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PROLOGUE
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The fire is already breathing when we pull up.

It’s not the angry kind, not yet. No flames clawing out of windows. No cinematic glow lighting up the street. This one is quieter, heavier. Smoke rolling slow and thick from the eaves, pressing low, hugging the house like it knows where to hide. The kind of fire that waits.

Those are the dangerous ones.

I step off the engine and the heat hits my face through the hood, dull and constant, like standing too close to an open oven. The air smells wrong. Not clean wood. Not paper. Plastic, chemicals, something sharp at the back of my throat. I clock it without thinking. Ranch-style house. Single story. Garage attached. Neighborhood still asleep except for a few silhouettes on porches, phones glowing in their hands.

“Two minutes in,” the captain says, already moving. “Possible occupant.”

My stomach tightens. It always does at those words. Possible means unknown. Unknown means we don’t get to be cautious. We get to be fast.

I pull my mask on and the world narrows to the sound of my own breathing and the hiss of the line being charged. Everything slows and sharpens at the same time. Tunnel vision, but controlled. I’ve lived in this headspace long enough that it feels almost calm.

Almost.

Luke Navarro is to my right. I don’t look at him directly, but I know he’s there. I always know where he is. The rhythm of the way he moves is familiar to me now, the way some people recognize footsteps without hearing them. He checks his gear once, quick and efficient. No wasted motion. No nerves on display.

“Ortega,” he says through the mask, voice steady. “I’ve got you.”

I nod. He doesn’t need the confirmation, but I give it anyway. This is how we work. Simple. Clean. No extra words.

We force the front door and the smoke drops on us instantly, thick and hot, visibility gone in the space of a breath. The beam of my flashlight cuts a narrow tunnel through it, catching on furniture legs, picture frames, the edge of a couch. Everything looks abandoned in a hurry. A shoe by the door. A coffee mug knocked over on the counter, liquid dried in a dark ring.

I advance low, hose heavy in my hands, counting steps without realizing I’m doing it. One, two, three. Navarro stays close, close enough that I can feel the vibration of him moving, sense his presence through the air.

The heat spikes as we move deeper. That’s not good. Heat without flame means it’s banking somewhere, building pressure, waiting for oxygen. I signal back with my hand, a sharp motion, and feel Luke respond immediately, shifting position without hesitation.

That trust doesn’t come easy in this job. You earn it call by call, moment by moment. He’s earned mine.

The layout opens into what used to be a living room. I can tell by the shape of the space, even though I can’t see more than a few feet in front of me. The smoke churns now, faster, like it’s agitated. I hear it before I see anything — a low, rolling sound, like something alive moving through the walls.

“Fire’s in the back,” Luke says. “Kitchen or utility.”

I agree. I always do when he’s right.

We advance another few feet and then the floor shifts under my knee. Not a collapse, not yet, but enough to make my heart slam once against my ribs. I test it with my weight. Soft. Compromised.

“Watch the floor,” I say.

“Copy.”

We move around it, slow and deliberate. This is the part people don’t see — the inches, the decisions that happen faster than thought but slower than panic. The discipline. The restraint.

A sound cuts through the static in my ears.

A cough.

Human. Weak. Close.

My pulse spikes. The hose feels suddenly heavier, like my body knows what’s coming before my mind catches up.

“Victim,” Luke says, already moving toward the sound.

I follow, every sense locked on that direction. We find him slumped near a doorway, older man, semi-conscious, soot smeared across his face. His chest rises shallowly, each breath a struggle. I grab under his arms while Luke clears debris, and together we haul him toward the exit we came in through.

That’s when it happens.

The heat surges, violent and sudden, like the house has decided we’ve overstayed our welcome. The smoke roils, pressure slamming into us from behind. I hear it — the roar of oxygen feeding fire — a split second before the world explodes.

Backdraft.

The force throws me forward. My shoulder slams into the wall hard enough to rattle my teeth. The temperature spikes to unbearable in an instant, even through the gear. My instincts scream at me to run, but training holds me in place long enough to get my bearings.

“Miles!”

Luke’s voice cuts through everything.

I turn my head and see him through the smoke, reaching for me, eyes wide but focused. The wall behind him flashes orange, flame licking out like a living thing, hungry and fast. I realize in a detached, distant way that we’re boxed in. That the exit is no longer clear.

My air alarm chirps once. A warning.

Luke grabs my arm, grip firm, unyielding. “Stay with me,” he says, like it’s an order, like it’s a promise. “I’ve got you.”

And in that moment — surrounded by heat and smoke and the very real possibility that this goes wrong — I realize I’m not thinking about the fire at all.

It’s not fear. I know fear. This is something else. A sudden, sharp awareness of him. Of the weight of his hand on my arm, the certainty in his voice. The fact that my first instinct isn’t to pull away, but to lean into that grip and trust it completely.

We move together, coordinated without speaking, bodies aligned, decisions shared, the victim’s weight between us as real as the heat pressing in. I feel him behind me as we push through the smoke, his presence solid and constant, one hand steadying the man we’re carrying. When we break through into cooler air and stumble out onto the lawn, the night feels unreal, like stepping into a different world.

The victim is handed off to medics. The house behind us is fully involved now, flames finally showing themselves, wild and bright against the dark sky. The adrenaline drains fast, leaving my limbs heavy and my thoughts loud.

I pull my mask off and suck in air that tastes like smoke and rain and relief. My hands shake slightly. I tuck them against my turnout coat, pretending it’s just the cold.

Luke stands in front of me, helmet askew, face streaked with soot. He looks at me for a long second, eyes searching mine like he’s checking something deeper than injuries.

“You good?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah. You?”

A corner of his mouth lifts. “Always.”

There’s a beat of silence between us, filled with everything we don’t say. The fire crackles behind us. Sirens wail in the distance. Life goes on, as it always does.

But something has changed.

I feel it settling into me, heavy and undeniable. The realization that when the walls closed in, when the heat surged and the air thinned, it wasn’t just my training that kept me steady.

It was him.

And that thought — that knowledge — scares me more than the fire ever could.

Because fires can be put out.

Some things, once they start burning, don’t go away so easily.
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The firehouse smells like coffee that’s been sitting too long and diesel that never quite leaves your clothes.

It’s barely dawn, the sky outside still gray and undecided, and the house is in that quiet stretch between shifts where everything feels suspended. Gear is hung, boots lined up just right, helmets resting where they belong. Order matters here. It always has.

I move through the bay on autopilot, checking the engine the way I’ve done a thousand times before. Hand on the side panel. Quick glance at the gauges. Muscle memory takes over while my mind drifts, replaying the call from earlier whether I want it to or not.

Backdrafts don’t announce themselves. They wait.

“Morning,” someone says behind me.

I don’t have to turn to know who it is.

Luke Navarro’s voice has a certain weight to it — calm, unhurried, like he’s never rushing even when everything is on fire. I glance over my shoulder anyway, because I always do, and there he is, leaning against the rig like he owns the place.

He’s already half out of his turnout coat, suspenders hanging loose at his waist, dark T-shirt clinging to him in a way that feels unfair this early in the day. Broad shoulders. Thick arms. The kind of build that comes from work, not a gym mirror. Sweat-darkened hair pushed back from his forehead, eyes sharp and awake like he actually slept.

I look longer than I should. I
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