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AUTHOR'S WARNING

This book contains content that may be triggering or distressing for some readers.
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"The most dangerous man you'll ever love is the one who pulls you from the flames—because he's the one who struck the match."

— Darian Cole
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The Match

Sulfur kissed his fingertips before the flare even caught.

Sutton crouched in the dead manzanita fifty yards east of the ridge, rolling the road flare between his thumb and forefinger the way another man might roll a cigarette. Slow. Meditative. The cap sat loose in his left palm. One strike and the phosphorus would spit to life—two thousand degrees in a cylinder no bigger than a fat marker. He'd lit hundreds of them on the job. Backfires, burnout operations, containment lines drawn in screaming orange across blackened earth. Tools of the trade. Nothing more.

Tonight the tool had a different purpose.

Below him, the cabin exhaled a single rectangle of amber light from the kitchen window. Avery was still awake. He lifted the binoculars and steadied his elbows on his knees. She moved behind the glass in one of those oversized flannel shirts she wore to bed—his flannel, actually, the green-and-black one she'd stolen from the back of his truck after the first rescue and never returned. She poured water into a kettle. Set it on the stove. Pulled her hair off her neck with both hands and held it there, eyes closed, throat long and bare in the weak light.

His jaw clenched so hard the tendons in his neck sang.

Two months. Two months since he'd carried her out of the Ridgeline Fire with her face pressed into the Nomex over his collarbone, her fingernails drawing blood through the fabric. She'd weighed nothing. Smoke had stripped the oxygen from the gully where her sedan stalled, and by the time he cut through the brush line she was on her knees in the gravel, coughing so hard her ribs flexed under his hands when he scooped her up. He remembered every detail. The char on her sneakers. The precise pitch of the sound she made when clean air finally hit her lungs—not a scream, not a sob, something lower, something animal, a noise that burrowed into the base of his skull and nested there.

For three weeks after, she called him every night.

Her voice would come through the phone small and shaky around one or two in the morning, and he'd talk her down the way he talked down rookies on their first structure fire. Calm. Measured. Authoritative. Breathe with me, Avery. In through the nose. Hold. Out through the mouth. You're safe. She'd breathe. He'd listen. Sometimes she'd fall asleep mid-sentence and he'd stay on the line for another hour, tracking the rhythm of her exhales like a man reading a seismograph.

Then the calls slowed.

One every other night. Then twice a week. Then nothing.

She was healing.

He pressed the binoculars harder against his brow bone. She was moving around the kitchen now with an ease that turned his stomach—wiping the counter, opening a cabinet, reaching for a mug on the top shelf without flinching. Ordinary motions. Safe motions. She wasn't checking the windows. She wasn't scanning the tree line. She wasn't reaching for her phone.

She didn't need him.

The thought entered his chest like a splinter of hot shrapnel, lodging somewhere between his sternum and his spine. He lowered the binoculars. Blinked. Refocused on the dry brush at his feet. Manzanita, chamise, a carpet of dead pine needles so parched they'd turned the color of old bone. Sixty-seven days without measurable rain. Relative humidity sitting at eleven percent when he'd checked the station's weather feed before driving up here. Wind out of the northeast at six miles per hour, gusting to twelve—light, predictable, pushing downslope toward the shallow drainage that ran along the western edge of her property.

He knew this terrain better than he knew his own pulse. Every ridge, every drainage, every fuel load. He'd hiked these mountains since he was fourteen, back when his father's fists were the thing he needed saving from and the forest was the only church that didn't ask questions. Twenty years of reading fire behavior. Twenty years of understanding that flame was not chaos. Flame was physics. Flame was obedient if you knew how to speak its language.

And Sutton spoke it fluently.

He mapped the fire in his mind before he struck the flare. Ignition point: here, in the dead manzanita on the east-facing slope. The brush would catch fast—loss of moisture content so extreme the stems would practically detonate on contact. Flame front would move downslope at roughly two chains per hour given the current wind speed. It would hit the drainage in forty to fifty minutes, slow against the mineral soil at the creek bed, then creep through the pine duff on the far side. By then the smoke column would be visible from the cabin. Not a wall of fire. Nothing that would threaten the structure. Just enough smoke drifting through the trees to catch in the back of her throat when she cracked the bedroom window.

Just enough to remind her what the dark smelled like without him.

He'd already staged the response. His crew radio sat in the truck at the trailhead, tuned to the county dispatch frequency. He'd call it in himself—anonymous tip from a passing motorist, small vegetation fire on the east ridge near Miller Creek Road. Response time from the nearest engine company: twenty-two minutes minimum, probably closer to thirty given the skeleton crew running the night shift. He would arrive in nine. He always arrived first.

The kettle screamed inside the cabin. He watched her pull it off the burner.

What she didn't understand—what no one understood—was that this wasn't cruelty. Cruelty was leaving her alone in a house made of kindling, surrounded by a hundred thousand acres of fuel, with nothing between her and a firestorm except a garden hose and a prayer. Cruelty was letting her believe she was safe when the mountain could ignite from a single dry lightning strike, a tossed cigarette, a dragging trailer chain throwing sparks on the highway three miles south. The danger was already here. He wasn't inventing it. He was curating it.

Controlling it.

Giving it a face she could call at two in the morning.

He pulled the cap off the flare. The sulfur smell intensified—rotten eggs and raw potential. His thumb found the striker on the cap's underside. One motion. That was all. A short, sharp drag of phosphorus against the ignition strip, and the night would open its mouth.

She would smell the smoke first. She always smelled it first. Then she'd see the glow through the trees, that sick orange pulse that turned the pine canopy into a cathedral of shadows. Her pulse would spike. Adrenaline would flood her bloodstream—epinephrine crashing through her veins like a dam breaking, pupils dilating, hands shaking, lungs forgetting how to work. She'd grab her phone. She'd scroll to his name.

Sutton.

Not 911. Not the fire department's dispatch line. Him. His personal cell. Because in the geography of her terror, he was the only landmark that meant survival.

His chest expanded. Something hot and proprietary moved through his ribcage, something that lived in the same neighborhood as desire but occupied a much larger house. He needed to hear that sound again—the sound she made when he reached her, half gasp and half surrender, her body folding into his like a structure collapsing inward. Controlled demolition. He'd catch every piece.

He checked the wind one final time. Northeast at eight, steady. Good. Predictable.

In four hours the fire would be out. Investigators would chalk it up to the drought, maybe a blown transformer on the access road. No accelerant to trace—a road flare burned clean and consumed itself. He'd be standing on her porch with soot on his forearms and authority in his voice, and she'd look at him the way she looked at him that first night, like he was carved out of something fireproof, something eternal, the only solid thing left in a world that kept trying to burn.

And the calls would start again.

He struck the flare.

Phosphorus erupted in a violent hiss of white-hot light, painting the manzanita branches in lurid crimson. He held it at arm's length for three seconds—one, two, three—watching the sparks cartwheel into the dead needles below. The first lick of flame was almost tender. A small amber curl, no bigger than a child's fist, tasting the air.

It caught. Spread. Began to breathe.

Sutton stepped back, pocketed the spent flare, and started down the ridge toward his truck. Behind him, the brush crackled and whispered, the fire finding its voice the way all fires do—quietly at first, almost shy, before the roar.

He didn't look back.

He already knew exactly how this ended.
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Tinder

Sweat collected in the hollow of Avery's throat before she'd even finished her coffee.

She stood on the porch of the cabin with the mug cradled in both hands, watching the tree line shimmer in the early heat. Seven forty-five in the morning and already the thermometer nailed to the porch post read ninety-one degrees. The wood planks under her bare feet held the memory of yesterday's sun, warm enough to sting if she stayed in one spot too long. She shifted her weight from left foot to right, a restless little dance that had become habitual over the past six weeks—the body's quiet protest against a landscape that refused to cool down.

The pines looked wrong.

She couldn't have articulated it to anyone who hadn't spent a full summer up here, but the color was off. That deep blue-green that had drawn her to this property in the first place—that lush, impossible saturation she'd only ever seen in photographs of the Pacific Northwest—had bled out over the course of July. Now the needles carried a grayish cast, like fabric left too long in direct sunlight. Washed. Brittle. When the wind shifted, she could hear them clicking against each other, a dry, papery sound that reminded her of insects rubbing their legs together.

She took a sip of coffee. It was already lukewarm.

Six months ago she'd signed the lease on this cabin with hands that trembled from excitement, not fear. The listing had called it "a rustic retreat nestled in the heart of Northern California's pristine mountain wilderness," which in practice meant a twelve-hundred-square-foot timber-framed box at the end of a dirt road so narrow that her sedan scraped its side mirrors on the manzanita bushes every time she drove in or out. The nearest neighbor—Dale Richter, a retired electrician who raised chickens and spoke in monosyllables—lived four miles down the mountain. The nearest town, Crestline, sat twenty-three miles south on a two-lane highway that turned to washboard gravel for the final six. No cable. No reliable cell signal unless she stood on the southeast corner of the porch and held her phone at a specific angle, like an offering to a temperamental god.

She'd wanted exactly this.

After three years in Sacramento—the apartment with walls thin enough to hear her neighbor's Netflix, the commute that turned her jaw into a permanent clench, the ex-boyfriend who dismantled her confidence with the surgical patience of a man pulling wings off a fly—the isolation had felt like oxygen. For the first three months she'd hiked every morning, slept nine hours a night, read fourteen books, and stopped grinding her teeth in her sleep for the first time since college. The mountains were doing their job. She was healing.

Then the Ridgeline Fire happened.

She didn't let herself think about it. Not directly. The memories existed in her peripheral vision like a figure standing just outside a doorframe—she knew it was there, could sense its shape, but refused to turn her head and look. What she allowed herself to remember were fragments. Harmless pieces. The way the sky had turned a color that didn't exist in any crayon box she'd ever owned. The sound of her car engine dying as smoke swallowed the road. Her knees on hot gravel. And then—

Hands. Enormous hands, rough with calluses and soot, closing around her ribs and lifting her like she weighed nothing more than a bag of laundry.

A truck engine roaring through the wall of heat.

Air. Clean air. Her lungs cracking open around it.

She finished the coffee and set the mug on the porch railing. Enough. She had a list of tasks for the day—fix the screen door that had warped in the heat, inventory the pantry, drive into Crestline for propane and groceries—and standing here cataloging the precise shade of dying pine needles wasn't on it.

She went inside. The cabin's interior was marginally cooler than the porch but only because the windows faced north and the thick timber walls held the night's chill for a few hours each morning, releasing it slowly like a sponge wrung out in slow motion. The main room served triple duty as kitchen, living room, and dining area. A cast-iron woodstove squatted in the corner, laughable in this heat, its black surface coated in a fine layer of dust she hadn't bothered to wipe away since April. The kitchen counter ran along the back wall—butcher block, scarred, perpetually sticky no matter how many times she scrubbed it. Her laptop sat open on the table next to a stack of library books she'd picked up three weeks ago and hadn't touched.

She pulled on a pair of denim cutoffs and a tank top that stuck to her skin the moment it made contact. Twisted her hair into a knot on top of her head. Laced up her boots—the heavy ones, the ones Sutton had told her to wear at all times when she was outside, even for a thirty-second walk to the woodpile, because rattlesnakes liked to nest in the shade under stacked lumber during heat spells.

Sutton.

His name moved through her chest like a low-frequency vibration. Not unpleasant. Not entirely welcome. Something in between—a resonance that she couldn't quite tune out and wasn't sure she wanted to.

He'd shown up three days after the Ridgeline Fire to check on her property. That was how he'd phrased it—"checking on the property," as if the cabin were the thing that needed protecting and her presence inside it were incidental. He'd arrived in a white CalFire pickup truck so caked in ash it looked gray, wearing a faded navy t-shirt with the sleeves rolled over shoulders that belonged on a different species of human. He was enormous. Not just tall—though he was that, six-three at least—but dense, constructed from a kind of raw physical mass that suggested his body had been built not in a gym but by decades of swinging tools into burning things. His forearms were roped with tendons and scars. Actual scars. Pale, puckered marks where embers had landed and cooked the skin before he could brush them off. She'd counted seven visible ones before she realized she was staring.

He'd walked the perimeter of the cabin with his hands in his pockets, squinting at the tree line, kicking at the dead brush that had accumulated against the foundation. She'd followed him like a duckling, asking questions she already knew the answers to just to keep him talking, because his voice did something to the screaming frequency in her nervous system. It dialed it down. Calibrated it. Deep and unhurried, with a slight rasp at the edges that sounded like the aftermath of breathing too much smoke over too many years. When he spoke, her shoulders dropped two inches.

He'd told her the property needed work. Defensible space, he called it—clearing the brush and dead vegetation within a hundred feet of the structure, trimming the lower branches of trees, removing anything that could carry fire from the wildland to her walls. He'd said it matter-of-factly, the way a mechanic lists the problems under your hood, and she'd nodded and written everything down on the back of a grocery receipt because her phone was dead and she didn't want to miss a single word.

He'd come back. First every few days, then every other day. Always with a reason. Dropped off a box of N95 masks. Brought her a battery-powered weather radio. Showed her how to hook up the garden hose to the spigot on the north side of the cabin in case she needed to wet down the roof. Each visit lasted a little longer than the last. Each visit left a slightly deeper imprint in the dry dirt of her driveway—the tread pattern of his truck tires becoming as familiar as her own footprints on the porch.

She hadn't asked him to come. She hadn't asked him to stop.

The screen door screamed on its hinges when she pushed it open. She'd been meaning to oil them for two weeks. The sound cut through the morning quiet like a blade through cardboard—sharp, tactless, entirely too loud for the cathedral hush of the pines. A Steller's jay launched itself from the rain gutter with an outraged squawk. She watched it arrow into the trees, a streak of cobalt against the washed-out sky.

She was halfway down the porch steps when the white truck materialized at the far end of the driveway.

No warning. No sound she'd registered over the screen door's shriek. Just suddenly there—a broad white shape moving through the heat-shimmer with the slow, deliberate momentum of something that knew exactly where it was going and felt no need to hurry. Dust billowed behind it in a pale curtain that hung in the still air for a long time after the truck had passed through it, like the mountain itself was exhaling.

Avery stopped on the bottom step. Her hand found the porch railing.

Sutton parked next to her sedan and killed the engine. Through the windshield she watched him reach across the cab for something—a clipboard, maybe, or a folder—before shouldering open the driver's side door. His boots hit the dirt with a sound like two stones dropped on packed clay. He stood. Stretched. Rolled his neck until something in it cracked with a muffled pop she could hear from twenty feet away.

"Morning." He said it without looking at her, his eyes already moving across the tree line behind the cabin, cataloging, assessing, reading the landscape with the fluency of a man who'd spent his entire adult life decoding the intentions of fire.

"Morning." Her voice came out steadier than she expected. "Wasn't expecting you today."

"Didn't plan on it." He walked toward the porch with the clipboard tucked under one arm. Up close, the scale of him recalibrated her sense of proportion. Her porch, which she'd always considered reasonably sized, shrank into a dollhouse accessory the moment he set foot on it. "Drove past your road on my way to the station. Figured I'd check the brush line on the south slope."

"You checked it Thursday."

"Thursday was four days ago."

He said it simply, with no particular emphasis, the way someone might observe that water is wet or that gravity pulls things downward. A fact. Neutral and inarguable. She opened her mouth to say something—she wasn't sure what, maybe that she was capable of checking her own brush line, maybe that four days didn't seem like an unreasonable interval—but he was already past her, stepping off the porch and rounding the corner of the cabin toward the south side.

She followed him. Again. The duckling pattern, re-establishing itself without her permission.

He moved through the brush with an economy of motion that bordered on predatory. No wasted steps. No hesitation. His eyes swept the ground and the canopy in a continuous loop—down, up, down, up—and every few paces he'd pause, crouch, snap a dead branch between his fingers, and toss it aside. She watched the muscles in his back shift under the thin cotton of his t-shirt. Watched the sweat darken the fabric between his shoulder blades in a spreading Rorschach pattern.

"Your clearance is holding on this side." He didn't turn around. "But that dead manzanita cluster by the propane tank needs to come out. Should've caught it Thursday."

"I'll take care of it."

Now he turned. Looked at her. His eyes were a strange color—not brown, not green, but some indeterminate shade between the two that shifted depending on the light, like creek water running over different kinds of stone. Right now, in the harsh midmorning glare, they were almost amber.

"You have a chainsaw?"

"I have a hatchet."

Something moved across his mouth. Not a smile. Not quite. A rearrangement of the muscles around his lips that suggested amusement had passed through the neighborhood and decided not to stay. "I'll bring the chainsaw tomorrow."

"You don't have to—"

"I'll bring the chainsaw tomorrow." Repetition without variation. Same pitch, same cadence. She recognized the technique from their phone calls in the weeks after the fire—the steady, immovable wall of his voice closing off the conversation like a door swinging shut on well-oiled hinges. Not aggressive. Not unkind. Simply final.

He finished the perimeter check in fifteen minutes. She followed him back to the truck, arms crossed over her chest, hyperaware of the sweat running between her breasts and down her stomach, wondering if he could see it through the thin fabric of her tank top and simultaneously despising herself for caring.

He tossed the clipboard through the open window of the cab. Turned to face her. The sun was behind him, which meant she was squinting up at a silhouette framed in white light—a cutout of a man against a burning sky. His shadow fell across her and the temperature dropped by two perceptible degrees.

"You sleeping okay?"

The question landed like a pebble dropped into still water. Precise. Creating ripples.

"Fine." The lie tasted metallic, like biting down on a penny.

"You look tired."

"It's hot. Everyone looks tired."

He held her gaze for a beat too long. Then something in his posture released—a micro-adjustment of his shoulders, a degree of tension departing—and he pulled the truck door open.

"Lock your doors tonight." He swung up into the cab. "There's a dry wind advisory starting at midnight."

She watched the white truck recede down the driveway until the dust swallowed it whole. Then she stood there for another full minute, letting the heat press against her skin like a living thing, feeling the ghost of his shadow still cooling the ground where she stood.

Inside, the cabin smelled like dust and old wood and coffee gone cold.

She locked the front door. Then, without entirely understanding why, she checked every window in the house, pressing her fingers against each latch to feel the click of the mechanism engaging—a tactile confirmation that the world outside couldn't get in.

That night, lying in bed with the sheet kicked to the floor and the battery-powered weather radio murmuring static on the nightstand, she dreamed about smoke. In the dream, it seeped under the bedroom door like a living fog, curling around the legs of the furniture, climbing the walls. She tried to run but her body wouldn't move. The smoke filled her lungs and it tasted like sulfur and pine resin and something else—something warm and animal, like skin that had been baking in the sun.

She woke up gasping at three fourteen in the morning, her hand already reaching for the phone on the nightstand.

She stared at his name in her contacts for eleven seconds.

Put the phone down.

Rolled onto her side and pressed her face into the pillow, breathing through the cotton until her pulse slowed and the room stopped spinning and the smell in her nostrils was just fabric softener, just detergent, just something clean and domestic and safe.

But sleep didn't come back. And when the first gray light crept through the window two hours later, she was still lying there, still awake, still listening to the dry branches clicking against each other in the dark.

Still smelling smoke that wasn't there.
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The Spark

How long does it take for a house to burn?

The question arrived at 1:47 a.m. without preamble, like someone had slid a note under the door of Avery's sleeping mind. Her eyes opened to pitch darkness and the sound of her own breathing, fast and shallow, sawing in and out of her chest in ragged little bursts. The sheets were damp beneath her. The air inside the bedroom felt solid—ninety-plus degrees even now, hours after sunset, the cabin's timber walls slowly radiating the day's accumulated heat back into the rooms like an oven set to its lowest temperature and left running overnight.

She lay still. Blinked. Waited for the dream to release its grip.

It didn't.

Because the smell was real.

Smoke. Faint, acrid, unmistakable. Not the comforting campfire scent of her woodstove in winter—this was sharper, more chemical, carrying a dry, vegetal bitterness that coated the back of her tongue like a film. She sat up. The motion was involuntary, a puppet yanked upright by strings attached to some primitive alarm system buried deep in the brainstem, older than language, older than thought. She pressed her palm flat against the mattress and held her breath, straining to hear past the roar of blood in her ears.

Silence. Then—distant, almost subliminal—a faint crackling. The sound of something being consumed.

She was on her feet before the next heartbeat. Bare feet on hot floorboards. Her hand found the wall in the dark, fingers trailing along the rough timber until they reached the window frame. She pushed the curtain aside.

Orange.

Not the warm, inviting orange of a sunset or a streetlamp. This was a sick orange, a fever orange, a color that pulsed against the black tree line a half mile east of the cabin like the mountain itself had developed an infection. The glow sat low and diffuse among the trees, backlit by something she couldn't see from this angle, casting the trunks of the nearest pines into stark black silhouettes that looked like figures frozen mid-stride.

Her diaphragm locked. The air in the room, already thick and overheated, became a substance she couldn't process—her lungs worked but nothing useful came of it, like trying to breathe through a wet towel. A sound came out of her mouth, a tight, involuntary whimper that she would have been embarrassed by if any part of her brain were still capable of processing embarrassment. It wasn't. The only thing operating was the alarm system, and the alarm system had one instruction: run.

She stumbled through the bedroom doorway into the main room. The smoke smell was stronger here—seeping through the gaps in the window frames, the spaces around the door, invisible tendrils of it curling through every imperfection in the cabin's aging envelope. She could taste it now. Charcoal and pine pitch and something acrid that scraped the roof of her mouth.

Phone. She needed her phone.

It was on the kitchen counter where she'd left it, plugged into the charger, screen dark. She grabbed it and her fingers were shaking so badly that she missed the power button twice, stabbing at the edge of the case, before the screen lit up and blinded her with its cold blue light. She blinked hard. Squinted. Opened the contacts.

His name sat third from the top, right below "Auto Shop—Crestline" and "Dr. Petrov (Sacramento)." She'd saved him as "Sutton" without a last name because she hadn't known it the night of the Ridgeline Fire, and by the time she learned it—Voss, Sutton Voss—the contact had already calcified in her phone under the single name, the way certain people exist in your life as mononyms, too large and too singular to require further identification.

She pressed the green icon. Held the phone to her ear with a hand that wouldn't stop trembling.

It rang once.

"Avery."

Just her name, spoken in that low, unhurried rasp, like he'd been awake and waiting for exactly this call at exactly this hour. No sleep in his voice. No confusion. Just immediate, total presence.

"There's a fire." The words came out fractured, each one a separate exhalation. "East of the cabin. I can see it through the trees. Sutton, I can see it—"

"I know. I'm already moving."

"What do you mean you—"

"Avery. Listen to me." The rasp dropped half an octave, and something in her nervous system responded to the frequency the way a tuning fork responds to its matching pitch—vibrating into alignment, locking onto the signal. "Stay inside. Do not open any doors or windows. Turn off the HVAC if it's running. Get low and breathe through a wet cloth if the smoke gets heavier. I will be there in ten minutes."

"Ten minutes." She repeated it like a prayer.

"Ten minutes. Stay on the line."

She heard the slam of a vehicle door. An engine turning over—big, diesel, the sound of serious machinery being brought to life. Then tires on gravel, accelerating.

She sank to the kitchen floor with her back against the cabinets, knees pulled to her chest, phone pressed against the side of her face so hard the screen edge dug into her cheekbone. Through the window above the sink she could see the orange glow brightening. Growing. The crackle had intensified into something she could hear clearly now, even through closed windows—a sustained, wet popping sound, like knuckles being cracked in rapid succession, underlaid by a low, continuous hiss that she could feel vibrating through the floorboards.

"Talk to me." Her voice was very small. "Please."

"Wind's out of the northeast." His tone hadn't changed—calm, clinical, almost conversational, as if they were discussing weather forecasts over breakfast instead of an active fire approaching her house. "Six to eight miles an hour at the ridgeline. Fire's moving downslope, which means it'll slow when it hits the drainage behind your property. That drainage is mostly mineral soil and rock. Acts as a natural firebreak."

"What if it jumps the drainage?"

"It won't."

"How do you know?"

"Because I know fire."

Three words. Spoken with the quiet, immovable certainty of a man describing the color of his own eyes. She closed hers and let the sentence sit in her chest, let it spread through her rib cage like a counteragent to the smoke that was trying to seep in from outside. Because I know fire. He said it the way other people said because I know my own name or because the sun comes up in the east. A law of physics. Nonnegotiable.

The drive took nine minutes. She counted them on the microwave clock, each green digit ticking over with agonizing deliberation. At minute three she crawled to the bathroom and soaked a hand towel under the faucet, pressing it over her nose and mouth with one hand while gripping the phone with the other. At minute five the smoke inside the cabin thickened enough to sting her eyes. At minute seven she heard sirens—faint, distant, the thin electronic wail of the county fire engines laboring up the mountain switchbacks. They sounded impossibly far away.

At minute nine, headlights swept across the front windows.

She was at the door before the engine died. She turned the deadbolt and yanked the door open and the night hit her like a wall of heat—not the passive, ambient heat of the afternoon but an aggressive, radiant heat, the air itself supercharged by the fire burning a quarter mile upslope. The smoke was thicker outside, a haze that turned the headlights of his truck into two soft, unfocused halos.

Sutton was already out of the cab, moving toward her with a speed that contradicted his size. He was in full turnout pants and a black t-shirt, a Pulaski axe in one hand and a heavy-duty flashlight in the other. Soot streaked his forearms. His face was hard, focused, every muscle in it locked into an expression of absolute command.

"Get back inside." He didn't slow down. His hand closed around her upper arm—not rough, not gentle, just firm, his fingers circling her bicep with inches to spare—and he steered her back through the doorway in a single fluid motion that felt less like physical force and more like the current of a river redirecting something small. "Stay away from the east-facing windows."

"Is it going to reach the cabin?"

He set the axe against the wall and turned to face her. In the dim light of the kitchen his eyes looked almost black, the amber gone, replaced by something deeper and harder. He cupped both hands around her shoulders. His palms were hot and callused and so wide they covered the tops of her arms entirely, as if her body had been designed to fit inside the architecture of his grip.

"Look at me."

She looked.

"That fire will not touch this house. Do you understand me?"

She nodded. She might have said something. She wasn't sure. His hands on her shoulders were the only solid thing in a world that had gone liquid and unreliable, and she was gripping the front of his t-shirt with both fists without remembering reaching for it.

He squeezed once—brief, controlled—and then released her. Picked up the axe. Walked back out into the smoke.

She stood in the doorway and watched him disappear into the orange-lit dark, and the thing that terrified her most was not the fire or the smoke or the sound of the mountain burning.

It was how quickly the shaking stopped the moment he touched her.

She listened to him work. The sound of the axe biting into dry wood carried through the smoke in clean, rhythmic percussions—thock, thock, thock—spaced with a metronome's precision. She pictured him out there in the dark, swinging that tool into the brush, cutting a firebreak between the advancing flames and her property line with the same focused, unhurried authority he brought to everything. No panic. No wasted motion. Just the steady, implacable assertion of control over a situation that would have reduced most people to paralysis.

The county engines arrived twenty minutes later. She heard them grinding up the access road in low gear, their air brakes hissing as they navigated the final switchback. Red and white lights strobed through the smoke, painting the inside of the cabin in rhythmic pulses that made the walls look like they were breathing.

Sutton came back inside.

He filled the doorframe completely, one hand braced against the header, his chest heaving. His forearms were slicked with sweat and ash, and a thin cut ran along the back of his right hand where a branch must have caught him. He smelled like a bonfire—not just woodsmoke but something deeper, more primal, the chemical signature of combustion itself baked into his skin and his clothes and his hair.

"Fire's contained." He said it the way he said everything—flat, factual, final. "Engine crew's mopping up on the ridge. It never crossed the drainage."

She was sitting on the kitchen floor exactly where she'd been when he arrived, her back against the cabinets, the wet towel draped over one knee. She looked up at him and felt something shift inside her chest—a tectonic plate of emotion sliding along a fault line she hadn't known existed. Gratitude, yes. But something else underneath it, something darker and warmer and more complicated, something that had to do with the way he stood in the doorway like a barricade between her and everything that could hurt her.

"Thank you." The words were entirely insufficient. Two syllables trying to carry the weight of what he'd just done and collapsing under the load.

He looked down at her. Didn't speak for a moment. Then he crossed the room, crouched on his haunches in front of her, and pulled the wet towel off her knee. He folded it in half. Pressed it against her forehead, where sweat and smoke residue had pooled along her hairline. The gesture was so careful, so deliberate, that it short-circuited something in her brain and she felt her eyes burn with a heat that had nothing to do with the fire outside.

"You called me." His voice was very quiet.

"Of course I called you."

His thumb traced along her hairline, following the edge of the towel. A single pass. Slow. Then he stood, set the towel on the counter, and walked back to the door.

"Get some sleep," he said without turning around. "I'll be in the truck."

She didn't ask what he meant. She didn't need to. He was going to sleep in his vehicle, parked in her driveway, between her and the mountain that had just tried to swallow her.

She locked the door behind him—an absurd gesture, locking wood against fire, but her hands did it automatically—and pressed her forehead against the frame. Through the window she could see the cab light of his truck glowing pale yellow in the haze. His silhouette reclined behind the steering wheel. Watching. Waiting.

She went to bed. Didn't sleep. Lay on top of the sheets in the dark, staring at the ceiling, listening to the distant sounds of the engine crew working on the ridge and the occasional crackle of the weather radio on the nightstand. Every few minutes, a faint thread of smoke drifted past the window and caught the moonlight.

But her hands weren't shaking.

Her phone sat on the nightstand, screen dark, his name still at the top of her recent calls.

Sometime before dawn, she heard his truck door open and close. Footsteps on gravel. The soft thunk of something being set against the porch railing—a water bottle, she'd discover later, and a N95 mask still in its plastic wrapper, placed side by side with an almost ritualistic precision.

She lay in the dark and pressed her hand flat against her sternum, feeling her own heartbeat, steady now, governed, as if his proximity had reached through the walls and the distance and the predawn silence and physically taken hold of the mechanism inside her chest.

She didn't call him again that night.

She didn't need to. He was already there.
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