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Thank you for reading Station 17: Leadership.

This book was about the moment leadership stops being a title and starts being a habit.
Riley didn't become a lieutenant when she said yes to Hara. She became one the afternoon she admitted to Emma Walsh that she'd made the same mistake, in the same kind of room, in her third year on the job. That's the moment. Quiet. Unglamorous. No one else in the room except two probies who needed to hear it.
The carabiner passed from Vasquez to Riley to Dani to Webb. That's the whole chain. That's the whole book.
Leave a review — your words help this story find the readers who need it most: the ones who know what it feels like to finally stop waiting to deserve something, and just reach for it. Quietly. Before anyone notices they were afraid.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "The Offer"
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The hinges on Hara's office door didn't squeak. They hadn't in the six years I'd been pushing that same door open. Today the silence of its movement felt like a warning. Inside, Hara sat behind her desk, arranging folders with military precision. The fluorescent light caught the gray at her temples as she looked up.

"Six months," she said, without preamble. "Acting Lieutenant rotation. Starting with you."

I shifted my weight. The chair opposite her remained empty. Inviting. "No."

Hara's expression didn't change. She had perfected the art of stillness during her fourteen years at Station 17. "Don't need answer now."

"I just gave it."

A nod. Almost imperceptible. "Think about it. That's all I ask."

Outside, the afternoon traffic hummed its constant song. The station house felt different somehow, as if the walls had thinned, letting in more of the city's noise. I'd found something here. Not peace—Riley Carter had never been built for that. But belonging. And belonging, I was beginning to understand, was the most dangerous anchor of all.

***
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THAT NIGHT, IN THE bunk I'd claimed since moving from probie dorm to proper quarters, the replay came. Different this time. For years, my mind had been a theater of disasters: calls gone wrong, mistakes on repeat, every failure examined from angles that didn't exist in reality. The replay loop had been my constant companion—my tormentor.

But tonight, as the station settled into its nocturnal rhythm, the reel showed something new. Not a past failure, but a future possibility. Hara's office. The unspoken question hanging in still air. My refusal.

Not mistake. Future.

The distinction lodged itself like a splinter I couldn't reach.

***
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MORNING CAME TOO SOON. The kitchen smelled of stale coffee and burnt toast. On the shelf above the microwave, Dani's mug sat exactly where she'd placed it after coming back from injury: "World's Okayest Paramedic" in bold letters. Solid ceramic. Reliable. I traced its rim with my fingertip but didn't pick it up. Some things weren't meant to be held.

Vasquez was already at the table, a grease-stained schematic spread before him, muttering about hydraulic failures. He nodded without looking up. That's how we communicated most days—in the language of shared space and unspoken understanding.

Emma Walsh was already in the kitchen when I arrived, her turnout jacket draped over the chair back, a mug of coffee cooling at her elbow. Six weeks in and she'd made herself at home in a way that made me simultaneously proud and wary. Webb stood at the equipment board, running his morning check with the quiet methodical focus that had become his signature. Neither of them looked up. They didn't need to. That was how we communicated now — in shared space and unspoken understanding.

***
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DRILL AT 1400. BASIC hose advance. Simple. Fundamentals.

"Probie to the nozzle," I called out, demonstrating the technique I'd done a thousand times. "Weight forward, legs bent. Control the line, don't let it control you."

Walsh nodded eagerly, already shifting her stance before I'd finished speaking. Webb hovered near the truck, hands clasped behind his back, watching everything and nothing simultaneously.

"Your turn, Webb." My voice came out rougher than intended.

He flinched at the sudden attention but moved forward with decent form. Good stance. Proper grip. Then the pressure hit, and he froze. Just for a second. But long enough for the line to buck, spraying water wildly.

"Webb. What happened?" I kept my tone neutral. Professional.

He shook his head, unable to meet my eyes. "Just... thinking too much, LT."

The title—wrong, not yet mine—hung between us. I looked at him and saw myself years ago, raw and uncertain. And I had nothing to say. No words of wisdom. No technique to fix whatever knot of fear had seized him.

Walsh stepped in smoothly. "Let me show you, Webb. You need to anticipate—"

"No." The word was sharper than I'd meant. "Let him work through it."

Walsh's confident smile faltered. I'd hurt her. Unintentionally. Clumsily. My own inadequacy spreading like a stain. This is what Hara had meant. Not the responsibility. The responsibility to shape people.

Later that evening, as I documented the drill—performance metrics, observations, recommendations—the words blurred. My office was quiet, but my mind wasn't. The replay came again. Not Webb freezing. Not Walsh stepping in. Just me, standing there, empty-handed while my people needed something I couldn't give.

Headlights swept across the window. Avery's car. I hadn't realized how late it had gotten. The document remained half-finished, my cursor blinking like a steady, silent accusation.

***
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CHAPTER 2 - RILEY POV - "New Probies"
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Dani's hands moved with surgical precision arranging her pill bottles by size color dosage.

Six weeks post-back injury and she was still on the light duty roster still taking the meds that made her eyes glassy but she never complained. Never once. Just lined them up every morning on the kitchen counter like little amber soldiers standing at attention.

"You good?" Her question pulled me from my coffee daze.

I nodded but didn't meet her gaze. "Just thinking."

"You look like you're trying to bend a spoon with your mind."

A ghost of a smile touched my lips. "Not my superpower."

That got a real smile from her. "What would your superpower be?"

"Knowing which coffee mug belongs to who without touching it."

We both looked at "World's Okayest Paramedic" sitting on its shelf. Dani had bought it herself as a joke after her injury. Some days she used it. Some days she didn't. No pattern I could discern.

"You want it?" she asked.

"Nah. I'm fine with my chipped one."

She nodded like that was the answer she'd expected. Finished arranging her pills with precise movements and slipped them into her pocket. The respect in her eyes when she looked at me was still new. Still unsettling. It had started after the carabiner incident—her mistake, my quick thinking, the line that saved both of us. She looked at me differently now. Like I was something other than just Riley from the next bunk over.

***
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THE AFTERNOON DRILL was ventilation techniques. Basic stuff. I demonstrated the axe work myself, showing them how to read the grain of the wood, how to place your feet, how to conserve energy.

"Probie Webb," I said when I'd finished. "You're up."

He approached the practice structure with hesitation that hadn't been there yesterday. His hands were unsteady as he took the axe from me.

"Choke up," Emma said from behind him. "You've got your grip all wrong. You want it higher up the handle for better control—"

"Let him work it out." My voice cut through hers. Sharper than I'd intended.

Emma's smile tightened. "Just trying to help, LT."

The title again. Wrong. Not mine. Not yet. Maybe never. Hara's offer sat somewhere in my chest like undigested food.

Webb adjusted his grip, jaw tight with concentration. His first swing was tentative. Second better. Third—good. The axe bit into the wood with a satisfying thud.

"Better," I said. "Again."

He found a rhythm. Awkward but effective. Emma stood back now, arms crossed, her helpful smile replaced with something else. Evaluation. She was smart. Capable. And too confident for her own good. She'd learn. Or she wouldn't. That was how it worked.

***
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EQUIPMENT CHECK BEFORE shift change. Vasquez was showing Webb how to inspect the harness, his hands moving over the straps with the familiarity of a mother checking her child's coat before sending them out in the cold.

"Carabiner check," he said, handing one to Webb. "Three times. Every single time."

He nodded, examining it with intense focus.

I watched from across the bay. Then I saw Dani approach, silent as always. She moved to Webb's other side and before he could ask, before he could even finish his inspection, she handed him a replacement carabiner. Not from the main supply, but one she'd already checked. One she'd set aside for him.

No words passed between them. He took it without looking at her, finished his inspection, clicked it into place. Three times. Just as Vasquez had shown him.

And I saw it all at once. The chain. Vasquez had taught me that same method years ago. I'd taught Dani during her training. And now Dani was passing it to Marcus. Silent. Unspoken. A lineage of care without words.

Something tightened in my chest.

***
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THE STATION WAS QUIET except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant wail of a siren that had nothing to do with us. I couldn't sleep. My bunk felt wrong. Too narrow. Too empty.

The replay came, but not of Webb with the axe. Not of Emma's correcting tone. Just Hara's office. The offer hanging in the stillness.

Six months. Starting with you.

It wasn't a memory anymore. It was a possibility. A future. One where this—the mentoring, the responsibility, the weight of respect I hadn't earned—became my daily reality.

I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. The plaster was smooth, unblemished. Like a fresh page waiting for the first mistake. Outside, the city never slept. And neither, it seemed, did I.

***
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