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Chapter 1: The Case Briefing

[image: ]




The room smelled faintly of burnt paper and overbrewed coffee, the kind of scent that lingered in firehouses, no matter how often they aired it out. Camille Rivera stood at the edge of the conference table, fingers curled around a stainless-steel travel mug, her back straight, her posture military-sharp. She hadn’t been here in years—this precinct, this city, this memory. And yet it welcomed her like a wound breaking open beneath an old scar. Her reflection in the darkened window opposite showed a woman who looked composed, professional. No one would guess how hard her heart was pounding beneath that tailored blazer.

Captain Ronan Bishop cleared his throat and gestured toward the wall-mounted screen behind him. “The Easton Warehouse Fire,” he began, his voice even but tight. “Initial reports confirmed three points of ignition—simultaneous and strategically located. Surveillance cams went dark two minutes before ignition. Electrical tampering suspected.”

Camille’s eyes didn’t leave the images as they flicked by—photos of charred wooden beams, collapsed roofing, scorched cement where flames had licked long and angry. She could already read the story the fire had told: a predator with patience. Whoever had done this wasn’t just playing with fire. They were making a statement.

Ronan clicked again. “No casualties, but the property owner claims insurance losses in the millions. This is the third commercial arson in four weeks, each more calculated than the last. We need answers.”

And that was her cue. Camille straightened, set her mug down, and spoke, her voice smooth and commanding. “The signature is escalating. Whoever this is, they’re refining their technique with each fire. This isn’t amateur work. They’re meticulous, and likely watching their aftermath. We’ll start with the points of ignition and cross-reference them with known chemical accelerants.”

Someone near the back coughed. Another officer scribbled notes. But Camille’s eyes were drawn to the far-left corner of the room, where the shadows shifted just slightly.

A man stepped forward, late.

Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a worn black hoodie and fire-resistant pants that bore the soot of recent calls. His boots were muddy, his gait deliberate, and his face—

Her heart missed a beat.

Noah Hart.

The air left her lungs in a silent rush, like the whoosh of a backdraft before it explodes.

He didn’t look at her. His jaw was tighter, his beard longer than she remembered, with flecks of grey that hadn’t been there the last time. A scar traced a faint path near his left temple, a whisper of whatever had broken him before he disappeared. But it was him.

The man who vanished without goodbye. The man she once trusted with everything.

Ronan, oblivious to the emotional wreckage crashing silently in the room, gestured toward Noah with the same casual authority he always used. “This is Lieutenant Noah Hart. He’s leading the local tactical response team and has extensive field experience with high-risk burn sites. He’ll be your field partner on this one.”

Partner.

Camille’s fingers curled tighter around the mug she had not yet picked back up.

Noah finally looked at her.

A pause stretched long and strange between them. It wasn’t warm or angry—it was something in between, raw and unfinished.

“Camille,” he said, her name like smoke over gravel.

“Noah,” she answered, lips barely moving.

It was like watching two embers pulse in dry wood—dangerous, dormant, waiting for oxygen.

The briefing continued, but the words lost shape around her. Camille tried to listen, to focus on the arson patterns, the chemical accelerants, the security footage timestamps. But every nerve ending was pulling her back toward that corner of the room. Back toward the man who’d once been the reason she believed in second chances.

Noah Hart had disappeared five years ago. A towering figure in the city’s rescue unit, he’d gone silent after a blaze gone wrong—no calls, no messages, not even a report. She’d grieved him like a death. And now here he was, very much alive, very much assigned to her case.

“Camille,” Ronan called, snapping her out of it. “You’ll take the lead on scene strategy. Noah’ll support on tactical access.”

She nodded once. Professional. Cold. Detached.

“Understood.”

As the officers filed out, Noah didn’t move. Neither did she.

Finally, he broke the silence.

“I didn’t know they were bringing you in.”

Camille turned to face him fully now, her expression a mask of calm. “I didn’t know you were still alive.”

His jaw ticked, barely. “Guess we both have surprises.”

“Noah,” she said, tone cool and clinical, “this case is priority one. If you can’t be objective—”

“I’m here to do my job.”

His voice had lost the warmth she once clung to in dark moments. It was flint against steel.

“So am I,” she returned.

They stared at each other a moment longer, long enough for the memories to swirl between them like ash.

The last time they’d spoken, it was a fight. Words they couldn’t take back. Fear neither of them admitted. Then he vanished.

Now, here they were, in the same room, assigned to the same fire.

And the embers inside her, no matter how carefully buried, began to glow.

Outside, sirens echoed down the street, a reminder that the city still burned.

Camille reached for her coat.

“Let’s get to the scene,” she said.

Noah nodded once and followed.

The warehouse waited. And so did the fire.
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Chapter 2: Her Arrival, His Ghost
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The tires of Camille’s unmarked black sedan crunched over the gravel-strewn edge of the warehouse lot as she pulled to a stop, the sun angling low behind her. The late afternoon light sliced through the skeletal remains of the building like a blade, throwing shadows across the ground in jagged patterns. What was once a commercial storage unit now stood as a scorched husk, its walls gutted, its roof half-caved in, and the air around it still thick with the residual scent of soot, metal, and memory.

She stepped out slowly, her boots meeting the cracked pavement with deliberate steadiness. A gust of wind lifted the ends of her blazer as she rounded the front of the car and pulled out the case file. Every step brought her closer to a crime scene and further into the past she thought she’d left buried.

Noah was already there.

He stood by the side of the main entrance, near the yellow-taped barrier, clipboard in hand, looking over something with a furrowed brow and that same silent intensity she remembered. He looked like he belonged here—half a shadow, half a firestorm. She hated how familiar that felt.

He didn’t look up right away, even when her steps fell into rhythm with the crunching debris. But she saw it in the way his shoulders shifted, subtly, the tension that pulsed through his stance. He knew she was there.

Camille stopped a few feet away. “Report says ignition was at 3:12 a.m. Security cameras disabled at 3:08. Whoever did this had a plan and precise timing.”

Noah finally looked up. His eyes—steel grey, colder than she remembered—met hers briefly before returning to the clipboard. “Accelerant traces were found along the north and west walls. We’ll need to get the lab report to confirm, but I’m guessing a potassium-based gel compound. Something slow-burning, high temperature.”

She nodded, biting back the familiarity that tingled up her spine. “Sounds like we’re dealing with someone who knows fire inside and out.”

His eyes flicked toward her again, this time longer. “Yeah,” he said, voice low. “Too well.”

They stood in silence, the wind catching on the twisted metal remains of the structure and singing its eerie tune. Around them, other investigators and tech teams moved in organized chaos, snapping photos, collecting samples, logging debris.

Camille turned toward the building, her gaze trailing over the blackened beams that leaned at odd angles like drunken giants. “You think they were watching it burn?”

“They always are,” Noah said. “The good ones, anyway.”

The words hit something inside her. He was talking about arsonists, but for a moment, it sounded like he was talking about himself.

She took a breath. “I want to walk the perimeter. See if anything was missed.”

Noah didn’t argue. “I’ll come with you.”

Camille wasn’t sure she wanted him to. Every second around him stirred up memories she’d spent years trying to smother. But she nodded anyway and started moving.

They walked side by side, neither speaking at first. The charred scent was heavier near the walls, where remnants of wooden shelving units still smoldered in some corners, smoke tendrils curling like dying whispers. Camille crouched now and then to examine scorch marks, taking photos and notes. Noah scanned the higher levels, his eyes always on the edges, like he expected the shadows to move.

“You always had a good eye for detail,” he said quietly.

She didn’t look at him. “You always had a habit of disappearing when things got complicated.”

His silence was louder than any response.

She straightened and turned to him, brushing soot off her gloves. “Why’d you leave, Noah?”

He looked at her, and for a moment she saw the weight in his gaze—not anger, not defiance, but a grief that had festered into something brittle. “Because staying would’ve burned you too.”

“You don’t get to decide what I can survive,” she said, the steel in her voice not quite hiding the hurt beneath. “You don’t get to vanish and act like you were doing me a favor.”

Noah’s jaw tightened. “Camille—”

“No,” she interrupted. “We can’t work together if we pretend like this doesn’t exist. So either we put it all out on the table, or we keep this strictly professional.”

He hesitated. Then, finally: “Professional works.”

The lie settled between them like dust.

They completed the perimeter in silence, noting that one of the back fence posts had been recently disturbed—scrapes in the earth, slight bend in the metal, like someone had forced their way through and fixed it enough to blend in. Camille marked it with a flag, taking detailed photos.

“I’ll have forensics sweep this area first,” she said.

Noah nodded. “Good call.”

Back at the main site, Camille reviewed her notes while Noah coordinated with the forensic unit leader. She tried to focus on the fire, the patterns, the evidence. But her eyes kept drifting back to him, drawn to the tension in his shoulders, the quiet way he moved through the space, the shadow of something unfinished in his eyes.

Five years ago, he’d been everything—her partner, her confidant, the man who kissed her like the world could wait. And then he was gone, swallowed by tragedy and silence. She never got the full story, only rumors and pieces. And no closure.

Now here he was, in a city that didn’t need saving, wearing the ghosts of fires that still haunted him.

The sun dipped lower, casting orange light across the ruins. Camille felt the chill of coming night and the weight of memories returning like unwelcome embers.

As the tech crew began to pack up, Noah approached her, holding out a USB drive. “Security footage from the last functioning camera. Maybe you’ll catch something I missed.”

She took it, fingers brushing his for the briefest second. “Thanks.”

He paused, then said, “I’ll debrief with Ronan. You’ll send me your notes?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

He turned, started to walk away, then hesitated. Without looking back, he said, “You shouldn’t have come back.”

Her voice was calm, but it cracked at the edges. “And you shouldn’t have left.”

He kept walking.

The sky overhead turned indigo, and Camille stood alone in the bones of a burned-out building, the past flickering like heatwaves around her. The fire was out, but the smoke still lingered.

And somewhere in its ashes, a truth waited to be found.
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Chapter 3: A Name She Didn’t Expect
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The silence in Camille’s apartment was a peculiar kind—thick, pressing in from all directions, broken only by the occasional creak of old wooden floors or the hum of the fridge laboring in the kitchen. She hadn’t lived in this place long. It was temporary, like everything in her life lately. A rental with good locks, decent lighting, and a direct view of the downtown skyline. But none of that mattered now as she sat hunched over her laptop, a string of images casting flickering blue light across her face.

She had gone over the warehouse fire surveillance footage five times already, each loop carving deeper into her focus. The final two minutes before ignition were dark, but there were hints—shadows not cast by the building, something that moved unnaturally. She slowed the video frame by frame. There. At the edge of the fence, where Noah and she had marked the disturbed ground. A blur, low to the ground, fast. Not a raccoon or dog. Bigger. Human. Likely crawling to avoid detection.

Camille froze the image, enhanced the contrast, zoomed. A figure wearing dark clothing, head covered, carrying something long and metallic. Not enough for identification, but it confirmed her theory. The arsonist had bypassed the security systems, used the dead spots, entered through the compromised fence post, and left without a trace—almost. But no one was perfect. Not even arsonists who moved like shadows.

Her phone vibrated on the table, breaking the trance. She didn’t look at the caller ID. “Rivera,” she answered, tone clipped.

“You’re still working, aren’t you?” Ronan’s voice had that tired rasp of someone who knew better but asked anyway.

“Just reviewing footage. Found movement at the north perimeter. Potential suspect breach point.”

He grunted. “I figured you’d catch that. Listen, we ran the trace on the chemical signature found at the site. Lab confirmed it—potassium nitrate-based gel, high flash point, usually used in controlled demolitions. Not something you grab off a store shelf.”

Camille sat straighter. “Military-grade?”

“Could be. Or black market. We’re checking both. But that’s not all.” A pause, like he didn’t want to say the next part. “We pulled fire reports from the other two arsons. Different precincts, different cities, but there’s a pattern.”

Her fingers tapped against the laptop. “Let me guess. Same accelerant?”

“Exactly. And the kicker? The fire from two months ago in Colridge—the investigation lead was a guy named Arlen Maddox.”

Camille’s blood went cold.

She pushed her chair back and stood. “That name’s not just familiar. He’s a known explosives specialist. Used to work black-ops disposal for private firms. Was under suspicion for trafficking hazardous materials before he vanished off the grid.”

Ronan exhaled. “Yeah. And guess what? His name popped up on a watchlist flagged last week. Small equipment purchase, registered to a dummy corp in the same district where our warehouse burned.”

“Dammit,” Camille muttered, already pacing. “So he’s our lead suspect.”

“Not just that,” Ronan said quietly. “He’s your next assignment. You’re to dig into his connections, see who he might be working with or selling to. And Camille...”

She paused mid-step. “Yeah?”

“Be careful. This guy’s history is murky for a reason. He’s been suspected, but never convicted. Always disappears right before someone pins him down. And there’s another thing.”

“What?”

“He used to run drills with Noah’s old team.”

The silence between them tightened into a wire.

Camille’s breath caught. “You think Noah knows?”

“I think if he does, he hasn’t told us everything.”

She ended the call without a word, her fingers curling into fists at her sides.

It wasn’t just the fact that Maddox was dangerous. It was that his presence opened a fissure into a past Camille had tried desperately to stitch shut. If Noah had worked with him—if he knew more than he was letting on—then this wasn’t just a case. It was personal. And not in a way she could ignore.

She grabbed her jacket and laptop bag, her mind racing as fast as her heart. She needed answers, and she wasn’t going to get them from surveillance footage or secondhand reports.

Noah had them.

And she was going to drag them out of him, even if it meant breaking open every sealed box he’d buried since the day he walked away.

	


The firehouse was mostly quiet when she arrived, the dusk settling into the city like a shroud. The station lights buzzed softly, casting long shadows down the halls as Camille strode in with purpose, barely acknowledging the two on-duty firefighters playing cards near the kitchen.

Noah’s office was tucked in the back—a space as stark as the man himself. Metal desk, blank walls, a single file cabinet and a half-drunk mug of coffee beside an open report. He was there, leaning over some paperwork, sleeves rolled up, muscles taut beneath the fabric of his uniform shirt. His hair was damp, like he’d just showered after a call.

He looked up the moment she entered, and something in his expression shifted. “Camille.”

She didn’t waste time. “Tell me about Arlen Maddox.”

He blinked once. “What?”

“Don’t lie. You knew him. You trained with him. He’s been linked to a pattern of fires, including the one we’re investigating.”

Noah straightened slowly, his eyes hardening. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been doing my job,” she snapped. “Now do yours and tell me everything.”

A long pause. Then he turned and closed the file he’d been working on, setting it aside like preparing for a different kind of battle.

“I knew him,” Noah said finally. “Not well. He wasn’t on my squad, but he worked with us during joint drills. He was good. Too good. Always had this edge to him—like fire was more than a tool. Like it was a language only he could speak.”

Camille stepped closer. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I wasn’t sure it was him. And because there’s history there—complicated history. He was flagged years ago, but they couldn’t prove anything. When I left the city, I thought I’d left all of that behind.”

“You don’t get to leave behind crimes that still burn people alive,” she said, voice trembling with fury. “If you knew even a sliver of this—if there was even a chance he was involved—you should’ve told me the second I walked in.”

Noah ran a hand through his hair, pacing. “I didn’t think he was capable of something this organized. Back then, he was unstable. Arrogant. Obsessed with technique but reckless. If he’s behind this... he’s changed.”

“So have you,” Camille said bitterly.

That landed harder than she expected. His shoulders tensed, then dropped slightly. “You’re right.”

She waited. He didn’t continue.

“Where is he?” she asked. “Where would someone like Maddox hide?”

Noah looked at her with something that wasn’t quite fear, but wasn’t far off. “If I had to guess? He wouldn’t be in the city. He liked the outskirts. Places where the fire codes were weaker, buildings more flammable, fewer questions.”

Camille exhaled, her pulse roaring in her ears. “Then that’s where we start.”

She turned to leave, but his voice stopped her.

“Camille.”

She paused, hand on the doorframe.

“I didn’t tell you because I was scared,” he said, barely above a whisper. “Not of him. Of what it would mean if I let you back in.”

She didn’t respond. She walked out.

But her heart carried the echo of his words long after the door closed.
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Chapter 4: The Partner Assignment
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The precinct buzzed with an energy that Camille had come to recognize as a blend of urgency and bureaucracy. Phones rang in short bursts, computers clicked with furious keystrokes, and officers moved with intent across the worn linoleum floors. But beneath the noise, there was always an undercurrent of something deeper—tension that threaded through the building like an invisible wire. Especially today. Especially now.

Camille stood just outside the operations office, waiting for Ronan to call her in. She could see him through the narrow window, seated at his desk, flipping through a thick file with the kind of frown that meant bad news. He hadn’t looked up once since she arrived, but she knew he was aware of her presence. Ronan had that kind of awareness—like a hound that could smell hesitation before it entered a room.

She didn’t flinch when the door finally opened.

“Rivera,” he said, tone flat. “Come in.”

She stepped inside, ignoring the subtle ache in her legs from long hours on her feet the day before. Her boots echoed softly on the tile as she stopped in front of his desk, eyes locked on his face.

“Sit,” he said, and gestured to the chair across from him.

She obeyed, spine straight, legs crossed at the ankle. “What’s the update?”

Ronan closed the file. His gaze was unreadable. “You’re being reassigned.”

Camille’s breath stilled. “Excuse me?”

“Effective immediately, you’re being officially partnered with Hart on all aspects of the Easton case, including lead investigation, suspect tracking, and tactical oversight.”

She blinked, just once, slowly. “Why?”

“Because the arsonist we’re dealing with isn’t just a firebug with a grudge. He’s coordinated, well-supplied, and possibly connected to at least two previous incidents across state lines. The case has been elevated to multi-jurisdictional status. That means fire services and investigative units are consolidating resources. You and Hart are our most experienced operatives in this field.”

Camille’s jaw tightened. “With all due respect, there are plenty of other people you could assign.”

Ronan leaned back in his chair. “None with your combined history. I know it’s not ideal. But you know how he thinks, and he knows how fire thinks. If this Maddox lead pans out, we’re going to need both of you.”

She didn’t respond immediately. Her fingers curled slightly against the armrest, nails pressing into the leather. Partnering with Noah meant more than working a case—it meant diving headfirst into the emotional quicksand they’d been dancing around since she arrived.

“Can we trust him?” she asked finally.

Ronan was quiet for a long moment. “I trust what he was. I’m not sure what he is now. But I know he’s invested. That’s something.”

Camille exhaled. “Fine. Where do we start?”

Ronan opened a second folder and slid it toward her. Inside were photos—drone shots, schematics, and fire pattern analysis from the Easton site, as well as two other burned locations she hadn’t seen before. He tapped the one on the left. “This is the Ridgeview facility. Burned three months ago. Similar entry method, similar accelerants. The other is a warehouse in Hamilton County. Both had Maddox’s fingerprints in the margins.”

She flipped through the papers quickly, her mind already connecting dots. The burn arcs, the pattern signatures—yes, they aligned. Whoever was setting these fires had a distinct style, but also an adaptability that was dangerous.

“He’s evolving,” she muttered.

“Which means so should we,” Ronan agreed. “I’ve arranged for both of you to have access to the regional intelligence network. You’ll have authority to request backup, tap resources, pull historical case files. But only if you work together.”

Camille stood, tucking the folder under one arm. “I’ll do what I have to.”

Ronan’s eyes softened, just a flicker. “I know. That’s why I chose you.”

She left the office with a storm building in her chest. Outside, the halls were just as noisy, but it all faded into background static. Her feet carried her forward on instinct, her mind already outlining next steps: digital footprint tracing, witness lists, the possible supplier chain for military-grade accelerants.

But all of it hinged on one man.

She found Noah in the gear room, polishing the faceplate of a helmet. His sleeves were rolled again, forearms streaked with soot from a recent training drill. He didn’t look up as she entered, but she knew he felt her presence.

“You’re officially my partner now,” she said without preamble.

He nodded, slow. “So Ronan told me.”

“Multi-jurisdictional authority. Shared command. We’ll have to work in tandem.”

“I figured.”

She leaned against the locker beside him. “You going to tell me what you really know about Maddox?”

He glanced at her then, just a flick of his eyes. “I told you what matters.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Noah sighed and set the helmet down with a little more force than necessary. “He was dangerous even then. But clever. He didn’t like being told what to do. Kept to himself during drills but had a nasty habit of showing up where he shouldn’t. Once, he got into the evidence room during a training scenario. Said he wanted to ‘see what a real setup looked like.’”

“That’s not curiosity. That’s a warning sign.”

“Yeah, well, no one did anything. And then he was gone.”

Camille studied him. “You think he’s behind all this?”

Noah’s jaw clenched. “I think he wants to be remembered.”

That sent a chill through her. The fires weren’t random. They were statements. Signatures. And if Maddox was making a name for himself through destruction, then his next fire would be even more daring.

She straightened. “We’ll need to dig into his last known associates. Anyone he worked with, anyone he borrowed from. I’ll take the paper trail. You talk to your old contacts.”

Noah nodded. “We’ll need to move fast. He won’t stay still.”

Camille turned to go but paused at the door. “This doesn’t change anything, Noah. We work the case. That’s it.”

“I know.”

But the look in his eyes told her he wanted it to change everything.

Later that evening, back at her apartment, Camille spread the files across her kitchen table, tapping them into categories: timeline, targets, accelerants, known associates. The repetition was grounding. She needed that now. Her phone buzzed again—an incoming email from the arson division’s database team.

She opened it and froze.

A scanned image of a photo taken three weeks ago in Hamilton County. Firemen in the background. Smoke still rising.

And in the corner, half-obscured by shadow, stood a man with a face just familiar enough to turn her blood cold.

Maddox.

She zoomed in, sharpened the resolution. His hair was shorter, and he’d lost weight, but it was him. Watching. Waiting. Smiling.

Camille stared at the screen, bile rising in her throat.

He was there.

He wanted to be seen.

And the worst part—he was looking straight at the camera, like he knew she’d be the one to find him. Like this was all a game, and he was two moves ahead.

She sent the image to Noah with a single message: “He’s not hiding anymore.”

Then she shut off the light, knowing sleep would not come. Not when the fire had started again. Not when the past was burning its way back into her life with every flicker of heat and smoke.

She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. But she knew this—Maddox wasn’t done.

And neither was she.
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Chapter 5: Smoke-Blackened Walls
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The air inside the Ridgeview facility was still heavy with the residue of fire, even though the blaze had been extinguished weeks ago. It clung to the walls like an echo, soaked into the porous concrete and warped metal beams that now leaned like weary sentinels over the charred remains of what had once been an active manufacturing plant. The city had fenced it off since the incident, but Camille had pulled clearance and brought Noah with her before the forensics team arrived to reexamine the space with fresh eyes. She needed quiet. She needed to feel the fire for herself.
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