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The sirens always came before the smoke reached the sky, a shrill cry that sliced through the mountain town before anyone registered the scent of danger. Tonight, though, Ava Harren heard something else first—the low, rolling thunder of a wildfire being born on the far ridge. It sounded like an animal clearing its throat, preparing to roar.

She stood outside the station, helmet tucked under her arm, staring toward the dense line of pines that stretched across the valley. The evening sun painted them gold, but beneath the shimmer was a heat she felt rather than saw. Her radio crackled once, then again, followed by the clipped voice of dispatch confirming what her instincts already knew: ignition reported, probable wind-driven spread.

Ava breathed out slowly. She’d been a smokejumper for eight years, and she’d learned that the first breath before deployment was always the last clean one.

A pickup rolled into the lot with a sharp crunch of gravel. The engine shut off, and the driver stepped out—Elias Rourke, fire behavior analyst, loaned to the district from a neighboring region. He was new to her team, but not new to fire. That much was obvious in the way he scanned the ridgeline, calculating, searching for patterns in the air that the others couldn’t yet see.

“You feel it?” he asked her without preamble.

“It’s running,” she replied. “Faster than it should.”

“Winds are shifting earlier than forecasted.” He held a tablet in one hand, a map blooming with red markers. “Not good.”

Ava lifted an eyebrow. “Wildfires never are.”

“Some are worse than others,” he said quietly.

There was something in his tone, something that made her turn her full attention toward him. Elias wasn’t a man easily unsettled; she’d seen that in the past week of briefing meetings and controlled burns. He was calm in a strangely focused way, as if some part of him was always analyzing escape routes even in a quiet room. For him to say a fire was bad—before seeing its full shape—that meant something.

“How bad?” she pressed.

“It’s not a normal ignition pattern.” He angled the tablet so she could see. Heat signatures flared across the upper ridge like scattered gemstones. “It’s too spread out. Too synchronized.”

“Lightning didn’t do this.”

“No.” He met her eyes. “Someone set it.”

The words cut through the cooling evening air like a second siren. Human-caused fires weren’t rare, but synchronized ignitions were something else entirely. Something deliberate.

Before Ava could respond, Captain Marlow strode out from the station doors, voice booming across the lot. “Gear up! Team One, on the chopper in ten!”

Ava slipped her helmet on. Elias closed the distance, stopping just beside her shoulder.

“Be careful out there,” he said, not as a formality—but as a calculation he didn’t want to see proven right.

She gave him a tight nod and jogged toward the helicopter.

The rotors thundered to life the moment the crew boarded. Ava secured her harness, double-checked the jump pack, and looked out through the open side door. Wind whipped through her hair, carrying the first faint threads of smoke from the ridge.

Beside her, Jon Keyes, her longtime teammate, nudged her boot with his. “You look like you smelled something sour.”

“Elias says it was set,” she shouted over the blades.

Jon’s expression hardened. “Figures. Fire season gets worse every year, and so do the idiots.”

“Doesn’t feel like idiots,” she muttered. “Feels like intent.”

“Then we stop it before they get whatever they want.”

Ava didn’t respond. Her focus was drifting upward, toward the ridge that now glowed faintly under the rising plume. The helicopter soared above the treeline, and the fire revealed its shape—multiple bright tongues of flame racing in parallel lines, as though they were following a drawn map.

She felt the shift in her gut. Fires had personalities, rhythms. This one wasn’t chaotic, wasn’t stumbling through the forest like most new-born burns. It was moving with a kind of direction.

The pilot’s voice cracked through the comms. “Two minutes to drop.”

Ava tightened her straps. She lived for this moment—the breath before the fall, the instant where everything went quiet except the thunder of the fire beneath her. It wasn’t adrenaline. It was precision. Focus. Purpose.

The crew leaned forward as the chopper dipped lower. Flames licked fifty feet into the darkening sky. Embers drifted upward like reverse snow.

“Go!”

Ava stepped out into nothingness.

Wind swallowed her. The world snapped into sharp edges—the smell of burning sap, the roar of the fireline, the metallic tang of her own breath inside the mask. She controlled her fall, angling her chute, landing in a pocket the team had scouted on the map.

Jon landed a few yards away. The others touched down along the slope.

Ava hit the ground, released the chute, and immediately pulled her mask into place. Heat pushed against her in waves, each one hotter than the last. She powered on her radio.

“Team One on the ground,” she said. “Beginning containment.”

Flames surged through the underbrush ahead, bright as molten glass. Ava and Jon moved in tandem, flanking the advancing line, tools swinging, clearing fuel, carving control.

But as she worked, a tightening sensation crawled along her spine. Something was off. The fire’s behavior wasn’t wind-driven alone—each segment was burning with the same intensity, same direction, same momentum. That only happened under specific, unnatural conditions.

She scanned the forest behind the flames.

And froze.

Something moved between the trees.

A figure—dark, quick, almost silent.

“Jon,” she said quietly.

He followed her gaze. “Mountain lion?”

“No.”

The figure stopped just long enough for her to catch a silhouette. Not an animal. A person—hooded, watching the fire like someone admiring their own work. Then they turned and slipped deeper into the forest, vanishing into the smoke.

Ava’s radio crackled. Elias’s voice broke through, unexpectedly tight. “Ava, do you copy?”

“Copy.”

“You need to pull back from the east flank.”

“We’re holding the line.”

“Ava, listen to me.” His tone sharpened in a way she hadn’t heard from him before. “The ridge topography will funnel the wind in the next five minutes. If you’re in that chute, you’ll be boxed in.”

Jon looked at her. “We can beat it.”

Ava hesitated. Trust instincts? Or trust Elias?

A violent gust slammed through the trees, stronger than anything before it, bending branches and sending fire spinning into the air in twisting vortexes.

Then she knew. Elias was right.

“Team One,” she ordered, “retreat twenty yards west. Now.”

They moved fast, tools slung over shoulders, boots pounding the uneven ground. Ten seconds later the wind hit full force, sweeping the flames sideways across the exact spot they’d been standing. The fire didn’t roll—it lunged.

Jon exhaled shakily. “That would’ve cooked us.”

Ava didn’t answer. Her attention was still on the treeline.

The hooded figure reappeared, now farther up the ridge, moving with purpose.

Whoever they were, they knew exactly how the fire would behave—almost as if they had planned it.

Her radio snapped again. “Ava? Status?”

“We’re safe,” she replied. “But we’ve got someone on the ridge.”

There was a long pause before Elias spoke. “Someone?”

“I think the arsonist is still here.”

A rustling sound filtered through the radio, like someone pacing. When Elias’s voice returned, it carried a new edge—a quiet urgency. “Ava, don’t approach them. This isn’t a standard arson event. There were earlier reports in two neighboring districts—similar patterns.”

“And you didn’t mention this earlier?”

“I didn’t have confirmation.” His breath hitched faintly, as though he were deciding how much to tell her. “Ava, this isn’t a wildfire set for destruction. It’s set for testing.”

“Testing what?”

“That’s what worries me.”

Before she could press him, a loud crack tore through the forest as a burning tree collapsed near the ridge. Ash spiraled upward, obscuring the figure completely.

Jon touched her arm. “We need to focus. Control line first, mystery person second.”

He was right—but part of Ava’s attention stayed drawn to the ridge, to the presence that shouldn’t have been there.

They worked the line through the next hour, beating back the most aggressive flames, pushing them toward natural barriers. The wind eventually eased, giving them just enough breathing room to hold the perimeter until the second team arrived.

Only once the intensity dropped did Ava step back and lift her radio again.

“Elias,” she said. “You still at the station?”

“Yes.”

“I’m coming in after the mop-up. We need to talk.”

Another pause. “I’ll be waiting.”

Something in his voice—not fear, but tension wound tight—followed her long after she turned back to the fireline.

The blaze crackled steadily now, no longer sprinting. But the ridge felt different, charged, as if someone had left fingerprints on the air.

Someone had watched the fire like a conductor watching an orchestra.

Ava didn’t know their motive yet.

But she knew one thing with certainty.

The fire wasn’t the only thing being tested tonight.
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Ava didn’t bother sitting when she stepped into the operations center. The hum of industrial air vents, the low chatter of dispatchers, and the glow of screens filled the room, but she walked through it all with the hyper-focus of someone still hearing the roar of a wildfire in her ears. Her gear smelled faintly of smoke, shoulders aching from hours on the line. Even so, her mind wasn’t on the fire anymore. It was on the hooded silhouette watching from the ridge.

Elias stood near the back wall, studying a projected fire map that pulsed with heat signatures. He looked up the moment she entered. A flicker of relief crossed his features, subtle but unmistakable.

“You’re late,” he said, though his voice was softer than the words suggested.

“Fire didn’t behave,” she replied.

“It never does.”

She stopped in front of him, crossing her arms. “You knew something was off before we deployed. And you didn’t say why.”

Elias didn’t argue. He simply tapped the screen beside him. “I couldn’t be sure until the satellites updated. Now I am.”

He zoomed in. The ignition points—dozens of them—lit the ridge in a constellation pattern. Perfectly spaced. Perfectly timed.

“This isn’t just arson,” he said. “It’s engineered.”

Ava frowned. “Explain.”

He shifted the screen again. “It’s called directional ignition sequencing.”

“That’s not a term I’ve heard.”

“You wouldn’t,” Elias said, and the way he said it made her straighten. “It’s a rare method. Illegal. And extremely difficult to pull off. Whoever did this knew the microclimates of the ridge, fuel density, wind vectors, and the projected burn rate.”

Ava leaned closer to the screen. The dots created a curved line, then two branching paths.

“This looks like a pattern. Almost like—”

“A test,” Elias finished.

Ava exhaled slowly. “You think I saw the person who set all this?”

“I don’t think,” Elias said. “I know.”

A cold ripple moved through her chest. “You recognized them?”

He didn’t answer directly. Instead, he pulled a small folder from a drawer beneath the desk and placed it in front of her.

“Before you open this,” he said quietly, “I need you to understand something. I requested this assignment because I suspected the fires would escalate. But I didn’t expect the arsonist to be here. In this district.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Open it.”

Ava thumbed the folder open. A single case summary sat inside. A name. A photograph. And a symbol that made Ava still completely.

A stylized curve of fire. Painted on a glove.

Her gut tightened. “I’ve seen this symbol.”

“In the report or in person?”

“In person,” she said. “On the ridge tonight. The figure had something on their glove. I didn’t know what it was in the smoke, but this is it.”

Elias exhaled. “Then it’s confirmed.”

“Who is this?”

His jaw worked once before he answered. “A research engineer named Rylan Kade. Specialized in wildfire modeling and controlled ignition systems.”

“That sounds like someone who prevents fires—not creates them.”

“It was. Until two years ago.”

He tapped the report. “Kade was part of a program studying next-generation fire control tools—self-propagating burns to divert or consume fuel loads before major seasons. On paper it was about prevention. In practice...” Elias shook his head. “The technology was unstable. Dangerous. And Kade wanted it pushed further.”

Ava read more of the summary. Experimental directional ignitions. Unauthorized field tests. A lab accident that destroyed acres of preserved woodland.

And then—disappearance.

“No confirmed sightings in over a year,” Elias said. “Until tonight.”

“So this isn’t random arson,” Ava murmured. “It’s a demonstration.”

“Or a warning,” he said. “Kade likes patterns. Statements. Fire as a message.”

Ava closed the folder. “What kind of message uses a wildfire?”

“An escalating one.”

Dispatch interrupted over the loudspeaker. “Updated perimeter projection on the west front. Team Two requesting analytic support.”
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