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Thank you for reading Station 17: The Home You Built.

Vasquez didn't say goodbye. He left two things on a workbench and trusted her to understand. That's the whole book, right there.
Riley spent eight books waiting to deserve things — the rank, the crew, the apartment keys on the same ring as someone else's. She didn't stop waiting when she got them. She stopped waiting when she realized she'd already been carrying the lesson for years, in her pocket, next to her keys.
If you recognized that feeling — the one where you've already become something but haven't looked down yet to notice — then this story found the right reader.
Leave a review. Your words help the next person find this series at the right moment.
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 be ready, and realize they already are. Quietly. Without noticing the exact moment it happened.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "Five Years In"
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The coffee hit my tongue at 5:47 a.m., same as always, tasting of burnt beans and Monday. My boots didn't require thought anymore—just slipped on like a second skin, laces tied by muscle memory. Five years had taught my hands the language of the apparatus bay. They knew which wrench to grab before my eyes caught the label. They knew the precise angle to hang the hose to avoid kinking. They knew the rhythm. They knew me.

I checked my reflection in the dark glass of the office window. The bun was tighter now, fewer wisps escaping to frame my face. The gray-blue eyes were the same, but something behind them had settled. Like dust motes settling after being stirred up.

In the kitchen, the crew was already in motion. Jordan placed a steaming mug on the counter near Marcus. Black, two sugars. Marcus took it without looking. Wrong order. Still. Five years. The joke lived on, breathing in the space between them. I grabbed my own mug from the shelf above the microwave. Next to it, Dani's mug sat exactly where she'd left it three years ago. Sharpies letters—DANI CHO—still bold, the ceramic untouched. A silent marker of who came before and where they'd gone.

Emma was there too, methodically arranging equipment, her movements fluid and unhurried. Not the probie who once tried to carry three oxygen tanks at once, face flushed with effort. Now she moved with the economy of someone who understood the cost of wasted motion. Marcus reviewed the inventory checklist for the second time. Meticulous. Not from anxiety anymore, but from care.

I pocketed my phone. A text from an hour ago, unopened: Morning. Basil is thriving. Avery's. My thumb hovered, then moved away. Later. The keys on my ring jingled. Mine, my apartment, and hers.

At 6:45, I stood at the front of the briefing room. The room quieted. Hara sat in the back, perfectly still. Not helping, not correcting. Watching. Same way Vasquez used to watch me, a decade ago. Another circle completed.

"We've got a scheduled inspection of all SCBA units this afternoon," I said, my voice level. "And an updated protocol for the response to possible structural collapse in pre-war brownstones. Effective immediately."

I glanced at the clipboard. "It outlines procedures for implementing RIT-7 and 4-Sector Response, referencing SOP code—" I tripped over the designation, a string of letters and numbers meant to be precise. "N-K-7-3-alpha."

From the back, Okafor's voice cut through the silence. "K-7-3-baker, Carter."

I didn't falter. Didn't flush. Didn't make a joke. Just nodded, made a small notation on the clipboard. "K-7-3-baker. Thank you, Okafor." I continued without missing another beat, moving on to vehicle maintenance schedules. The error hung in the air for a second, then was gone.

The briefing concluded. Hara was the first to stand, already moving toward the door. Diaz clapped Marcus on the shoulder, a question about hose testing on his lips. The room emptied, the familiar rhythm of the day reclaiming the space.

I gathered my notes, the sound of paper sliding against the polished table the only noise. Captain Rostova paused at the doorway, her back to me. She didn't turn. Just stood there, a solid block of shadow against the hallway light.

"Lieutenant Carter."

Then she was gone. The echo of the words remained, settling in the quiet room. Not Riley. Not Carter. Lieutenant Carter. I stood there for one full beat, the clipboard loose in my hand, before turning off the lights and stepping into the apparatus bay.

The shift was beginning. I went to work.

***
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2 - RILEY POV - "Last Shift"
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Vasquez moved through the apparatus bay the same way he always did: with a purpose that left no room for wasted motion. He checked the gauges on Engine 82, then the rescue saw, then the medical kit. His hands, calloused and sure, knew every tool before he touched it. He didn't speak, but he didn't have to. His presence was a kind of quiet punctuation in the daily rhythm of the station.

I watched him from my office doorway, clipboard in hand, pretending to review maintenance schedules. But I was watching him. We all were. Not with pity, not with ceremony. Just observation. The last shift was a thing you witnessed, not a thing you spoke of.

At 10:17, the tones dropped. High, insistent, demanding. A report of smoke on the fifth floor of a six-story walk-up in the East Village. Routine. Unremarkable.

We rolled, lights flashing, sirens cutting through the morning traffic. My position in the passenger seat was second nature now, the landscape of the city blurring past the window as I mentally walked through the procedures, my hand resting on the door handle, ready to move before the rig fully stopped.

The scene was anticlimax. An elderly woman, Mrs. Rodriguez, stood on the sidewalk, fanning herself with a newspaper and looking more annoyed than frightened. Her apartment door was open, and a faint, acrid smell drifted out, the scent of something burnt and forgotten.

Inside, the source was clear: a blackened microwave, its door ajar, with the carbonized remains of what might have once been a bag of popcorn. The sprinkler system had already done its job, leaving a shallow puddle on the linoleum floor and a fine mist in the air.

Diaz was the first to break the silence, a grin spreading across her face as she emerged from the apartment, pulling off her helmet. "Well, that was definitely worth the full company response."

Marcus stifled a laugh, quickly covering it with a cough. Jordan shook his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "At least it wasn't the coffee."

From behind me, I heard a sound. Almost a chuckle, but not quite. The corner of Vasquez's mouth twitched. That was all. But it was enough. A lifetime of contained amusement in a single facial muscle.

The ride back to the station was easier. The tension that always coiled in my stomach during a call was gone, replaced by the familiar camaraderie that filled the space between us. Diaz and Marcus debated the optimal popcorn-to-oil ratio, a conversation so mundane it was absurd. Jordan drove, nodding along occasionally, adding a deadpan observation when they least expected it.

I sat in the passenger seat, watching the city blur past through the window. Vasquez was beside me, quiet as always. His hands rested on his knees, his posture the same as it had been for twenty-five years on this job. Not relaxed, not tense. Just ready. Always ready.

At a red light, a yellow cab cut us off. Jordan tapped the brakes, muttering something under his breath. I glanced at Vasquez. His eyes were closed. Not asleep, I knew. Just listening. Absorbing. Storing away the sounds of the city he had served.

"Remember that grease fire on Delancey?" I asked, my voice quiet.

He didn't open his eyes. "The Korean place. Third floor. 2013."

"Forgot to turn off the fryer," I added.

"Almost took the whole building," he finished, a ghost of a smile on his face. "Took us three hours to put it out."

The light changed. We moved on. The conversation was over. Nothing more needed to be said.

The rest of the shift passed uneventfully. Equipment was checked, re-checked, and put away. Forms were filled out. The microwave call was documented, the details entered into the system with the same care as a five-alarm fire. Because that's how it worked. Every call mattered, even the ones that didn't.

At 6:47 p.m., the shift change began. The next crew drifted in, the air of the station shifting as night took over from day. The familiar rhythm of goodbye played out lockers slamming, keys jangling, tired voices exchanging last-minute information.

I finished my final walkthrough of the apparatus bay, my footsteps echoing in the empty space. Everything was in its place. The rigs gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights. The tools were hung perfectly on their pegs. The floors were clean enough to eat off of.

My office door was ajar. I stepped inside, intending to grab my jacket and head out. Avery would be home. There might be leftover Thai in the fridge. Or we could just sit in the quiet, the city humming below her windows.

But my eyes caught something on my workbench. Two objects, lying side by side. No note. No explanation. Just them.

The first was a wrench. The wrong-size wrench. The one he'd handed me during my probie year, letting me struggle with it, letting me figure out for myself that it wouldn't fit, that I needed to look closer, to pay better attention. The lesson in my hands. The metal was worn, the edges smoothed by years of use, the handle darkened with grease and sweat.

The second was a carabiner. A simple, solid aluminum carabiner, the kind you could buy at any sporting goods store. Not the fancy, lightweight ones the mountain climbers used. This was a workhorse. The gate opened smoothly, closed with a satisfying click. It was the same kind he always had clipped to his belt loop, the one I'd seen him use a thousand times to secure a hose, to hang a tool, to create an anchor point.

I stood there for a long moment, the objects on my workbench a silent conversation. A final lesson. A final connection. The wrong tool for the job, and the one that always worked. The mistake, and the solution. The beginning, and the end.

I picked up the wrench. The weight of it was familiar, comfortable. It fit in my palm like it belonged there. Then I picked up the carabiner. I clipped it to my keyring, where it nestled next to my keys and Avery's, a solid presence against the metal.

I put the wrench in my pocket. The denim of my jeans was rough against the metal.

I walked out of my office, locking the door behind me. I didn't look back. I didn't need to. The bench was empty now. The lesson was learned.

I pushed through the heavy door of the station, the evening air cool on my face. The city was alive, the sounds of traffic and distant sirens a familiar soundtrack. I walked to my car, the keys in my hand, the wrench in my pocket.

I got in. Started the engine. Drove away.

I went to work.
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[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
~STATION 17

“~ _ Book Eigilt';- The Home You Built (F_ir_l,ale‘){%;

o

'CADEN ROWEN-






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





