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      BECKETT

      The crack of wood splitting beneath my axe echoes through the pines. Sweat trickles down my back despite the cool mountain air. Fire season's coming and the land is dry as bone, a fact I know better than most.

      I haul another log onto the chopping block. My muscles protest, reminding me I'm not thirty anymore. Hell, I'm not even forty anymore. I’m forty-two, scarred, and alone on this mountain. Just how I like it.

      The radio on my workbench crackles. "Evacuation advisory for sectors seven through nine. Fire line expanded eastward. All residents are advised to prepare for a mandatory evacuation."

      I pause, blade raised. My cabin sits in sector five, high enough that we usually dodge the worst of it. But wind changes fast in these mountains.

      Twenty years fighting fires taught me that much before the ceiling beam crushed my leg and ended my career. Before the same fire took my parents.

      I squint toward the valley where a column of smoke rises. From this distance, it looks almost peaceful, a gray smudge against blue sky. I know better. Fire's never peaceful.

      "Beckett!" Asher's voice crackles through the radio. My oldest brother, always checking in. "You copy?"

      I grab the radio. "Yeah, I copy. It's nowhere near me."

      "You still coming to Sunday dinner? West made me promise to ask."

      I grunt. My youngest brother thinks family dinners fix everything. Seven of us were orphaned when our parents' house went up. The land was parceled between us. Most of my brothers scattered to the wind before coming back, piece by piece, over the years.

      "Maybe." It's the same answer I always give.

      "Grace is back in town," Asher says, his voice careful. "Jim's girl. She's staying at his old cabin down in sector eight."

      My stomach tightens. Grace Delaney. My best friend's daughter. Jim's been gone three months, cancer taking him fast and brutal. I couldn't even make the funeral. I was trapped in Denver with a blown transmission.

      "Sector eight's under advisory," I say, ignoring the rest.

      "Yeah. Thought you should know."

      I set the radio down without answering. Jim Delaney was my best friend since third grade. The only person besides my brothers who understood why I retreated to this mountain after the fire. After everything.

      His daughter used to follow us around during summer camping trips with a lot of pigtails and questions. Then she grew up, went to college. I saw her at Jim's fortieth birthday two years back. She wasn't a kid anymore.

      I swing the axe harder, trying to forget the way she'd hugged me at that party. How her eyes, Jim's eyes, had filled with tears when she thanked me for being there for her dad.

      An unfamiliar bark cuts through my thoughts. I turn to find a border collie racing toward me, tongue lolling, eyes wild.

      "What the hell?"

      The dog circles me, barking frantically, then runs a few yards back the way it came before returning. It's trying to tell me something.

      "Whose are you?" I ask, noticing the blue collar. The dog barks again, more insistent.

      I've lived in these mountains long enough to know when something's wrong. I set down the axe and follow as the collie bounds ahead, stopping every few yards to make sure I'm coming.

      We head downslope toward the fire advisory zone. The smell of smoke grows stronger with every step. Through the trees, I see wisps of it curling between branches.

      The dog leads me off the main trail, down a game path I rarely use. Then I spot her through the trees, a figure slumped against a fallen log, honey-blonde hair spilling over her shoulders.

      "Hey!" I call out, breaking into a run.

      As I get closer, my blood turns to ice. It's Grace. Jim's daughter. Her lips are tinged blue, her chest heaving with desperate, wheezing breaths. Her eyes are wide with panic.

      "Grace," I say, dropping to my knees beside her. "It's Beckett. Hunter."

      Recognition flickers in her eyes. She tries to speak, but all that comes out is a strangled wheeze. Her hands claw at her throat.

      "Asthma?" I ask, though I already know the answer. Jim told me about her attacks years ago.

      She nods frantically, gesturing to her pockets then her backpack. I search through both, finding nothing.

      "Where's your inhaler?"

      She shakes her head, eyes widening further. Her lips form words I can barely make out. "Left it... cabin."

      Shit. The smoke is getting thicker. I can taste it now, acrid and dangerous. Her breathing becomes more labored, each inhalation a violent struggle.

      "I'm getting you out of here," I tell her, years of firefighter training kicking in. "We need to move away from the smoke."

      I scoop her into my arms. She's light, too light, and burning hot. Her body convulses with each attempted breath. The dog, must be Jim's old collie, circles us anxiously, whining. I start back up the trail, moving as fast as my bad leg will allow. Grace's breathing grows more desperate against my chest. I can feel her heartbeat racing then stuttering.

      "Stay with me, Gracie," I say, using the nickname I haven't spoken in years. "Just a little further."

      Her eyes find mine, filled with fear. Then, they roll back.

      "Grace!" I shout as her body goes limp in my arms.

      I lay her down immediately on the trail, checking her pulse. It's there but weak and erratic. Her chest isn't moving.

      "No, no, no," I mutter, tilting her head back to open her airway. "Don't you do this."

      Nothing. No breath.

      I start CPR, my training taking over. Thirty compressions, two rescue breaths. Her lips are soft beneath mine but I push the thought away. This isn't about that. This is about keeping Jim's little girl alive.

      "Come on," I growl between compressions. "Breathe, damn it."

      The dog paces, barking frantically. I ignore him, focused entirely on the still form beneath my hands.

      "Gracie," I say, voice breaking. "Your dad would never forgive me."

      Another round of compressions. Two more breaths.

      She gasps suddenly, a violent inhalation that arches her back off the ground. Her eyes fly open, wild and unfocused. She coughs, her body convulsing.

      "That's it," I encourage, relief flooding through me. "Keep breathing."

      She manages a few ragged breaths before her eyes roll back again. She's not unconscious this time but she's not fully present either. Her breathing is shallow and her pulse is racing.

      I check my radio. No signal. We're in a dead zone between repeaters.

      "Hang on," I tell her, gathering her back into my arms. "We need to get you to clean air."

      I stand, ignoring the scream of protest from my bad leg. Grace's head lolls against my shoulder, her breath hot and uneven against my neck. The dog follows as I push uphill faster now, driven by the knowledge that every second counts.

      My cabin sits on a ridge above the worst of the smoke. The air is clearer here, the wind pushing the smoke east instead of up. Grace needs to get inside, away from the particulates that are closing her airways. By the time I reach the porch, she's still breathing but each inhalation is a harsh wheeze. Her skin has taken on a gray pallor that scares me more than the blue had.

      I kick the door open and carry her straight to my bedroom. It's sparse, just a king bed with dark blue sheets and a pine dresser but it's the farthest room from the outside smoke. I lay her gently on the bed. Her eyes flutter but don't open. The dog jumps up beside her, whining and licking her face.

      "Water," I mutter to myself, rushing to the kitchen.

      I fill a bowl with cool water and grab a clean cloth. Back in the bedroom, I soak the cloth and place it on her forehead then dampen another and press it against her throat, hoping the cool moisture might help ease her airway.

      "Grace," I say, sitting on the edge of the bed. "Can you hear me?"

      Her eyelids flutter again. A small moan escapes her lips.

      I grab my radio from my belt, moving to the window where the signal might be stronger. "This is Beckett Hunter. I need medical assistance for a woman with a severe asthma attack. Respond if you copy."

      Nothing but static.

      "Shit." I try again, moving to a different window. Still nothing. The fire must have taken out one of the repeater towers. We're cut off.

      I turn back to Grace. Her breathing has eased slightly with the cleaner air but she's still struggling. Her skin is clammy beneath my fingers as I check her pulse. Too fast, too weak.

      "Grace," I say louder this time. "I need you to wake up."

      She stirs, her eyes opening halfway. They're unfocused, glazed with pain.

      "Beck...ett?" she manages, her voice barely audible.

      "Yeah, it's me." I take her hand, surprised by how small it feels in mine. "You're having an asthma attack. The smoke triggered it."

      She tries to nod, but the movement seems to take too much energy. Her eyelids droop again.

      "Stay awake," I command, my voice sharper than intended. "I need to know if you have any medication here. Anything that might help."

      She shakes her head weakly. "Cabin," she whispers. "In my... cabin."

      Which is in the evacuation zone. Unreachable.

      I run a hand through my hair, trying to think. I have no nebulizer, no inhaler, nothing that would help an asthma attack. My first aid kit is woefully inadequate for this. Grace's breathing grows more labored again. Her fingers tighten around mine, panic flaring in her eyes.

      "Easy," I tell her, trying to sound calmer than I feel. "Slow breaths. In through your nose if you can."

      She tries, her chest rising with painful slowness. The effort costs her. Her eyes roll back again and her hand goes limp in mine.

      "Grace!" I check her pulse. Still there, but weaker.

      The dog whines, nudging her face with his nose. No response.

      I stand, pacing the small bedroom. We need help but there's no way to call out. I could try to drive her down the mountain to the clinic but the roads might already be closed due to the fire. And moving her again could make things worse.

      I have no choice but to wait it out and hope the clean air helps. Hope she's strong enough to fight through this.

      I sit back on the edge of the bed, taking her limp hand in mine again. Her skin is so soft against my calloused palm. I brush a strand of honey-blonde hair from her face, struck by how young she looks. Twenty-two. Barely more than a kid.

      Jim's kid.

      My throat tightens. "I promised him I'd look out for you if anything happened," I tell her unconscious form. "Don't make me break that promise, Gracie."

      Her only response is the uneven rise and fall of her chest. The dog settles against her side, head on her stomach, watching me with worried eyes.

      "She'll be okay," I tell him, not sure if I'm trying to convince the dog or myself.

      Outside, the light takes on an orange glow as the sun begins to set. Through the window, the smoke thickens in the valley below. The fire is spreading. We're safe here but for how long?

      I look back at Grace, her pale face against my dark sheets. So still. So vulnerable.

      Jim's daughter. My best friend's kid. Twenty years younger. Sweet as sunshine and too damn innocent for a scarred, broken man like me.

      And now she's unconscious in my bed, fighting for every breath with nowhere else to go and a wildfire cutting off her escape.

      God help us both.
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      GRACE

      Haze, heat, fear.

      My chest tightens. I can’t breathe. The trees blur like watercolor and the ground is all I see. Thick smoke chokes me, every wheezing cough hurting and anxiety takes over the small voice trying to tell me to breathe calmly. Only, it’s not my voice. It’s a deeper one. Familiar. I want to get closer and drown in that voice calling my name.

      “Keep breathing,” he insists. That face, the one I used to stare at, daydreaming I was old enough then.

      “Beck…ett?”

      That’s all I remember.

      A strong, calloused hand gently strokes my hair. A weight rests on my stomach. I want to open my eyes but they fight me. My breaths don’t come effortlessly but a soft voice keeps encouraging me to take slow breaths.

      I lean into that hand at my head, a small whimper escaping. I have felt so alone these last few months. I was eager to leave this small town, run off to college, and experience more. I should have stayed. I should have spent every moment I could with Dad.

      “Shh,” he says close to my ear while brushing the side of my face. “You’re gonna be okay.”

      Finally, low light breaks through as I blink. Colors bleed into clearer images. My vision hones in on a soft red, black, and gray patterned flannel. My face lies on something wide and strong. As strong as the heartbeat at my ear. And that smell. I almost roll my eyes back and moan.

      Pine, earthy, and a warm spice…like clove.

      Tipping my head back, the bluest eyes surrounded by inky black lashes hold me captive. Blue eyes I’ve dreamt about too many times than I’d like to admit.

      My dad’s best friend.

      Absolutely forbidden but my heart skipped a beat the last time I saw him. I hugged him. I had to. He always kept a respectful distance but I wanted—no, I needed—to feel his arms around me, just once before I left and said goodbye to this small mountain town.

      I must be dreaming. No way am I being held by Beckett Hunter. In a bed.

      Looking around, I catalog the dark, withered wood walls and floors. A thick midnight blue duvet blanket covers my legs on this large bed with it’s rustic wooden frame stained black.

      “Pickles,” my scratchy voice tries to squeal but I start coughing.

      Pickle’s wet tongue licks my cheek.

      “Back up,” Beckett’s stern voice orders. “Let her catch her breath.”

      My chest squeezes sharply with each cough.

      “In through your nose,” he instructs. “Slowly. Here.” He reaches and grabs something.

      Cold glass touches my lips. I open and cool, crisp water meets my tongue. I want to take deep gulps but Beckett guides me to take small sips. The coughs ease and that tightness in my chest releases.

      Taking the glass, his body leans away. I almost ask for his warmth back. Tragically, Beckett slides out from under my body and positions me to recline against the headboard as he takes a further seat away on the edge of the bed.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks. Those bright blue eyes, concerned.

      How did I get here?

      I was tired of staring at walls. After Dad’s funeral, I left everything behind and moved into his cabin. I came back home. Only, it didn’t feel like home anymore. Pickles was my only comfort. His routine kept me sane, gave me purpose but I needed out, away from the two-bedroom cabin.

      Normally, Pickles and I stay within the vicinity of the cabin but today I wanted to explore further. I don’t even think I had a destination in mind, I just walked and walked some more. Deep in the canopy of tall pine trees, the air changed. It started as a tickle, both in my throat and in my mind, intuition telling me to pay attention.

      Too lost in my head, I ignored it and went further into the forest, losing the path. It snuck up on me so quickly, it was too late.

      And now, somehow, I’m here.

      “You found me?” I ask.

      His eyes flicker an emotion I can’t read then glances at Pickles. “He came barking. Led me to you.”

      I look at Pickles, my beautiful, loyal, black and white border collie, patiently waiting for my attention.

      “Such a good boy,” I whisper, smiling as he leaps into my arms.

      I laugh, my voice husky but I don’t care. I dig my face into his soft fur and hug him.

      “Thank you,” I whisper into his neck.

      “You need something warm for your throat,” Beckett abruptly states, standing. “Don’t move from this bed,” he orders.

      I look up and watch him leave the room. I want to laugh at the command. He may only remember me when I was a kid but I’m definitely not a child anymore. I’m twenty-two. I’ve been living as an adult, on my own, for almost three years now. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.

      Speaking of. My body demands the bathroom. Checking the room, there isn’t a connected en-suite. I kiss Pickle’s head and slide my legs carefully over the edge of the bed. I’ve had asthma attacks before. I know better than to rush to my feet.

      Feeling steadier, I stand, making sure I don’t get dizzy. Once I’m confident I’m okay, I pad my bare feet—wait. Looking down, I wiggle my toes. He removed my hiking boots and socks.

      The textured wooden planks have a slight give with each step. I poke my head out the bedroom door. There’s a hallway that leads to the living room, off to my right and a door across the space which must be the bathroom. I tiptoe past the living space. Beckett’s back faces me in the kitchen.

      Wow.

      I forgot how tall he is. His wide shoulder muscles shift under his flannel as he fixes something on the counter by the stove.

      Stop it, Grace. You’re not a kid with a crush anymore. Behave.

      I pad quietly to the bathroom, Pickles following at my heels. Once I’ve done my business, I crack open the door and peek. I don’t hear or see anything, so I make my way back to the room.

      I startle, gripping the door frame. Beckett sits on the edge of the bed, facing the door, giving me the sternest expression that I think is supposed to intimidate me but clearly, I’m out of it because heat spreads below my belly button instead.

      “I told you not to move from this bed,” he almost growls.

      “I had to pee.” My voice comes out meek and breathless but not for the reasons he might think. Why do I want to crawl over to him and settle between those widespread trunks that are his thighs? My heart beats harder in my chest.

      Grunting, Beckett presents a mug. “You need something warm. It’s coffee. The caffeine also helps relax the muscles in your lungs.”

      Clearing my throat and wayward thoughts, I respond, “Thank you.”

      Walking over, I take the mug. My hands cup his before he slides his out abruptly as if my touch shocked him. I hide the involuntary gasp and smile instead.

      Beckett gets up and moves away.

      “I also have a portable oxygen container. When you finish that, you can use it. I turned the humidifier on and brought it closer.”
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