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CHAPTER ONE: THE EMBERS STILL BURN
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The wind carried the faint scent of ash.

Not fresh ash—the ghost of what had burned a year ago. The mountains still bore scars, blackened lines streaking the red canyon walls like memories etched into skin. Ashton Hale stepped out of the truck and inhaled the bitter echo of the past, letting it settle in his lungs the way a confession settles in a church.

“It hasn’t changed much,” he murmured.

Ravenshade Canyon looked almost the same as the day he left it: sun-cracked earth, skeletal pines, the broken ribs of burned cabins still jutting through the undergrowth. The sky hung low, a dull orange haze floating above the ridge. Fire season hadn’t even begun, and already the air felt like a warning.

“Ashton,” Captain Reyes called from the training yard gate. “You coming in, or planning to brood on the pavement all morning?”

He managed a tight smile. Reyes had always seen right through him.

“Just taking it in,” Ashton said, stepping forward. “Feels strange to be back.”

“Strange is better than dead,” Reyes replied with a shrug. “Come on. I’ve got someone for you to meet.”

Ashton froze.

Someone.

To meet.

He didn’t want new teammates. He didn’t want small talk or introductions or the weight of responsibility. Not again. Not after last year’s fire tore through half the canyon and took two of his closest friends with it. Their names still echoed in his dreams, in the quiet moments between breaths.

But Reyes was already walking away, and Ashton followed.

The training yard was alive with movement—men hauling hoses, axes swinging into practice logs, voices shouting drills. The Ravenshade Hotshots were known statewide for their elite wildfire work. They were a family forged in heat and fear.

Ashton had once belonged to them.

Reyes stopped beside a lone figure who stood with a coil of rope slung over his shoulder. When he turned, Ashton felt the world narrow to a single sharp point of focus.

Leo.

He’d seen him before—weeks ago, briefly, passing through the Denver training facility. A rookie then. Sharp jaw. Storm-grey eyes. Sun-browned skin with freckles that looked like sparks scattered across his cheeks. He was younger than Ashton, but there was something in the way he held himself—defiance wrapped in uncertainty—that made him hard to ignore.

“Leo Carrigan,” Reyes said. “Meet Ashton Hale. Your new partner.”

Partner.

The word hit Ashton like a falling beam. He kept his expression neutral, though he felt something shift under his ribs.

Leo extended a hand. “I’ve heard about you. You’re kind of a legend.”

Ashton stiffened. “That’s... an exaggeration.”

Leo’s smile had a way of warming the air between them, even in the cool canyon morning. “Maybe. But legends usually don’t come back after what you went through.”

Reyes cleared his throat. “Carrigan, try not to scare him off before the season starts.”

Leo flushed. “Sir, I—sorry. Didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine,” Ashton said quietly. “Really.”

But his pulse said otherwise.

He wasn’t used to eyes that looked at him like that—with awe, with curiosity, with something that flickered dangerously close to admiration. It unsettled him, the way fire unsettles dry brush.

Reyes gestured toward the equipment shed. “Ashton, take him through gear check. Then you two are running the ridge trail.”

Leo nodded, grabbing a set of gloves and falling into step beside Ashton.

They walked in silence until the shed door thudded shut behind them. The air inside was cooler, scented with pine oil and the metallic tang of tools. Ashton moved automatically, checking compartments, inspecting buckles, counting oxygen canisters.

Leo watched him openly.

“You’re... different than I expected,” Leo said finally.

Ashton didn’t look up. “How exactly?”

“I don’t know.” Leo leaned against a metal cabinet. “You carry yourself like someone who doesn’t want to be seen—but people still see you.”

Ashton froze, his hand hovering over a clasp.

He turned slowly. “And what exactly do you see?”

Leo’s breath caught—Ashton heard it, a soft hitch almost drowned by the hum of the overhead light.

“I see someone strong,” Leo said softly. “Stronger than he thinks.”

The air grew thick, heavy with something unspoken.

Ashton forced a laugh. “You barely know me.”

“Maybe,” Leo said, stepping closer, “but I’m observant.”

Too observant.

Leo’s presence felt like fire—not the destructive kind, but the kind that warms cold hands, that draws you close even when you know you shouldn’t go near the flame.

Ashton cleared his throat and stepped back. “Let’s finish up. Reyes will have our hides if we’re slow.”

Leo nodded, though disappointment flickered across his face.

They finished gear check quickly. Ashton tried to stay composed, but Leo had a way of cracking open walls Ashton had spent a year rebuilding. Every accidental brush of their hands, every shared look, felt loaded with meaning.

When they set off on the ridge trail, Leo matched Ashton’s pace easily.

“So,” Leo said, breath steady, “how long have you been doing this?”

“Twelve years.”

“And you came back because...?”

Ashton exhaled a humorless laugh. “Because running from something doesn’t make it hurt less.”

Leo glanced at him—really looked at him. “No. It doesn’t.”

Ashton wasn’t used to someone understanding him so quickly. It was disarming.

They reached the ridge overlook, a cliff edge where burned pines stood like blackened statues. The wind howled through the canyon, lifting Leo’s dark hair from his forehead. The late-afternoon sun painted his face in gold.

He looked beautiful.

Dangerously beautiful.

“You don’t have to talk about it,” Leo said quietly, eyes fixed on the scarred forest below. “But if you ever want to... I’ll listen.”

Ashton swallowed hard. “Why?”

Leo turned to him, voice warm. “Because I know what it’s like to have no one to talk to.”

Ashton’s breath hitched. Something inside him—something long dormant—shifted.

The canyon was silent. The world felt unreal. And the space between them suddenly felt like the most important thing Ashton had ever stood in.

He took a step back.

“We should get back,” Ashton said, voice unsteady.

Leo nodded, but the look in his eyes lingered—a flicker of heat, a spark waiting to catch.

They began the walk down the ridge in silence, but Ashton felt the truth burning low beneath his ribs:

Whatever this was—this pull, this danger, this fire—it wasn’t going away.

And he wasn’t sure he wanted it to.

Not anymore.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE HEAT OF THE LINE
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Night in Ravenshade Canyon always arrived early, slipping down from the ridgeline like a blanket thrown over the world. By the time Ashton and Leo returned from their training run, the Hotshot station glowed with warm lamplight, casting their shadows long and thin against the gravel.

Ashton hung his helmet on its hook, listening to the familiar murmur of evening routines:

the clatter of metal trays in the mess hall...

the low hum of voices...

the soft roar of the heaters fighting back the canyon cold.

It felt strange—too strange—how easily the rhythm returned to him.

“Hey,” Leo said softly, tugging off his gloves. “You okay?”

Ashton blinked. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Leo smiled faintly. “Because you keep staring at everything like you’re afraid it’ll vanish.”

Ashton didn’t answer. He wasn’t used to being read so quickly. And he certainly wasn’t used to a pair of storm-grey eyes seeing straight through him.

Captain Reyes’ voice boomed from the doorway. “Hale! Carrigan! Briefing room. Now.”

Ashton straightened immediately; Leo followed, a nervous energy buzzing beneath his steps. They crossed the station, boots echoing on the linoleum floor.

Inside the briefing room, Reyes stood beside a wall-sized map marked with orange streaks—active burn zones across the state.

“As you two know,” Reyes began, “this season’s shaping up to be worse than last year. Drought’s deeper. Winds are more unpredictable. And people are—shockingly—still idiots in the woods.”

Leo snorted. Ashton nudged him to stay quiet.

Reyes continued, “A new fire sparked twenty miles south. Not ours yet, but we need to be ready in case it jumps the ridge.”

Ashton’s jaw tensed. Fires jumping ridges were unpredictable, violent—exactly what had killed his teammates last year.

Reyes’ gaze softened. “Ashton. You good with this?”

“Yes, sir,” he answered automatically.

Reyes didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “Carrigan—you’re shadowing Hale for the next two weeks. Whatever he tells you to do, you do. He’s one of the best we have.”

Leo’s eyes flickered to Ashton—admiration bright and sharp. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Reyes said. “Gear check again at 0600. Don’t be late.”

He dismissed them, and the two walked slowly back toward the barracks.

Leo broke the silence first. “He really thinks highly of you.”

Ashton didn’t look at him. “Reyes thinks highly of anyone still breathing.”

Leo laughed, but Ashton’s expression didn’t budge.

A moment passed—quiet, heavy.

“You don’t believe it, do you?” Leo asked gently.

“Believe what?”

“That you’re good at what you do. That you’re worth looking up to.”

Ashton stopped walking.

The hallway was dim, lit only by the emergency lights glowing faint red along the floor. Leo’s face was bathed in the soft, warm light—eyes steady, posture relaxed, body close enough that Ashton could feel the heat radiating off him.

Too close.

Ashton’s voice came out colder than intended. “You don’t know anything about me.”

Leo held his gaze. “Not yet.”

There was no arrogance in the words—just quiet truth.

Ashton swallowed. “You need rest. We both do.”

He walked past Leo before he could respond.

But the air between them felt charged, as if sparks trailed behind every step.

The barracks were quiet when Ashton entered. Seven beds lined each wall, most occupied by Snoring Hotshots dead to the world. Ashton took the one nearest the window—the same one he’d used the year before, though it felt like another lifetime.

Leo’s bed was directly across from his.

Of course it was.

The room was too warm from the heaters, but Ashton still felt cold. Cold in a way that seeped from the inside out.

He peeled off his sweat-damp shirt, muscles tight with exhaustion. Training on the ridge earlier had drained him, but his mind remained a restless wildfire.

He sat on the edge of his bed and buried his face in his hands.

The memories came back. They always came back.

The rush of flames—

the screaming radios—

the moment the wind shifted—

the sound he never forgot: a tree cracking before it fell.

“Ashton?” a voice whispered.

He looked up.

Leo stood in the dim light, shirtless, a towel slung over his shoulder. Fresh from the shower, drops of water clung to his collarbones and traced shining lines down his chest.

Ashton’s breath faltered.

It shouldn’t.

He shouldn’t feel anything.

He shouldn’t want anything.

But Leo looked soft and warm and alive in a way that made Ashton’s scars ache.

“You okay?” Leo whispered.

Ashton forced his gaze upward. “Fine.”

Leo stepped closer—hesitant, careful, as if approaching a wounded animal. “If you ever want to talk—”

“I don’t.”

The words were sharper than he meant.

Leo’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t back away. Not immediately.

“You don’t have to push everyone away,” Leo murmured. “I’m not them.”

Ashton’s heartbeat thudded painfully.

“Exactly,” he said. “You’re not them. You’re new. And that’s why I can’t—”

He stopped himself.

Leo’s eyes softened. “Can’t what?”

Ashton stood abruptly, forcing distance between them. “Nothing. Get some sleep. We start early.”

Leo nodded slowly, but Ashton could feel the hurt beneath the expression. Still, Leo didn’t argue. He turned, walking toward his bed.

The lights clicked off.

For a long time, Ashton lay awake in the dark, listening to the soft rustle of blankets across the room.

He shouldn’t care.

He shouldn’t think about the way Leo’s laugh sounded on the ridge.

Or the way he stood too close in the gear shed.

Or the way his eyes—God, those eyes—looked when he offered understanding instead of judgment.

He shouldn’t feel this.

But something warm burned low in his chest when he thought of Leo. Something dangerous. Something he swore he’d never allow again.

Fire destroys.

Fire takes.

Fire leaves nothing but ash.

But somehow Leo felt like fire too—

warm, bright, impossible to ignore—

yet Ashton found himself reaching for him anyway.

He pressed his palms into his eyes. “This is a mistake,” he whispered to the darkness.

Across the room, Leo shifted in his sheets and exhaled softly.

And Ashton knew—without seeing, without touching—that Leo was awake too.
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