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Chapter 1

 

 

The road twisted like a question nobody wanted to answer. Gravel crunched beneath the tires of the aging pickup as it climbed higher into the Pine Pass foothills, a steady rhythm broken only by the occasional jolt from a pothole. Jesse Brooks sat rigid in the passenger seat, his pack wedged awkwardly between his knees, one hand gripping the door handle like a lifeline.

Beside him, his mother stared at the road with the kind of focus that said she wasn’t just driving—she was bracing. Her knuckles were white against the wheel, her jaw tight. She hadn’t said anything since they’d passed the last gas station ten miles back.

"You sure about this?" she asked suddenly, her voice dry and tight like the air outside.

Jesse nodded but didn’t look at her. "Yeah," he said.

"You don’t have to go through with it, you know," she continued, her eyes still fixed ahead. "No one’s making you."

"I want to," Jesse replied. He kept his tone level, but there was an edge underneath—something between determination and discomfort.

His mother scoffed quietly, shaking her head. "You think this is what he’d want? You think—"

"I’m not doing this for Dad," Jesse interrupted. His voice came out sharper than he intended. He glanced at her and then away, out the window. "Not really."

There was a pause. The truck rattled over a rut in the road, it’s rusted frame groaning in protest.

"You remember what he used to say about fire?" she asked, her voice softer now.

Jesse blinked, eyes locked on the ridge line rising in the distance. "Yeah," he said. "I remember."

He didn’t, not really. Not the way she meant. He remembered the way his dad’s gear smelled after a long shift. The way he talked with his hands when he got excited. The look in his eyes when he sat too long staring at the flames in the fireplace, like he was seeing something Jesse couldn’t.

The pickup rounded a bend, and a hand-painted sign came into view, nailed to the trunk of a crooked pine tree.

PINE PASS VOLUNTEER FIRE SERVICE – TRAINING GROUNDS

The red letters were sun-bleached and curling. A small flag hung limply beside it, barely fluttering in the stale afternoon heat.

His mother slowed as they pulled into a dirt clearing that served as a makeshift parking lot. A row of military-style canvas tents flapped half-heartedly in the breeze to the left. An extended green trailer sat at the back of the lot, with two brush trucks parked nearby—both sun-faded and scratched from what looked like years of hard work.

She turned off the engine. Silence settled around them, thick and immediate.

"I’ll be back Friday," she said, resting her hands in her lap. "Unless you call before then."

"I won’t call," Jesse said, reaching for the door handle.

"Don’t be a hero, Jesse," she said quickly. Her voice cracked just slightly at the end. "You’re sixteen."

"I know how old I am," he replied. He glanced at her, then softened his tone. "I’ll be okay."

She reached out and touched his arm. Her hand was warm, a little shaky. "You don’t have to do this to hold on to him."

"I’m not trying to hold on," Jesse said quietly. "I’m trying to figure out where I’m going."

His mother didn’t respond right away. She just nodded once and let her hand fall away.

Jesse opened the door. Heat blasted in like a furnace. He grabbed his pack and slung it over his shoulder as he stepped out, boots crunching on the sunbaked gravel.

From across the lot, a man in a sweat-stained yellow shirt waved a clipboard and called out, "You Jesse Brooks?"

"Yeah," Jesse called back, raising a hand.

The man approached, his gait confident but relaxed. He looked to be in his forties, all lean muscle and tanned skin. His Nomex shirt was already dark with sweat at the armpits and collar, and he carried a helmet under one arm.

"I’m Chief Mallory," the man said. "You’re the junior trainee?"

"Yes, sir," Jesse said, adjusting the strap of his pack.

Mallory handed him the clipboard without slowing down. "Initial here, here, and sign at the bottom. Says you acknowledge the risks, you’re not gonna sue us if you twist your ankle or pass out from heatstroke."

Jesse took the pen and scrawled his name in the boxes. His handwriting came out smaller than usual.

"You ever done any wildland work before?" Mallory asked, peering over the top of his sunglasses.

"No, sir," Jesse replied. "But I’ve read a lot. Manuals. First-hand accounts. Watched some videos too."

"Videos don’t carry hose line," Mallory said, but there was a flicker of amusement in his eyes. "Still, knowing your way around a Pulaski’s better than not."

Jesse nodded, unsure whether that was approval or a warning.

Mallory gestured toward the tents. "Pick one that’s empty. Keep your boots off inside. Dinner’s at seventeen hundred. You’re assigned to Riley’s crew."

"Riley?" Jesse asked, eyebrows raising.

"You’ll know him when you meet him," Mallory said, smirking. "He’s the one that looks like someone shaved a grizzly bear and gave it a bad attitude."

Behind the trailer, someone snorted. A voice muttered, "Kid looks like he’d blow over in the backdraft."

Mallory turned his head sharply and barked, "Shut it, Turner. You weren’t born with soot under your nails either."

The laughter cut off and Jesse felt his face flush. He shifted his pack again and tried to look like he hadn’t heard.

"You’ll be fine," Mallory said, clapping him on the shoulder. "Fire doesn’t care how big you are. Just how fast you think."

"Yes, sir," Jesse said. His voice was steady, but his heart was hammering.

As he made his way toward the tents, the weight of his pack seemed to double. Every eye felt like it was following him. He kept his shoulders straight and his head up, even as the dust settled around his boots.

The inside of the tent smelled like sweat and canvas and something vaguely sour — the kind of smell that lived in old gym bags and damp socks. Jesse stood just inside the flap, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the dimness. Four cots lined the space, two on each side, each one with a thin mattress and a footlocker underneath. Only one of them was empty.

He dropped his pack beside it with a soft thump and exhaled slowly, letting some of the tension bleed out of his shoulders. His shirt clung to his back, already damp from the heat, and dust coated the laces of his boots.

A voice spoke from behind him — rough, low, and unimpressed. "Are you the junior?"

Jesse turned. The man standing in the doorway filled it like a piece of landscape that had decided to walk upright. He wore a soot-streaked yellow Nomex shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and his forearms were crisscrossed with old scars and faded tattoos. A fire helmet dangled loosely from his fingers. His eyes were pale and hard-set, and his beard looked like it had never heard of a razor.

"Yes, sir," Jesse said, straightening instinctively.

"Don’t ‘sir’ me," the man said gruffly. "I work for a living."

"Yes… Okay," Jesse replied, fumbling. "I mean — okay."

The man stepped inside, tossing his helmet onto his cot with a practiced motion.

"I’m Riley," he said. "You’re Brooks, right?"

"Yes," Jesse said, nodding. "Jesse Brooks."

Riley grunted. "Your dad was Jake Brooks. Volunteer out of Black Ridge. Died in that structure collapse six years back."

Jesse blinked, caught off guard. "Yes, sir," he said automatically, then corrected himself. "I mean — yeah. That’s right."

Riley didn’t say anything at first. He just looked at Jesse for a moment, long enough that Jesse had to fight the urge to shift his weight or look away. Finally, Riley gave another grunt.

"He was a solid hand," Riley said. "Didn’t take shortcuts. Knew when to speak up and when to shut up."

"Thanks," Jesse said quietly. "I’m hoping to do right by him."

"You do right by the line," Riley said, reaching down to pull off his boots. "The rest’ll take care of itself."

Jesse opened his mouth, then closed it again. He wasn’t sure what to say to that.

Riley nodded toward the footlocker beside Jesse’s cot. "You get issued gear yet?"

"Not yet," Jesse said. "Chief Mallory said after dinner."

"Good," Riley replied. He sat down on his cot with a creak and leaned back on his elbows. "We’re cutting lines tonight. Simple stuff. Brush clearing, line widening. You’ll get blisters, maybe a sunburn. Good first day."

"Sounds great," Jesse said, trying to sound confident.

"It’s not supposed to sound great," Riley said, narrowing his eyes. "It’s supposed to be work."

Jesse nodded quickly. "Right. I just meant — I’m ready for it."

"We’ll see," Riley said. He reached under his cot and pulled out a canteen, taking a long drink before wiping his mouth on the back of his arm. "First fire you face down changes things. You come in thinking you’re ready. Then you smell it. Hear it. Feel the way the wind changes and the ground begins to speak to you. It doesn’t give a damn what you think."

"I know it’s dangerous," Jesse said.

"I didn’t say dangerous," Riley replied, leaning forward. "I said it changes things. Fire’s not just heat and burn. It’s movement, it’s hunger, and out here, it’s king. You don’t fight it. You outthink it. You outwork it. Or it eats you alive."

Jesse’s mouth went dry. He nodded, though something inside him twisted.

Riley stood again, grabbing a towel from the end of his cot. "You got fifteen minutes before the mess bell. The latrine’s down the hill. You forget where that is, you’ll be digging a cat hole with a broken stick."

"Got it," Jesse said, picking up his own towel.

Riley paused at the tent flap, then turned back to him.

"Your dad was a good man," Riley said. "He didn’t let fear get in the way of doing his job. But he also didn’t pretend it wasn’t there."

Jesse met his eyes. "I’m not pretending."

Riley gave a slight nod — approval, maybe — then ducked outside without another word.

Jesse sat on the edge of his cot for a long minute after that, staring at the space where Riley had stood. The canvas walls whispered around him, rippling in the breeze. He wasn’t pretending. But he wasn’t sure yet what he was, either.

The mess bell sounded like someone beating a crowbar against a propane tank. It rang out sharp and sudden across the clearing, bouncing off the trees like a warning.

Jesse flinched, then stood quickly, brushing the dust from his pants. The air outside the tent was cooling a little, just barely, though the heat still clung to his skin. Camp had taken on a different rhythm since he’d arrived — more movement, more noise. People were trickling out of the tents, walking toward the mess trailer in small groups, some laughing, while others remained silent. Everyone seemed to know exactly where to go and what to do. Everyone except Jesse.

He followed the others, keeping a few paces behind. His boots scuffed the gravel path with every step. The trailer’s hatch had been lifted into a makeshift serving window, and a man with a stained apron and forearms like split logs was ladling something thick and orange into dented metal bowls.

"Chili," the man grunted when Jesse reached the front of the line. "Or at least that’s what we’re calling it tonight."

"Yes, sir," Jesse said, taking the bowl carefully with both hands.

"You’ll wanna eat fast," the man added. "Riley doesn’t believe in digestion."

"Yes, sir," Jesse repeated, offering a faint smile.

"Name’s Roy," the man said, jabbing a thumb into his own chest. "I cook. You don’t like it, tough. You get seconds if you’re breathing after training."

"Understood," Jesse said.

Roy grunted and waved him aside. "Next!"

Jesse turned and looked for an empty seat. Most of the fire crew had gathered around two long folding tables set up in the dirt. The laughter was louder now, the kind that came easily after a long day of sweat and sun. Some of the guys already had soot smudged across their faces. One of them — tall, broad-shouldered, with a thick tan line where his sunglasses had been — spotted Jesse hovering and waved lazily.

"You lost, Junior?" the man called.

Jesse shook his head. "No, just looking for a spot."

"There’s one next to me," the man said, scooting down. "Unless you’re afraid of loud eaters."

Jesse approached cautiously. "I’m not."

"That’s what they all say," the man replied, shoveling a mouthful of chili into his mouth and slurping loudly. "Then they cry into their cornbread."

"I’ll take my chances," Jesse said, sitting down.

"Name’s Ortiz," the man said around another bite. "Engine crew. You’ll probably hate us eventually, but we get the job done."

"I’m Jesse," Jesse replied. "Brooks."

Ortiz paused, then nodded. "Yeah. Heard about you. You’re the one Mallory called ‘legacy stock.’"

Jesse blinked. "Is that… good?"

Ortiz shrugged. "Depends on who you ask. Some folks think you’re here because of your dad. Others think you’re just here to prove something. Personally, I think you’re either brave or stupid."

"Thanks," Jesse said dryly.

Ortiz grinned. "You’ll fit in."

From a few seats down, someone spoke through a mouthful of bread. "He better. Riley doesn’t like wasting time on dead weight."

Jesse turned toward the voice. A young woman — maybe a year or two older than him — sat with one boot propped on the bench, her elbows resting on her knees. Her blond hair was braided tightly and tucked under her cap. She looked like she hadn’t smiled in a while.

"I’m not dead weight," Jesse said.

She tilted her head. "We’ll see."

"Easy, Ash," Ortiz said with a chuckle. "You scared him off, and he hasn’t even held a drip torch yet."

"I’m not scared," Jesse said, voice firmer now.

Ash leaned back and raised an eyebrow. "Good. Because fire doesn’t care either way."

Ortiz nudged Jesse with his elbow. "She warms up eventually. Maybe."

Ash didn’t respond.

Jesse focused on his food. The chili was hot, spicy, and surprisingly good. His stomach, which had been in knots all afternoon, finally seemed to recognize that it was allowed to eat. Around him, the noise of the camp buzzed like an engine coming to life — the clink of metal bowls, the scrape of boots, a distant bark of laughter from somewhere behind the gear trailer. It didn’t feel like home. Not yet. But it felt like something.

Riley appeared from the shadows near the tent line, his voice cutting clean across the din.

"Gear up in ten," he called out. "Grab your helmets, sharpen your tools. We hit the lines at dusk."

The tables quieted almost immediately. Bowls clattered into bins. People stood and stretched. No one questioned it.

Ortiz stood with a groan and clapped Jesse on the shoulder. "Welcome to the deep end."

Jesse swallowed the last bite of chili and followed him into the fading light, heart thudding like a slow drum in his chest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

The forest swallowed them whole. Dusk fell in layers, like smoke curling through the canopy. Shadows stretched between the trees, soft at first, then sharpened as the last of the light drained from the sky. Jesse followed the others single-file along a narrow footpath, the weight of his borrowed gear dragging at his shoulders.

His helmet sat awkwardly on his head, slightly too big. His Nomex shirt clung to him, the stiff fabric already damp with sweat. A Pulaski axe rested across his shoulder — heavier than it had seemed when he’d first picked it up. Every step kicked up a whisper of dust, the trail worn smooth by years of boots.

"Eyes up, Brooks," Riley called from the front of the line.

Jesse jerked his gaze forward. "Yes, sir," he said automatically, then winced. "I mean, yes."

Riley didn’t look back. "This ain’t a funeral march. Keep your head moving. You watch the terrain, watch your crew, and watch the wind. Every second."

"Yes," Jesse replied again, this time more confidently.

Ortiz, walking just ahead of him, turned his head slightly and muttered, "Don’t worry. He barks at everyone."

Ash, a few paces behind, added coolly, "Except the fire. He respects that."

"Damn right I do," Riley said. His voice carried through the trees like a falling branch. "Fire doesn’t lie."

They reached a break in the trail, a clearing where the underbrush grew thick. Brambles twisted between the trunks, deadfall tangled in patches of yellow grass. The edge of the forest looked untouched — wild, dry, indifferent. A perfect place for a fire to run wild.

"This is the perimeter," Riley announced, turning to face the group. "This line’s been walked but not widened. We’re gonna fix that. Cut ten feet deep from the trail edge, full scrape. No green left standing. Get the crap off the ground so it doesn’t turn into tinder when the wind comes."

He pointed toward Jesse with the tip of his Pulaski. "Brooks, you’re on scrape detail. Ortiz, take the ignition side. Ash, spot him."

Jesse shifted his grip on the tool. "Yes," he said.

Riley moved closer, eyes narrowing. "You ever swung one of those for more than ten minutes?"

Jesse shook his head. "No, but—"

"You’re about to," Riley said flatly. "Watch your knees. Watch your back. Keep the blade low and move in clean strokes. You cut too shallow; the roots hold. You cut too deep, you waste time and energy. You’ll find the rhythm."

"I’ll get it," Jesse said.

"You’ll get it or you’ll get someone hurt," Riley said sharply. "And out here, there’s not a lot of room for second chances."

Jesse felt his ears burning under the helmet. He nodded. "Understood."

Riley stepped back. "Light’s fading. Let’s move."

The crew fanned out in the clearing. Ortiz attacked the brush like he had a score to settle, grunting with each swing. Ash followed just behind, dragging cut branches clear of the line, eyes flicking constantly from tree to tree. Jesse picked a spot and raised the Pulaski. The handle felt rough in his hands. He brought it down.

The first strike bounced off a half-buried root, jarring his shoulders. He adjusted, reset his feet, and swung again. This time, the blade bit deeper, carving into the dry earth with a satisfying crunch. He exhaled sharply and swung again. Then again. And again.

The rhythm came slowly. Sweat poured down his temples and into his eyes. His arms began to ache. The muscles along his back and shoulders screamed for a break, but he kept going. Each stroke peeled back a little more ground cover, revealing the pale soil underneath. The sound of metal striking earth filled the air — a strange percussion that echoed through the trees.

"Not bad, Junior," Ortiz called from farther down the line. "Try not to fall in love with the dirt."

"I’ll do my best," Jesse replied, out of breath.

Ash moved past him, dragging another pile of brush away from the scrape zone. She glanced at his progress, then nodded.

"You’re clearing faster than I thought," Ash said. "Might be half-useful after all."

"Thanks," Jesse said, unsure if it was sarcasm. She didn’t clarify.

Minutes became an hour. The sky darkened to a deep navy, and the air cooled slightly — not enough to help, just enough to notice. Insects buzzed through the brush. A distant owl called out, low and haunting.

Riley moved up and down the line like a ghost, offering corrections, occasionally stopping to demonstrate. He didn’t praise, but he didn’t complain either. That, Jesse was quickly learning, was the closest thing to approval he’d get tonight.

Eventually, the crew paused for a water break. Jesse leaned against a rock, panting, forearms trembling from the exertion. His shirt clung to him like wet canvas. Dirt streaked his face and arms. He could barely feel his hands.

Riley walked over and handed him a canteen. "How’s the tool?"

"Feels like it’s part of my skeleton now," Jesse said, managing a breathless smile.

Riley cracked the ghost of a grin. "Good. Means you’re learning something."

Jesse took a long drink. The water was warm, but it tasted like survival.

"You feel that?" Riley asked suddenly, glancing toward the treetops.

Jesse frowned. "What?"

Riley raised his chin. "The shift."

A breeze stirred the leaves, faint but steady, brushing across the back of Jesse’s neck.

"The wind," Jesse said softly.

"First lesson of fire," Riley said, his voice quiet but firm. "It always rides the wind. Learn to feel it before you hear it."

He turned away then, calling to the others, "Ten more minutes! Then we hike out!"

Jesse stared into the forest, eyes following the path of the breeze as it moved through the trees. The hair on his arms stood up. He didn’t know why. Not yet. But something told him the wind would come back to that moment later.

 

* * *

 

By the time they made it back to camp, Jesse’s legs felt like they belonged to someone else. The hike in had been hot. The hike out was worse. Every step home carried the weight of exhaustion, the echo of every swing, every scrape, every bruise blooming along the muscles in his back. His arms had gone from sore to numb to sore again. His boots felt like concrete. Nobody talked much on the return walk.

Ash led the group, a headlamp strapped across her brow, casting pale light ahead. Ortiz hummed tunelessly under his breath, just loud enough to be irritating. Riley brought up the rear, silent, eyes always scanning the treetops.

Jesse stumbled once, catching his toe on a rock. He caught himself before he went down, but no one said anything. No one offered a hand. And somehow, that felt right.

Camp was quiet when they returned. The generator had been turned off. Lanterns flickered near the trailer. A few figures moved between the tents — the rest of the crew either winding down or already asleep.

"Tools to the rack," Riley said as they reached the edge of the clearing. "Boots off at the tent. Debrief at oh-six-hundred. Sleep if you can."

"Yes, sir," Ortiz muttered, already unstrapping his helmet.

Ash didn’t say a word. She peeled off toward the gear rack with practiced efficiency. Jesse hesitated, then followed. He returned his Pulaski to the rack, matching the others, then bent to unlace his boots. Dirt flaked off in chunks, revealing raw skin along his heels. He winced as he peeled the socks back and rolled them into a tight ball.

"You didn’t pass out," Ortiz chirped, stepping beside him. "That’s a win."

"I’ll take it," Jesse said, his voice hoarse.

"Don’t celebrate yet," Ortiz said. "You’ll be lucky if your hands don’t blister shut by morning."

"Looking forward to it," Jesse replied.

Ortiz grinned. "You’ll be fine, Junior. Just keep showing up."

"Thanks," Jesse said, quieter now.

Ortiz gave him a casual slap on the shoulder and disappeared toward his tent, whistling under his breath.

Jesse stood there for a moment, the sounds of the forest settling around him — the chirp of insects, the sigh of trees in the dark, the low murmur of voices from the mess tent. He turned and made his way back to his own tent, each step an effort.

Inside, the space was dark, lit only by the faint silver spill of moonlight through the canvas. Jesse eased onto his cot with a long breath, the mattress creaking under him. His limbs buzzed, equal parts fatigue and adrenaline withdrawal. He stared up at the canvas above him. This wasn’t what he’d expected. Not exactly. He had imagined fire, yes. And hard work. Sweat and dirt and pain. But he hadn’t expected the quiet. Not the kind that came when the gear was stowed, when the jokes died down, when there was nothing left but the shape of your own breathing in a dark tent in the middle of nowhere.

He rolled onto his side and pulled the thin blanket up to his chest. Outside, the wind stirred again — soft, almost gentle — as if reminding him it hadn’t gone far. Jesse closed his eyes. He didn’t dream of fire. Not yet.

 

Chapter 3

 

 

Jesse woke to the smell of smoke, though nothing was burning yet. For a moment, he didn't know where he was. The canvas above him glowed faintly with pre-dawn light, and the dry rustle of wind outside carried the scent of pine, dust, and the ghost of old fire. His body ached in deep, unfamiliar ways — shoulders locked, calves tight, wrists sore from gripping the Pulaski too hard. A second later, he remembered. The tent. The training grounds. The line cutting. Riley's voice barking through the trees. And today — the burn.

He sat up slowly, wincing as his spine popped, and swung his legs over the side of the cot. The ground beneath his bare feet was cold, but the air was already warming. That strange mountain stillness clung to everything — no birdsong, no insects, just the quiet hush of heat waiting to rise.

Across the tent, Riley was awake. He stood near the entrance, half-dressed, rubbing his jaw with one hand and staring into the gap in the canvas. His helmet sat beside him, boots lined up with almost military precision.

"You're up," Riley said without turning.

"Yes," Jesse replied, his voice raspy with sleep.

"Good," Riley said. "Briefing in ten. Boots on."

Jesse nodded and began pulling on his socks, trying not to grunt with every movement. His fingers were clumsy with stiffness.

"Did it rain last night?" Jesse asked, reaching for his pants.

"Nope," Riley said. "Why?"

"Smells like steam," Jesse murmured.

Riley finally looked at him. His eyes were sharp even in the low light. "That's the land holding its breath."

Jesse blinked. "What does that mean?"

"You'll understand when it exhales," Riley said simply. He grabbed his shirt and ducked outside.

Jesse dressed quickly, his motions stiff and hurried. He splashed water on his face from his canteen, ran a hand through his hair, and shoved on his boots. By the time he stepped out of the tent, the sun was barely brushing the treetops.

The camp had transformed overnight. Where yesterday had been casual, even a little loose, this morning was all motion. Firefighters moved with urgency, helmets clipped, radios checked, gear slung into trucks. There was no laughter now. Just the metallic clink of tools and the low murmur of voices passing orders.

Ortiz stood near the gear shed, sipping from a battered thermos. He spotted Jesse and lifted it like a toast.

"Welcome back from the dead," Ortiz called.

"I'm not sure I ever left," Jesse said as he approached.

Ortiz chuckled. "You'll find out how alive you are once the line starts glowing."

"Can't wait," Jesse said dryly.

Riley appeared behind them, brushing past with a nod. "Briefing. Now."

They followed him across the clearing, where a half-circle had formed near the map board. Chief Mallory stood at the center, arms crossed over his chest, a red bandana around his neck, and a coffee mug in his hand. Behind him, a large laminated map of the surrounding forest was pinned to a wooden easel, several sections outlined in red grease pencil.

Mallory raised his voice as the last of the crew gathered. "All right, listen up."

The murmurs faded immediately.

"Today's ignition zone is Section D — east slope, low elevation. Controlled perimeter burn; double containment lines have already been cut. The goal is to chew through surface fuel and push fire uphill in a controlled sweep. If we do it right, we stop it before it has a chance to feed."

Mallory gestured at the map. "We'll start ignition at 0900. Winds are projected to be light and steady, out of the west. Humidity's low. We've got water support standing by, and two brush rigs in position."

He paused, then glanced skyward.

"But I don't like the feel in the air this morning. It's dry. Still, watch for shifts. If you smell pine pitch or hear the wind change, say something. I don't care how new you are. Fire moves faster than ego."

Jesse swallowed hard. Around him, the crew nodded grimly.

Mallory looked down at his clipboard. "Riley's crew will run southern perimeter prep. You'll be reinforcing the old cut line and watching for heat breaks."

Riley nodded once. "Understood."

"Keep an eye on your junior," Mallory added. "Let's not turn him into a cautionary tale."

"I'll keep him close," Riley replied. His voice was unreadable.

Jesse stood a little straighter.

Mallory took a long sip from his mug. "Let's move. Boots up. Radio checks in ten. I want all gear staged and ready in fifteen."

The circle broke apart.

Jesse turned to Ortiz as they walked. "Is it always this quiet before a burn?"

Ortiz shook his head. "No. It's quiet when something's off."

"Off how?" Jesse asked.

Ortiz shrugged. "You'll know if the wind tells you. You'll really know if it doesn't."

Riley called over his shoulder, "Let's go, Brooks. You're on radio watch today."

Jesse blinked. "Radio?"

"You said you read the manuals," Riley said, tossing a handheld unit his way.

Jesse caught it, fumbling slightly. "I did."

"Then you're qualified," Riley said.

Ash passed them with her helmet under her arm. "Don't screw up the channels, new kid," she said. "Last person who did lost their eyebrows and their lunch."

"Noted," Jesse replied, double-checking the unit in his hand.

He slid it into his vest pocket and followed the crew toward the trucks. The sun was higher now, the light golden and dry. Birds had started to call again, but their songs felt thin and cautious. The land was still holding its breath. And Jesse wasn't sure he wanted to know what it meant when it finally let go.

 

* * *

 

The engine rumbled up the old fire road, bouncing hard over rocks and tree roots. Jesse clung to the steel frame in the back of the brush truck, wedged between Ortiz and a stack of line gear. The truck smelled like oil, pine dust, and sun-baked canvas. A red water tank sloshed behind them, strapped in with thick chains.

The forest on either side of the trail grew tighter the farther they went. Trees pressed in like an audience holding its breath, their trunks scorched black in places, scars from old burns that hadn't made the news. Somewhere behind the treeline, Jesse could hear the high rasp of cicadas starting up — shrill and nervous, like something was already stirring.

"See that ridge?" Ortiz asked, pointing ahead with a gloved hand. "We're setting up just below it. That's your work zone for the next couple hours."

Jesse followed his gaze. The slope ahead rose steep and rocky, with a few scattered trees and a lot of dry brush.

"What are we doing exactly?" Jesse asked.

"Clearing the edge," Ortiz said. "Widening the containment line, knocking down anything that might catch fire when ignition starts. You'll be pulling loose grass, cutting scrub, and trying not to faceplant in the process."

Jesse nodded. "Got it."

"You'll be fine," Ortiz added with a grin. "Unless the ticks get you first."

Jesse looked at him quickly. "Ticks?"

Ortiz shrugged. "They're the real hazard out here. Fire's dramatic, but ticks are sneaky bastards."

"Great," Jesse muttered.

The truck finally slowed and pulled off to the side of the road. Riley climbed out of the front cab before the engine even stopped. He unlatched the tailgate and barked, "Gear out. Let's go."

Jesse jumped down with the others, grabbing a tool pack and his Pulaski. The head of the tool was still slightly dulled from last night's cutting. He felt its weight settle across his palm like a challenge.

Riley pointed to the treeline. "You all know the drill. Section D's western edge. We cut low and fast, two feet in, two feet down. Jesse, you're on scrub pull with Ortiz. Stay in his shadow and do what he tells you."

"Yes," Jesse said.

"Save your energy for your work," Riley added. "And if you hear the ignition call, stop what you're doing and listen. Fire doesn't wait for stragglers."

"Yes," Jesse repeated, a little louder this time.

Riley gave a short nod and walked off toward Ash, who was already dragging a chainsaw toward a patch of fallen branches.

Ortiz tapped Jesse on the arm. "Come on. Let's make a line ugly enough to impress the boss."

They moved to a section where grass and dead brambles tangled between two stunted pines. The ground was uneven, crisscrossed with roots and loose rock. Jesse dropped to one knee and began yanking up the brittle grass, stuffing it into a canvas sack slung across his back. The sun pressed down harder with each passing minute.

Ortiz worked fast, clearing with swift, sure sweeps of his tool. "You ever wonder why they don't give rookies the good jobs?" he asked.

Jesse grunted as he pulled at a stubborn clump of roots. "Because they'd screw it up?"

Ortiz laughed. "Exactly. But also because grunt work teaches you what fire loves to eat. Once you understand that, you start thinking like it."

"Thinking like fire?" Jesse asked, pausing to wipe sweat from his brow.

Ortiz nodded. "Fire's lazy. It takes the path of least resistance. Dry grass, easy meal. Pine needles, dessert. Wind, now that’s its ride."

Jesse glanced at the slope above them. "So, clearing this stuff slows it down?"

"Slows it," Ortiz said. "Redirects it. Sometimes, if you're lucky, stops it. But mostly? It buys you time."

Jesse went back to work. His hands were getting the rhythm now — pull, toss, reach, pull again. His knees ached, but his body had started to accept it. The fire line was beginning to take shape, a raw scar along the edge of the woods.

"How long have you been doing this?" Jesse asked, not looking up.

Ortiz scraped his tool into the dirt. "Six years. Started in the valley, ended up here."

"Why?" Jesse asked.

"Because I watched a friend lose his house and didn't want to watch another," Ortiz said. Then he added, "Also, I hate offices."

Jesse smiled faintly.

They worked in silence after that, side by side. The sky above them was bright and cloudless. The wind barely moved. It was the kind of heat that didn't burn so much as press — a weight on the chest, a hand on the back of the neck. Jesse felt the sweat soaking through his shirt, the sting of dust in his eyes. But beneath the exhaustion, something else was rising. Pride.

He was doing it. Not pretending, not watching, not shadowing. Working. Contributing. Clearing the line like the others. His muscles hurt, his hands were filthy, but it felt real.

Ortiz looked over and nodded once. "You're not bad, Junior. Could've fooled me."

"Thanks," Jesse said, straightening.

The wind shifted — barely — just enough to lift the hair on Jesse's arms. He looked up toward the trees. Nothing moved, but the air had changed.

"Feel that?" he asked.

Ortiz paused. "Yeah."

"What is it?" Jesse asked.

Ortiz didn't answer right away. He squinted at the sky and sniffed once.

"Not sure yet," Ortiz said slowly. "Could be nothing. Could be heat drawing air off the ridge."
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