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      The smoke alarm doesn't go off. That's the part that gets me later, when I'm sitting on the curb outside my bakery with ash in my hair and a firefighter's jacket draped over my shoulders. The alarm was supposed to be my warning. Instead, I get the smell first—grease and something chemical and wrong—and by the time I turn around, the back wall of my kitchen is a curtain of orange flame.

      I drop the tray of croissants I was boxing up for tomorrow's morning rush. They scatter across the tile and I just stand there for a second, brain lagging behind my eyes, because this can't be real. I've had this bakery for three years. I sank every penny of my savings into the ovens, the marble counters, the little chalkboard sign out front that says Sweet on Main in my terrible handwriting. And now my kitchen is on fire and I can't remember where I put the extinguisher and the smoke is already so thick I can taste it, metallic and acrid on my tongue.

      Move. The word cuts through the fog in my head and I stumble backward, yanking my apron over my nose. The smoke is thick already, rolling across the ceiling in dark waves that make my eyes stream. I know the back door is somewhere to my left but I can't see it. I can't see anything. My hip catches the edge of the prep table and I go down hard on one knee, pain shooting up my thigh, and the tile under my palms is hot, which means the fire has spread underneath the floor or I'm imagining things or both.

      I'm coughing so hard my ribs hurt. The heat is a living thing pressing against my skin, and the sound—God, the sound. Fire doesn't just crackle. It roars. It eats. I crawl toward where I think the door is, fingers scraping across hot tile, and my lungs are screaming and I'm thinking this is it, this is actually it, I'm going to die on the floor of my bakery surrounded by scattered croissants, when something solid and enormous crashes through the front of the shop.

      Not something. Someone.

      He comes through the smoke like he was born in it. I can barely make out the shape of him—helmet, shoulders wider than my prep table, a mask that makes him look alien and terrifying. But his voice. His voice is human and steady and so calm it makes me want to cry. "I've got you. Stay with me."

      He scoops me up off the floor like I weigh nothing, and I need you to understand—I'm not a small woman. I'm five-foot-four and I carry my weight in my hips and my thighs and my stomach that I've never been able to flatten no matter how many YouTube ab videos I half-complete. Men don't pick me up. Men don't even try. They offer a hand, brace themselves, do the math on whether their back can handle it.

      This one doesn't hesitate. One arm hooks under my knees and the other wraps around my back and suddenly I'm pressed against his chest with my face buried in the crook of his neck, and even through the smoke and the fear and the gear, he smells like sweat and something clean underneath it, something that cuts through the char and anchors me. I grab fistfuls of his jacket and hold on and he carries me out of my burning bakery like he does this every day.

      Because he does. He does this every day.

      Outside, the air hits my lungs and I gasp like a fish yanked out of water. He sets me down on the curb, gentle, careful, one hand still on my back while I cough up smoke and try to remember how breathing works. There are lights everywhere—red and blue flashing across the storefronts—and voices shouting and hoses uncoiling, but all of it feels far away because he's pulling his mask off and I'm seeing his face for the first time.

      Dark eyes. Jaw like it was carved by someone who takes their work personally. A smudge of soot across his cheekbone that somehow makes him look more real, not less. He's looking down at me with an expression I can't name—intense, searching, like he's cataloging me, like he needs to make sure I'm whole. His hand hasn't left my back. His thumb is moving in a slow circle between my shoulder blades that I don't think he's aware of, and it's the kindest thing anyone has done for me in months.

      "You're okay," he says. Not a question. A decision. Like he's already decided I'm going to be fine because he won't accept any other outcome.

      I open my mouth to thank him and what comes out is a sob. Ugly, heaving, snot-and-tears crying that I can't stop and can't control and definitely can't make attractive. He doesn't flinch. He doesn't lean back or get uncomfortable or give me the look I'm used to, the one that says please pull yourself together. He drops to one knee on the asphalt, still holding my back, and says, "Hey. Hey, look at me. You're safe. I've got you."

      He says I've got you like it means something bigger than this moment, and my stupid smoke-addled brain files it away like it matters.

      His jacket ends up around my shoulders. I don't remember him putting it there. It's enormous on me and it smells like him—that clean scent underneath the smoke—and I pull it tighter because I'm shaking and I can't stop that either. An EMT checks me over. Minor smoke inhalation, a bruise forming on my knee, nothing serious. The whole time, he's ten feet away, directing his crew, and every thirty seconds his eyes find me on that curb.

      Every. Thirty. Seconds.

      Someone tells me his name. Tanner Reed. Lieutenant, Station 7. I repeat it in my head like a prayer, or maybe a problem, while I watch my bakery smoke against the evening sky and try to figure out how a person can lose everything and find something in the same night.
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      I've pulled forty-three people out of burning buildings. I don't remember most of their faces. That's not callousness—it's self-preservation. You can't carry them all with you or the weight will crack your spine. You do the job, you file the report, you move on.

      I can't stop seeing her face.

      It's been fourteen hours since the call at Sweet on Main and I'm sitting at the station writing up my incident report, and every time I close my eyes I see dark curls and wet lashes and the way she grabbed my jacket like I was the only solid thing in her world. The weight of her in my arms—soft, warm, full—settled against my chest like she was designed to be carried by me. Which is insane. I know that's insane. I've carried dozens of people and not one of them imprinted on me like this, not one of them made me hyperaware of every point of contact, every inch of skin beneath my gloves.

      Bryson drops into the chair across from me and slides a coffee over without a word. He's not a talker, which is one of the reasons we get along. But even he gives me a look, that slow assessing stare that means he's noticed something.

      "You good?" he asks.

      "Fine." I pull the coffee toward me. It's black, the way I take it, because Bryson pays attention to things like that even though he pretends he doesn't. "Just finishing the report."

      "You've
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