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Chapter 1: Smoke Doesn’t Lie
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The night air was thick with the sharp scent of sweat, diesel, and burnt rubber, the kind of stench that buried itself into the folds of a uniform and the fibers of your soul. It wasn’t even a fire call—just cleanup from one. But the firehouse still vibrated with the aftershock of adrenaline, quiet only in sound, not in heartbeats. Reid Lawson leaned against his locker, his arms crossed tight across his chest, jaw clenched hard enough to crack bone. The locker room echoed with the hum of the ceiling fan and the distant rumble of a water truck backing into the bay. It was the kind of silence that demanded more attention than noise.

His shirt clung to his chest, damp with the sweat of the last call, and his hands—steady as hell when holding a hose—were now betraying him, twitching at the fingers. It wasn’t the fire. Not really. It was the dream that had preceded the alarm, the one that clawed into his sleep and dragged him backward through time. The same fire. The same screams. The same pair of brown eyes disappearing behind a curtain of smoke.

He ran a hand through his hair, still wet from a fast rinse in the station’s grimy shower. Every time he thought he was past it, something pulled it back. The department shrink called it “latent trauma reactivation,” but Reid just called it bullshit. Fire was fire. It left marks. On your lungs. On your skin. And, if you were stupid enough to fall in love during your first year in the department, on your heart.

A sharp rap on the locker frame broke the haze. Reid looked up to find Javier Torres, his longtime friend and fellow firefighter, watching him with narrowed eyes and a half-drunk sports drink in one hand.

“You spacing out again, Lawson?”

Reid shook his head, forcing a wry smile. “Just thinking.”

Javier arched an eyebrow. “You only say that when you’re not thinking. Or when you’re thinking too damn much. Which one is it tonight?”

Reid sighed and peeled away from the locker, grabbing his gear bag. “Neither. I’m just tired.”

“Right,” Javier said, not buying it. “Tired of carrying ghosts or tired of pretending you’re not?”

Reid didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The tension hung between them, thick as the heat after a fire’s been knocked down but still steaming in the walls. Javier had been there the night the warehouse went up. The night Reid lost more than his nerve.

“I heard there’s a new program starting up,” Javier said casually, following him toward the break room. “Mental health support for first responders. Mandatory weekly sessions. City funding came through last month.”

Reid grunted. “Waste of budget. We need better gear, not couch time.”

“That’s what I said,” Javier muttered. “Until I saw who’s running it.”

Reid’s footsteps slowed, but only for a fraction of a second. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Talia Brooks.”

It hit like a backdraft, fast and unexpected. Reid stopped moving. His chest tightened, like his ribs were suddenly too small for the breath inside them.

“She’s back?”

Javier nodded, sipping his drink. “Started today. Orientation tomorrow. Looks like she’s sticking around this time.”

For a second, Reid didn’t know what to say. He’d spent years building mental walls around her memory, stacking them with steel and sealing the cracks. Talia Brooks. She’d once meant everything. Then the fire took everything—and somehow, she’d left him before the smoke even cleared.

“She came back to this firehouse?” Reid asked, voice low.

“Yeah,” Javier said. “Looks like she’s been working with the city’s trauma unit. Now she’s consulting directly with the department. And guess where she’s been assigned?”

Reid didn’t have to guess. His stomach already knew. “Here.”

Javier nodded. “Station Six.”

For a long time, neither of them spoke. Reid’s fingers curled around the handle of his gear bag like it was the only thing keeping him anchored.

“She knows what happened,” Reid finally said. “She knows this house is—was—off limits.”

“Guess she didn’t get the memo.”

Or maybe she had, Reid thought grimly, and had come anyway.

The break room door creaked open, and voices spilled in. Reid looked up and saw Captain Maddox enter with a clipboard, followed by a few of the younger recruits. Maddox’s gaze swept the room and landed on Reid.

“Lawson. Conference room. Five minutes. Mandatory attendance.”

Reid gave a short nod. “Yes, sir.”

The recruits shuffled past, muttering to each other, and Javier slapped Reid’s shoulder before following them out.

“Try not to blow up the meeting. She might actually be good at her job.”

Reid didn’t answer. He just stood there, frozen, the name echoing in his head like an alarm bell.

Talia Brooks.



The conference room wasn’t anything fancy—just a rectangular space with a long table, metal chairs, and a whiteboard on the far wall with half-erased reminders about safety inspections. The air conditioner rattled like it was held together by duct tape and prayers. Reid entered just behind the others and took a seat near the back, arms crossed, expression neutral.

Then she walked in.

It was like the room shifted, oxygen sucked out and replaced with something heavier. Talia Brooks stood tall, her posture poised, dressed in a charcoal-gray blouse and black slacks that looked professional and severe, yet managed to emphasize her graceful frame. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, her face framed by deliberate simplicity, as if she had scrubbed away any softness to replace it with clinical resolve.

But her eyes—those hadn’t changed. Still deep brown. Still observant. Still capable of unmaking him with one glance.

She scanned the room, her clipboard hugged to her chest, and for a second, her gaze found his. Just a second.

She didn’t flinch.

Neither did he.

“Good evening,” she began, her voice calm, precise, and unmistakably her. “My name is Dr. Talia Brooks. I’ve been contracted by the city’s fire response wellness initiative to implement a psychological support program tailored for Station Six’s team.”

A few murmurs stirred across the table. One of the rookies whispered, “She’s hot,” to his neighbor, and Talia paused, letting the silence choke the remark until the kid shrunk back in his chair.

“We’re going to address stress management, trauma retention, and adaptive coping strategies over the next six months,” she continued. “Sessions will be scheduled individually and in small groups. Participation is not optional.”

That earned a few groans and muttered curses.

Talia ignored them.

“My role is to create a safe, confidential space. Your role is to show up. You may hate it. You may think it’s a waste of time. That’s fine. I’m not here to change your mind. I’m here to help you keep it.”

She paused again, letting the words sink in.

“I will meet with each of you over the next two weeks for an initial intake. Your captain will coordinate scheduling. Any questions?”

There were a few. Logistics. Privacy concerns. A skeptical inquiry about her credentials, which she answered with sharp precision and zero tolerance for posturing.

But Reid didn’t speak.

He didn’t move.

And she didn’t look at him again.

When the meeting ended, and the others filtered out, Reid stayed in his chair, letting the buzz of conversation fade until it was just the two of them. Talia stood at the front, packing her papers, not looking up.

He finally rose, slowly, walking toward her until there was only a desk between them.

“You knew I was here,” he said.

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

“You came anyway.”

She met his gaze now, her voice cool and unshaken. “I’m here to do a job, Reid. That’s all.”

“That all?” he asked, his voice harder now. “Because the last time I saw you, you walked away without saying goodbye.”

She flinched. Just a flicker. But it was enough.

“You think that fire only burned you?” she said softly. “You don’t get to decide who gets hurt.”

He stared at her, at the fire behind her words, at the pain she still wore like armor. Then he nodded once and stepped back.

“Welcome to Station Six, Dr. Brooks.”

She didn’t respond.

And neither of them said what really needed to be said.
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Chapter 2: Talia Brooks, Back in Uniform
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Talia stepped out of the firehouse’s rear exit and into the biting night air, her breath curling in front of her like smoke. The weight of the clipboard in her hands was nothing compared to the pressure crushing her chest. The muscles in her back tightened with the effort it took to keep her spine straight, her footsteps measured, her expression unreadable. She made it to the edge of the lot, to the line where the cement turned into cracked asphalt and the echoes of slamming locker doors couldn’t reach her, before she finally allowed her knees to tremble.

She had seen Reid.

He was still as devastatingly composed as she remembered—still built like the job had been carved into his bones, still carrying the shadows of something he refused to name. But it wasn’t his broad shoulders or his storm-gray eyes that had undone her. It was the silence. The way he hadn’t spoken a word until the room was empty. The way the air between them had held everything they hadn’t said.

Talia gripped the edge of the clipboard, her knuckles whitening. What had she expected? That he would smile? That he would be grateful she came back? No, she had rehearsed every possible outcome, every reaction from cold rage to outright dismissal. But nothing prepared her for the look in his eyes. Not hate. Not pain. Something in between. Something that still bled.

She turned toward her car but didn’t make it. Her fingers, curled tight around the keys in her coat pocket, wouldn’t cooperate. Her body refused to move forward. Instead, she sat down on the low concrete divider that framed the parking lot, letting the late wind sting her cheeks and the chill creep into her skin.

The past wasn’t supposed to feel like this. She’d worked too damn hard to bury it. Six years of degrees, internships, night shifts in emergency trauma units. A license framed in glass. A resume that said she was healed, professional, capable.

And yet, here she was, back at Station Six. Back in the belly of the beast.

The building hadn’t changed. Same dull brick facade. Same flickering floodlight near the back door. Same unmistakable hum of a firehouse on standby, alive even in sleep. But inside—inside, everything was different. And the worst part? Some of it hadn’t changed at all.

Talia’s mind drifted back to her first time in that building, years ago, young and reckless and half in love with the idea of being useful in chaos. She remembered the kitchen table where Reid used to tease her about her obsessive notetaking. The couch she’d slept on once during a double shift. The hallway where they’d had their first real fight. Places soaked in memory. Places that never stopped burning.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, jarring her from the spiral. She pulled it out, squinting against the brightness of the screen. A text from Alina.

Alina: First day back? Survive it or set something on fire?

Talia let out a humorless breath and tapped a reply.

Talia: Some fires reignite on their own.

She hesitated. Then added:

Talia: He’s here.

The response came almost immediately.

Alina: Oh, T. You okay?

No. Not even close.

Talia: Ask me tomorrow.

She locked the phone, stood up, and headed for her car. There was no use lingering in memories tonight. Tomorrow would come fast, and she had files to read and sessions to plan. She had to remember why she came back. It wasn’t for Reid. It was for the others. The ones still drowning in silence. The ones who never got to talk about the weight they carried because people assumed they were trained to bear it.

Still, as she drove away from the station, the image of Reid leaning against his locker wouldn’t leave her. The set of his shoulders. The way his eyes had found hers like they still knew the way. There was no mistaking it—he hadn’t expected to see her again.

And beneath the shock, beneath the years, there had been something else. Something alive.

That night, she didn’t sleep.



The next morning arrived too early and too loud. Talia pulled into the station’s back lot wearing her badge on a lanyard and her best armor face. Her heels clicked against the linoleum as she made her way to the office they’d cleared out for her, a small windowless room between the locker hallway and the dispatch corridor. It smelled faintly of antiseptic and stale coffee, and someone had left a ceramic mug with the station’s number printed on it: ST6—NEVER OUT OF HEAT.

How fitting, she thought.

She set down her bag and booted up the desktop, then pulled the manila folders from her shoulder satchel. A list of the first responders under her care. A schedule with names and times. Her job was to meet each of them over the course of the next few weeks, gauge their baseline mental health, and recommend further intervention if needed.

But the name at the top of the list stopped her breath.

Lawson, Reid.

Her heart ticked once. Then again.

She read it twice, as if doing so would make it vanish. The captain had warned her—indirectly—that she’d be dealing with familiar faces. That it would be messy. She’d insisted she could handle it. She hadn’t anticipated he’d be first.

She heard the knock before she was ready.

Three short raps. No hesitation.

She stood quickly, tried to smooth the front of her blouse, and opened the door.

Reid stood there, expression unreadable, arms crossed over his broad chest. He was in uniform, but the top of his jacket hung undone, revealing the black tee underneath. His dog tags were visible against his collarbone, catching the fluorescent light. His eyes scanned the office behind her, then met hers.

“You scheduled me for the first slot?” he asked, his voice low, gravel-laced.

“No,” she said calmly. “The schedule was alphabetical.”

A beat passed. She stepped aside.

“Come in.”

He did, ducking slightly as he passed under the low doorframe. The room suddenly felt too small for both of them. He didn’t sit. He stood across from her desk, arms still folded, like he was guarding himself from an explosion.

“You can sit,” she said.

“I’ll stand.”

Fine.

She opened his file and pretended her fingers weren’t stiff.

“Reid Lawson. Twelve years in the department. Currently with Station Six. Primary specialty: search and rescue. Secondary: fire behavior analysis.” She paused. “Commendations in 2016 and 2020. A disciplinary note from 2019, removed after review.”

He didn’t respond.

Talia met his eyes. “Why are you here, Reid?”

“You scheduled me.”

“I mean here. In this room.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You could’ve walked out.”

He exhaled sharply. “Then you would’ve marked me as resistant. Not exactly a clean record.”

“This isn’t about records.”

“No,” he said. “It’s about pretending you can fix things that can’t be fixed.”

She winced. “This isn’t about us.”

“That’s a lie and we both know it.”

She stared at him, the weight of memory thick in her chest. The air between them was too still. The room too full of things unsaid.

“You think I wanted to leave?” she said finally, voice taut. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“I was twenty-two. My father had just died. The department threw me into rotation with no support and you—”

“I was burning, too,” he snapped. “But I didn’t leave.”

Talia’s hands tightened around the file.

“This session isn’t mandatory,” she said. “You can go.”

He didn’t move.

Silence stretched, sharp and suffocating.

Then, without warning, he stepped forward and placed both hands on the edge of her desk. His eyes bore into hers.

“You’re not the only one who broke that night,” he said. “And you’re not the only one who kept bleeding.”

Talia’s throat closed.

He turned and walked out, the door shutting behind him with a quiet finality.

She didn’t move for a long time.

When she did, it was only to sink into her chair and close her eyes, as the ghosts stirred to life all over again.
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Chapter 3: The Mandatory Briefing
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The early morning light streamed through the high windows of Station Six, catching on the dust motes suspended in the air like remnants of the last blaze. Most of the crew had gathered in the main operations room, the scent of coffee sharp in the air, the hum of small talk laced with tension. The metal chairs scraped against linoleum floors as firefighters trickled in, slinging gear bags into corners, trading clipped greetings. The digital clock on the wall blinked a relentless 07:59.

At precisely 08:00, Captain Maddox stepped forward with his usual quiet authority, clipboard in hand, his presence part discipline, part gravity. He was a broad-shouldered man with streaks of iron gray through dark hair, and a voice that could break a shouting match with a single word. No one questioned Maddox. No one dared.

“Morning, all,” he began, clearing his throat as his eyes scanned the room. “Mandatory staff briefing. And yes, you’re all supposed to be here, even if you just got off a shift. Especially if you just got off a shift.”

A few tired groans rolled through the room. Reid sat near the back, arms resting over the back of the chair in front of him, his eyes shadowed from lack of sleep. He hadn’t spoken much since his session with Talia the day before, hadn’t explained to Javier or anyone else what was eating at him. Not that they didn’t have their theories.

Across the room, Talia entered silently and took a spot near the corner, close to the auxiliary table holding extra helmets and sealed oxygen masks. She didn’t speak. Didn’t look at Reid. Her presence was sharp, clinical. Meant to be invisible and yet impossible to ignore.

“First order of business,” Maddox continued, flipping a page on the clipboard. “Station Six is now officially part of the departmental wellness pilot. You met Dr. Brooks yesterday. Some of you have already had your first session. The rest of you will be scheduled over the next two weeks.”

More groans, a few muttered comments.

Maddox didn’t react.

“Look, I’m not here to hold your hand. You don’t have to like it. But you do have to show up. This department’s seeing burnout rates double what they were five years ago. Suicides are up. Substance abuse is climbing. You might think you’re untouchable, but you’re not. This is a job that eats people alive if they let it. So don’t let it.”

He paused. The weight of his words settled across the room like a blanket.

“You’ll be split into two groups—operational and support—and rotated through various discussion and resource modules. It won’t interfere with your shifts. And no, nothing you say in there will go on your permanent record unless it’s a danger to yourself or others. That’s the legal boundary.”

His eyes flicked briefly to Talia, then back to the clipboard.

“Dr. Brooks will be leading all group sessions and private evaluations. She has my full confidence. You will treat her with the same respect you give your brothers and sisters in gear. Understood?”

The group answered with a mixed chorus of “Yes, sir” and nods.

Maddox nodded once. “Good. Second item—protocol refresher. We’ve had three near misses this month. Hose line deployment on Alder Street almost went sideways because of a faulty clamp. Rescue Two had an oxygen tank run dry mid-pull on the Monroe warehouse fire. This isn’t rookie shit. This is life or death. I want full equipment checks logged before every departure, not after. Anyone caught skipping steps will be benched until further notice. That clear?”

More affirmations. A tension rolled through the group—not fear, but awareness. Firefighters didn’t like being reminded they could die. But they needed to be.

“Third item,” Maddox said, and this time his voice dipped lower. “We’ve reopened investigation into the East Marlow fire.”

A silence dropped, so heavy it seemed to bend the air.

Reid sat up straighter.

Javier stopped mid-sip of coffee.

Even Talia flinched.

“That’s right,” Maddox confirmed. “New evidence came to light during an unrelated inspection report. State fire marshal flagged inconsistencies in the structure collapse analysis. They’re reopening the case as of last week.”

Reid’s jaw locked. The East Marlow fire. The one that had killed two civilians, injured three firefighters, and destroyed half the block. The same fire that had cracked his entire world in half.

The same fire that had changed everything with Talia.

“Lawson,” Maddox said, looking directly at him. “You were incident commander on that pull. The state’s going to want a fresh statement.”

Reid nodded once. “Understood.”

Maddox lingered a second longer before moving on. “I’ll send out the exact review schedule. Expect interviews to begin next week.”

He flipped the final page, then handed the clipboard to one of the junior firefighters before stepping back.

“That’s it. Get to your drills. Dr. Brooks—”

All heads turned.

Talia stepped forward slowly, holding a slim folder in her hands. She opened it and glanced at her notes.

“Group Alpha will meet in Room B in thirty minutes. That’s Torres, Lane, Shepard, and Vega. Individual evaluations will follow based on my schedule. Please be prompt. And don’t come armed with sarcasm. You won’t win.”

A few chuckles broke the tension.

Then she nodded once and stepped back.

The crew began to disperse, grumbling and muttering as they filtered toward drills, leaving only a handful in the room. Reid stood but didn’t move. Talia stayed where she was, her eyes scanning her folder again.

Javier sidled up next to Reid. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Reid muttered.

“East Marlow coming back around isn’t just noise. If they’re reopening the file, it’s because someone pushed it.”

Reid nodded. “Yeah. I figured.”

Javier dropped his voice. “You think she knew? Before she came back?”

Reid’s gaze slid to Talia, still standing quietly at the edge of the room.

“I think she came back because of it.”



By midday, the training yard was thick with the sound of sirens, drill commands, and shouted counts. Reid ran hose lines across the practice lot, boots pounding against the wet concrete as simulated flames blared from the metal structure used for live drills. The sun beat down like punishment, and sweat soaked the collar of his shirt.

He didn’t mind the burn.

It kept his hands busy.

It kept his mind from drifting to the last time he’d stood in a burning structure with a partner behind him—and come out alone.

He could hear Javier shouting times and corrections, then the blast of a whistle. Reid dropped the line, caught his breath, and turned to retrieve the backup nozzle.

That’s when he saw her.

Talia stood at the edge of the field, clipboard in one hand, observing with cool, steady eyes. Her lips were pressed in a thoughtful line, her brow slightly furrowed. She was watching him—not the drills, not the group.

Just him.

Reid stared back, breath still heavy, muscles pulsing from exertion.

She didn’t look away.

Neither did he.

The whistle blew again. He turned, rejoined the group.

But the fire that burned in his chest had nothing to do with drills.



Later, in the quiet coolness of her office, Talia stared at the intake notes. She’d finished four evaluations already—each one marked with various levels of grief, fatigue, denial. Trauma wore different masks, but here it was raw and tangible. These people were bone-weary and battle-hardened and barely holding it together.

But it was Reid’s notes that stopped her hand.

The questions she’d asked him in their session haunted her own margins. She’d written words like detachment and hypervigilance, and then scratched them out. Not because they weren’t accurate, but because they were too clinical. Too far from what she really felt in that room.

Reid wasn’t just grieving. He was haunted. Held hostage by a moment he couldn’t change and a truth he couldn’t speak.

She reached for her pen, then stopped. Her fingers hovered above the page.

He hadn’t said the words. Neither had she. But they were still burning between them.

And Talia knew something now—something she hadn’t admitted even to herself until that moment.

If she was going to help this station heal, if she was going to help Reid heal, she would have to face the fire that had started everything.

The one that hadn’t gone out.

The one still smoldering in the silence between their words.
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Chapter 4: Her Voice in the Firehouse
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Talia stood at the threshold of the firehouse kitchen, its industrial hum a backdrop to the low chatter and clinking of mugs. The same stainless-steel counters. The same scuffed floor tiles that had always creaked under the weight of boots and banter. The station hadn’t changed, not in the ways that mattered. She could still feel the undercurrent of camaraderie woven into the jokes and complaints. She could still smell the faint trace of chili that had probably been reheated too many times. But most of all, she could feel them—men and women forged in heat and adrenaline, their walls built high and thick.

This was her second full day in rotation, and she had made it a point to not hide behind office doors or schedules. She was going to be visible. Present. Part of the daily rhythm. Not just the therapist they whispered about. She grabbed a clean mug from the drying rack and poured herself a half cup of coffee, lukewarm and bitter. She didn’t flinch at the taste. It wasn’t about the coffee. It was about the ritual.

Her presence drew attention, of course. She felt it immediately. A lull in conversation, eyes that glanced and then looked away too quickly. Reid was there, seated near the window with Javier and a couple of the younger firefighters. His body was turned slightly toward the table, but his attention wasn’t on his plate. It was on her. She felt it without having to look.

She took a sip and leaned back against the counter, facing the room with a neutral expression. The air grew thicker, full of unspoken things. She watched as Lane, one of the new recruits, made a comment to the guy next to him—Vega, if she remembered right—and they both tried too hard to laugh. A defense mechanism. She’d seen it a thousand times. The men were wary of her, unsure how to act. Would she judge their jokes? Report their sarcasm? Challenge their silence?

She wasn’t here to change them. She was here to understand them. To offer something real in a place where masks were mandatory.

Javier stood and walked over, ever the mediator. His easy smile didn’t fool her—he was assessing, always reading the room like a seasoned responder. He leaned against the counter beside her, arms crossed.

“You’re brave,” he said, not unkindly. “Walking into the lion’s den before breakfast.”

“I’ve been in scarier rooms,” Talia replied, matching his tone.

“I believe it. But around here, we don’t usually talk feelings before caffeine.”

“I’m not here to talk feelings. I’m just here for coffee.”

Javier chuckled and took a sip from his own mug. “The others are curious. Not hostile. Just... not sure where the lines are.”

“There are no lines until someone crosses them. Then we talk.”

“Fair enough.”

A pause stretched, long enough for her to notice Reid had returned to
































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e %w e i

NATALIA ROSEWOOD





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
“3
:
e

BENEATI
THE ®
GEARS

Secrets, smolier beneathe surface

of revnance

NATALIA ROSEWOOD





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





