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Thank you for reading Station 17: Pressure & First Real Consequence.

Did your stomach drop when Okafor's voice came over the radio — calm, impossibly calm — and said "Found one"? Did Vasquez's silent carabiner land heavier than any lecture could? And when Rostova finally said her name again — just Carter, nothing more — did you feel exactly how much those two syllables were worth?

Leave a review — your words help this story find the readers who need it most: the ones who know what it feels like to get something badly wrong, and show up the next shift anyway.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "Same House, Different Weight"
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Riley was refolding the same turnout coat for the third time when she realized she wasn't nervous anymore. The new-badge tremble was gone. The one that had lived in her hands for a year, that slight vibration that made her check her knots twice, re-buckle her SCBA mask until her fingers ached. It was just... gone. The blue canvas folded into perfect thirds under her hands, practiced muscle memory.

Different house, different weight.

The bay ran the way it always did — organized noise, everyone in their lane. Hara had the medical kit half-disassembled on the hood of the rig. Okafor was re-tagging gear, working from left to right, jaw set. He'd caught a mislabeled line once during a live call. He hadn't stopped checking since.

"Just admiring the craftsmanship," Riley shot back, slapping the folded coat onto its shelf. The sound was solid. Final.

She was already moving — supply closet to rig bay, hands running the inventory on autopilot. Two ladders. Saw fuel half-full, she'd top it off before next shift. Hydraulic tools prepped and locked. Her mind didn't need the list anymore. That was the thing about not being a probie: the checklist lived in your hands now, not your head.

She was grabbing the hydraulic cutters from their mount when Vasquez passed behind her, a silent presence she'd learned to feel rather than hear. A current in the air, a shift in the pressure. He didn't slow down. His own movements were fluid, heading for the kitchen.

"Careful."

It wasn't a reprimand. Not quite. Just one word, dropped into the space between them as he moved past. Low. Quiet. Almost swallowed by the echo of the bay.

Riley froze for half a beat, the cold metal of the jaws of life heavy in her hands. Then she set them back into their bracket with a solid clank that reverberated off the concrete walls.

Yeah, yeah. Don't pinch a finger. I know.

She mentally brushed it off. Big V looked out for everyone. A word like that from him was standard procedure, the kind of background noise that kept everyone whole. A reminder about the tools, about the respect they demanded. A word for the rig. Not for her. She was Carter now, not Probationary Firefighter Carter. The badge felt solid against her hip, a familiar weight. She had earned this. She knew the risks, the procedures, the sharp edges. She knew how to move.

So she kept moving. Quick check of the radio frequencies. A quick wipe-down of the already-clean driver's side window. The day was young, the coffee was hot, and everything was exactly where it was supposed to be.

She headed for the kitchen, the rhythmic squeak of her boots on the floor a familiar comfort. The shift stretched ahead, full of possibility. She thought she knew what Vasquez meant.

She didn't. 
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CHAPTER 2 - RILEY POV - "Speed"

[image: ]


The new guy showed up between breakfast and the morning rig check, which meant nobody had time to make it a thing. He just... arrived. One minute the coffee pot was gurgling away, the next there was a stranger with duffel bags at the bottom of the stairs, looking around like he was trying to read the graffiti on the walls.

Jordan Vass. Transfer from upstate, twenty-nine or thereabouts. Riley watched him clock the bay in one slow sweep — not the nervous kind, not the trying-to-impress kind. He just looked at it the way you look at a kitchen you're going to be cooking in. Taking notes. Not making an entrance.

"Jordan Vass," he said, when Diaz ambled over and folded his arms. "Ladder 3."

"Well, you're not there anymore," Diaz said, deadpan. "Coffee's over there. Don't use the blue mug. That's Reyes's. Don't touch the pot after 1400 hours. That's when Hara makes the afternoon sludge."

Jordan just nodded, a slight, amused tilt to his mouth. "Noted."

He got the tour from Hara, which meant it was thorough and lasted exactly seven minutes. He slotted into the empty bunk space without drama. Riley watched from across the bay as he methodically arranged his gear, the kind of quiet efficiency that spoke of years of experience. He wasn't here to prove anything. He was just here to work. Not a threat.

An hour later, tones dropped. A residential structure fire, third floor of a pre-war on the Upper West Side.

Riley was moving before the last echo of the alert faded. Bunker pants on, coat pulled, boots thudding against the floor. Her hands flew, securing straps, checking her mask. It was a dance she knew by heart, each movement a beat in a rhythm only she could hear. She was on the engine, hose team, with Vasquez backing her up and Okafor on the irons. Jordan was assigned to the search team with Reyes.

The ride was a blur of flashing lights and screaming sirens, the city a smear of gray and brown outside the window. Riley could feel the hum of the engine beneath her, a familiar thrum that settled something in her chest. She didn't think. She just was. Ready.

The scene was a classic. Gray smoke curling from a third-floor window. Not much flame showing yet. Hara took one look, gave the order. "Engine, advance a line. Ladder, primary search. Go."

Riley moved. Fast.

She grabbed the nozzle, feeling the familiar weight of it in her hands. Vasquez was right behind her, a reassuring presence feeding the hose. They hit the stairs two at a time. The smoke was getting thicker, a hot, acrid blanket that clung to her skin and stung her eyes through her mask. Heat pressed down on them, a physical weight.

She found the source of the fire in the master bedroom—a curtain smoldering, catching light. A textbook knockdown. She was on the nozzle, the water arcing, hissing as it hit the flames. The fire surrendered. Fast. Clean. Efficient.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Jordan and Reyes clearing the adjacent rooms. Movements steady, unhurried. Competent.

"All clear, Bravo sector," Jordan's voice came over the radio, calm and steady.

"Engine, primary knockdown, Alpha sector complete," Riley radioed back, her own voice tight with exertion. "Need overhaul in the bedroom."

"Copy, Engine."

Back in the engine bay, the energy was a strange mix of adrenaline comedown and quiet satisfaction. The gear was stripped, washed, hung to dry. Tools were cleaned and returned to their places. Everyone moved with practiced precision.

Riley was wiping down the nozzle when Jordan came up beside her, holding out two paper cups.

"Coffee?" he said, handing one to her.

"Thanks." Riley took a sip and blinked. Black. She usually took cream and sugar. Lots of sugar.

Jordan took a sip of his own, made a face, and then drank the rest without another word.

"Wrong order?" Riley asked, a small smile playing on her lips.

"Always," he said, shrugging. "Doesn't matter."

He walked away, leaving Riley to her coffee. She drank it anyway. The bitter taste was a shock, but not an unpleasant one. It was... honest.

The call had gone well. She'd been first on the nozzle, clean knockdown, no complications. The rig ride back was quiet — the good kind of quiet, she thought. The kind that meant everyone was satisfied and tired and ready for coffee. She leaned her head back against the window and let herself have it, just for a minute. The feeling of getting it right.
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CHAPTER 3 - RILEY POV - "All Clear"
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The tones dropped at 02:17. By 02:34, Riley Carter had made the worst call of her career.

The door was cool to the touch. That was the first thing she got right.

"Living room clear," she announced into her radio, her voice a practiced monotone. Her helmet light cut a clean wedge through the thick, gray smoke. The room was a standard Upper West Side pre-war disaster: overstuffed furniture shrouded in ghostly white sheets, a toppled bookcase, books scattered like fallen soldiers. Nothing moved. The heat was bearable. Down here, anyway.

She swept the light left, then right. A quick, practiced arc. The sofa. The coffee table. No one. The air was heavy but breathable through her mask. It was fine.

"Bravo sector, living room, all clear," Riley said into her radio. The words felt right. Automatic. Like a reflex.

She was already moving toward the hall, her boots crunching on fallen plaster, when Okafor's voice crackled through her earpiece. "Hold your position, Engine. I'm coming to you."

Odd. Okafor was on the irons, clearing the way for the primary search team. He shouldn't be in her sector. Riley stopped, her gloved hand resting on the doorframe of the hallway, her light cutting down the dark corridor. The silence stretched, broken only by the hiss of her own breath and the distant roar of the fire above them.

Footsteps. Heavy, deliberate. Then Okafor was there, a bulkier silhouette in the smoke. He didn't look at her. His light went past her, scanning the room she'd just cleared. Then it stopped. Stopped on the louvered doors of a built-in linen closet at the far end of the room. The ones she'd dismissed as too small for a person.

"Okafor to Command," he said, his voice impossibly calm. "Found one. Conscious. In the closet."

The world didn't tilt. It just... stopped.

Riley's breath hitched, a sound masked by the regulator. Her radio, which had been a familiar tool, suddenly felt like a lead weight in her pocket. Her light, still fixed on the hallway ahead, seemed to burn a hole in the dark. She turned, slowly, her body moving on autopilot. She saw what Okafor saw. The closet doors. Slightly ajar. Just a sliver. The gap she'd missed. The space she hadn't checked.

Four minutes. Okafor had gotten the victim out in four minutes. An older woman, coughing but alert. Scared. But alive.

Riley didn't remember moving her. Didn't remember the walk down the stairs, the ride back to the house. She remembered the click of the woman's seatbelt as the EMS crew secured her. The woman's eyes, wide and shocked, finding Riley's for a second. No accusation. Just a profound, disorienting confusion.

The debrief wasn't a yelling match. That would have been easier.

It was held in the quiet room. The one with the long metal table and the perpetually damp smell. Rostova stood at the head of the table, her hands clasped behind her back, her gaze fixed on the whiteboard. She
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