee a quarter of an inch in acknowledgment, nothing more. Sydney did not break stride. Tammy followed at the right distance. Not too close. Not the distance of a person who needed reassurance that she was being followed.

      In the office, Sydney pointed to the chair on the visitor's side of the desk.

      Tammy sat.

      She put the kit bag down at her feet and rested her hands in her lap and waited.

      Sydney took the chair behind the desk.

      "You're early," she said.

      "Yes, Chief."

      "Good."

      Sydney opened the folder she had already opened twice that morning. She did not look at it. She was looking at Tammy. Not in the way she had looked at her by the door. In the way she looked at every recruit, which was a way that required the recruit to look back without flinching.

      Tammy looked back.

      She did not flinch.

      "You came up from Sutter," Sydney said. "That's a longer station. Different work. Why Harlow?"

      "I wanted somewhere small."

      "There's small," Sydney said. "And there's Harlow."

      The corner of Tammy's mouth moved. It did not become a smile. It moved and was gone.

      "I read up on the town," she said. "I know what it is."

      "What is it?"

      "It's failing."

      Sydney let that sit a beat. "It's not failed."

      "No, Chief."

      Sydney watched her for another second and then began the formal version. Shift patterns. The way the duty roster worked. The way Sydney expected reports to be written. The chain of command for an active call. The chain of command for everything that was not an active call. The locker she had been assigned. The fact that Sydney would be assessing her on every call for the first three months, and that the assessing would not always look like assessing.

      Tammy received it.

      That was the right word. Sydney had given the welcome speech to more new hires than she could count, and the verbs that came back at her had always been the same. Heard. Nodded. Took notes. Asked a question. Tammy did none of those things. Tammy received the information the way a person receives weather. As something to be taken in and used.

      When Sydney was done, she let the silence sit.

      Tammy did not rush to fill it.

      "Questions?" Sydney said.

      "One."

      "Go."

      "Who do I report to if I disagree with a call you make on the ground?"

      Sydney sat back.

      The question was not a problem. It was a good question. It was the kind of question a person asked when they had been on a fireground before and knew exactly the moment Tammy was naming.

      "You don't disagree on the ground," Sydney said. "You execute. You disagree afterward, in the debrief, and you do it on the record. If a call is unsafe enough that you can't execute it, you say so on the radio in the words you've been trained to say. That's the chain. Don't go around it. Don't go above it."

      "Yes, Chief."

      "Anything else?"

      "No, Chief."

      Sydney stood.

      "Then let's get you in a uniform."

      Tammy stood with her.

      In the hallway, Sydney handed her off to Dirk, who had come up from the bay with his coffee finished and his expression unchanged. Dirk took Tammy's hand without ceremony, said his name, told her where her locker was, and walked her away. Sydney watched them go until the corner of the corridor took them. Then she closed the office door behind her and sat back down at her desk.

      The folder stayed shut. The photograph went unlooked at.

      Sydney put her palms flat on the desk and waited until the small, quick pull in her chest stopped being interesting. It took longer than it should have. When it stopped, she opened her email and began answering the messages that had come in overnight from the county.

      The morning carried.

      There were no calls.

      By eleven, Tammy was in uniform and on equipment inventory with Freddy. Sydney had set that up deliberately. Freddy made friends inside an hour, and Sydney wanted Tammy to have one before the end of her first day. From the office, she could hear Freddy talking at his usual volume, the easy chatter of a man who had never met a stranger. She could hear Tammy, too, much less. Short answers. The occasional laugh.

      The laugh was the thing.

      Sydney closed the office door.

      In the afternoon, she ran them through the radio protocols she ran every new hire through. At the end of it, Tammy could repeat the call signs for the three engines, the two officers' designations, and the two-letter codes for the four nearest stations. It was more than Freddy had managed after a week. Sydney did not say so. She put a small mark in her assessment book and moved on.

      By five, the light had gone out of the day.

      Sydney came out of her office and crossed the bay to the common room because it was the chief's habit and the crew expected it. The common room was a square of mismatched chairs, a kitchenette, and a television no one watched. Karl was in the recliner with his boots off. Freddy was at the table with a magazine. Dirk was at the counter making tea in the way Dirk made tea, which was slowly. Tammy was on the couch with her knees pulled up and a mug of water in her hands.

      She had taken off her boots, too.

      Nobody had told her she could. Nobody had told her she could not. She had read the room and made the choice, and the choice was correct.

      Sydney took the chair by the window.

      "Settling?" she asked.

      "Yes, Chief."

      The conversation did not start because Sydney was in it. She knew that, and they knew that. So she did what she sometimes did, which was not lead. She picked up the equipment log from the side table and read it as if she had not read it already.

      After a minute, the room began to talk around her.

      Freddy asked Tammy where she was staying. Tammy named a duplex on the east side of town that Sydney knew. It had been on the market for two years before whoever now lives in it took it on. Freddy whistled politely and said the rent must be next to nothing. Tammy said it was. Freddy said welcome to Harlow. Karl said nothing, with his eyes on the television that was not on.

      Dirk came across with his tea.

      He sat down in the chair opposite Tammy. Both hands wrapped around his mug. The look he gave her was the one Dirk gave everyone, which was without hurry.

      "You drove past the mill on your way in," he said.

      "The big one. South end."

      "Harmon's."

      "Yes."

      "It was working. Three shifts. Six days. When I came on at this station thirty years ago, there were four hundred men in that mill. Another two hundred at the sawmill east. A paper plant down on the river that took the offcuts." He drank his tea. "The river's still there."

      Tammy was watching him.

      "What happened?" she asked.

      "Money happened," Dirk said. "Money, and other places. Same as everywhere." He paused. "There are about ninety men in Harmon's now. Two shifts. The sawmill closed. The paper plant closed. The bank's still open, just."

      "It's not dead."

      "No. It's not dead. It's about half." He looked at his mug. "We watch a lot of empty buildings."

      Sydney did not look up from the equipment log.

      She did not need to. The weight in Dirk's voice was familiar to her. So was the way a room leaned in. Tammy was on the edge of the couch now, her knees forward, her face turned to him.

      "So why does the station stay?" she asked.

      "Because half a town still burns," Dirk said.

      Karl made a small sound in the recliner. He did not look up. Freddy turned a page in the magazine he was not reading.

      Sydney closed the equipment log.

      "Cole," she said.

      Tammy looked at her.

      "Six tomorrow."

      "Yes, Chief."

      Sydney stood. She left the common room with her coffee cup in her hand and her face exactly as it had been when she came in. In the office, she closed the door, set the cup down on the desk, and did not sit.

      She stood for a moment with her hand on the back of the chair.

      The small, quick thing in her chest had come back.

      She cataloged it again. She buried it again.

      Then she packed up the laptop and the day's papers, switched off the office light, and went home to a house that smelled of nothing at all.
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      Roll call was at six.

      Tammy was in the bay at five forty.

      She had been there longer than the air in the room had been warm. Longer than the coffee in the pot was old enough to drink. She had unlaced her boots and laced them again. The locker she had been assigned was checked, and her name slid into the little brass holder in the third row from the left. The duty board she had read twice.

      She was on shift with Freddy on the engine and Karl on second. The chief took watch.

      It was a normal day.

      It was her first normal day.

      Karl came in at five fifty-five and walked past her without speaking. He hung his jacket on his peg, crossed to the coffee pot, and poured a cup. He did not pour her one. Tammy had not expected him to. She watched him the way she had been watching him since the morning before. The way a person watches another person who has not yet decided how to treat her.

      Dirk came in at five fifty-eight.

      He gave her the small nod he had given her the day before, walked to his locker, and started his routine.

      Freddy came in at five fifty-nine and a half with his hair wet from the shower and his coffee already in his hand. Freddy bought his coffee at the gas station on the corner. Tammy was starting to understand this was a fixed point in his
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