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Chapter 1: Code Violation #1 – Rhett Maddox
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The firehouse was loud, raucous, and thick with the smell of old smoke and black coffee. Boots clanked against concrete, a radio crackled static nonsense, and someone shouted about leftover chili in the fridge going nuclear. Rhett Maddox leaned back in his chair like he owned the place—because, in his own unruly way, he did. Station 4 wasn’t just where he worked; it was his second skin. The walls bore his scars, the crew respected his instincts, and the adrenaline of each call was his pulse.

He was halfway through a game of poker with the guys when the shift captain’s door slammed open.

"Rhett!" Captain Donnelly's voice carried the authority of a man who knew he'd be ignored, but said it anyway. "You're wanted in the garage."

Rhett raised one brow, dragging a toothpick through his lips before flicking his eyes toward the clock. "Tell ‘em I’m busy bluffing.”

"Now," Donnelly said, already disappearing back into his office.

With a sigh and a grunt, Rhett shoved away from the table, letting his cards scatter facedown. “If it’s the inspector again,” he muttered to nobody in particular, “I’m gonna start charging her rent.”

He stepped into the garage where the engines gleamed under fluorescent lighting and the air smelled like burnt rubber and motor oil. And there she was. Clipboard in hand. Brow arched like a loaded weapon. Inspector Emery Blake.

Every time she showed up, it was like a cold front blowing through hell. Tall and composed, with her dark brown hair pulled into a severe bun and not a speck of soot on her crisp button-down, Emery was everything Rhett hated about rules. She didn’t bend, didn’t flinch, and definitely didn’t smile. Not at him.

“I see Station 4 still doesn’t understand basic compliance,” she said, pen poised over her clipboard like a judge’s gavel.

Rhett scratched his jaw, grinning. “We like to think of it more as interpretive safety.”

“Right,” she replied, not missing a beat. “And I interpret this loose oxygen tank as a future lawsuit.”

He watched her walk, her eyes scanning every inch of the bay like she was memorizing violations in real time. She moved with the precision of a scalpel—sharp, intentional, and dangerous in the wrong hands. Rhett wasn’t sure if he wanted to throttle her or... something else entirely.

“You really wake up in the morning and think, ‘Who can I piss off today?’” he asked, crossing his arms.

Emery didn’t look up. “I wake up thinking, ‘How do I prevent another firefighter from dying needlessly?’ But hey, if annoying you happens in the process, I won’t lose sleep.”

The words struck harder than they should have. Rhett’s grin faltered for a split second before snapping back in place like a mask. “Wow. You’ve got bedside manner for days.”

She finally glanced at him, and for a brief moment, something flickered in her eyes—an emotion too quick to catch. Then it was gone.

“I’m writing you up,” she said flatly.

He tilted his head, mock-offended. “What for this time? Not polishing the engine with a toothbrush?”

“For disabling the alarm override system in Engine 2. That’s a Class B violation.”

Rhett stepped closer, crowding her space with deliberate intent. “That override saved five seconds on a response last week. A kid would’ve died otherwise.”

“You don’t get to rewrite protocol because you feel like playing hero,” she snapped, chin lifting. “There are rules for a reason.”

“Yeah,” he said, voice dropping, “and some of us have scars to prove what happens when you follow them too slow.”

The air between them went still. Charged.

Emery’s jaw worked as if she were biting back a retort. Her fingers tightened on the clipboard. And then she stepped back, writing something down without looking at him.

“This goes in your file,” she said.

“Add it to the shrine,” he shot back. “You might as well dedicate a wing to me.”

She left without another word, heels echoing against concrete like a gavel pounding judgment.

The moment she was gone, Rhett blew out a breath and ran a hand through his messy, too-long hair. Emery Blake was a walking migraine, a perfectionist buzzkill in steel-toed boots. But damn if she didn’t make his blood rush.

And damn if she didn’t look good doing it.

Later that night, the fire alarm screamed them awake at 2:17 AM. Rhett rolled out of bed and into gear on instinct, sliding down the pole with the ease of muscle memory. The call came through as a warehouse fire—industrial, no reported victims yet, high risk of structural collapse.

The drive was a blur of flashing lights and roaring engines. Rhett sat shotgun in Engine 2, checking his gear, mentally plotting ingress points, ignition vectors. When they pulled up to the scene, flames licked the night sky like a dragon’s breath. The building was old brick, crumbling in parts, and fully engulfed.

Rhett was first through the door. Heat slammed into him like a punch, and the world narrowed to smoke, fire, and the sounds of his team following close behind.

The blaze was chaotic—greedy, hungry, unpredictable. Rhett moved like he belonged inside it. He kicked in doors, cleared rooms, scanned for survivors. When the second floor gave a warning groan, he shouted a retreat.

They barely made it out before the ceiling collapsed behind them.

Outside, soaked in sweat and soot, Rhett pulled off his helmet and leaned on the engine, heart hammering. His adrenaline was still spiking when someone shouted, “Inspector on site!”

Of course she was.

Emery Blake strode onto the scene with her flashlight and vest, eyes immediately scanning the perimeter like she was born to dissect disasters. When her gaze landed on Rhett, it narrowed.

“What the hell were you doing in there that long?” she demanded, marching toward him.

He blinked. “Saving your tax dollars?”

“There were signs the structure was about to give. I saw the report.”

“And I saw an unsearched hallway. Next time, maybe take a breather before jumping to conclusions.”

“You’re reckless.”

“And you’re obsessed.”

They were close again, toe to toe, the fire still raging behind them. Rhett’s lungs burned, but not from the smoke. From her.

“This warehouse,” she said suddenly, quieter now. “It’s not just any site. It’s the third one in a pattern.”

Rhett frowned. “Pattern?”

“Suspicious fires. Similar accelerants. Similar layouts. Someone’s setting them, Rhett.”

The name, the way she said it—no title, no sarcasm—hit him harder than the fire had.

He straightened. “You think this is arson?”

She nodded. “And now you’re part of the investigation.”

“You’re joking.”

“No. I’m assigning you to the case. Effective immediately.”

He stared at her. “That’s not how this works.”

“It is now. You were on site first. You saw details. I need you. Like it or not.”

Rhett opened his mouth to argue, but nothing came out. The fire roared behind them. Emery’s eyes were sharp, but not cruel. Determined.

This was going to be a disaster.

Or a spark.

Maybe both.
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Chapter 2: Her Clipboard, His Chaos

[image: ]


Emery Blake hadn’t even finished her morning coffee when her inbox exploded with complaints from Station 4. The subject line read: "Your Favorite Fireman Strikes Again." The email was terse, written by the assistant fire chief, and included two attached violation reports, both with Rhett Maddox’s name on them in bold. It was the third time this month. She clenched her jaw, set her mug down without drinking a drop, and gathered her inspection gear. Some people tested boundaries. Rhett Maddox hurled himself at them with a flamethrower.

She drove through downtown before the sun had fully risen, the city still quiet in that strange twilight lull between last night’s chaos and the day’s unfolding tension. Station 4 sat tucked between a shuttered auto garage and a strip of delis, its red brick facade still darkened from years of soot and heat. Inside, it buzzed with the kind of energy only men running on caffeine and adrenaline could produce.

The moment she stepped into the bay, the laughter dropped. Conversations died. A few firefighters gave each other knowing glances. Emery walked straight through the silence with purpose. She didn’t need their friendliness. She needed compliance.

Rhett was lounging near the engine, in a half-zipped bunker jacket and a white T-shirt smeared with ash. His boots were kicked up on a storage crate, and he was chewing on a toothpick like he was trying to provoke dental work. The way he looked at her was lazy, unreadable. But those eyes—blue like bruised ice—never missed a damn thing.

“Back so soon?” he asked. “You know, you keep this up, people are gonna think you like me.”

Emery ignored the bait. She flipped open her clipboard and started the checklist aloud. “Daily engine maintenance logs?”

“Filed. Probably.” He didn’t move.

“Not probably. Where?”

He pointed vaguely toward the admin desk. “Where all the boring stuff lives.”

She walked past him, trying not to inhale the smell of sweat and fire that clung to him like armor. The scent triggered memories from the warehouse blaze last night—the way he’d darted into the inferno like a man immune to death, the soot coating his face, the heat in his voice when he’d called her obsessed. She shoved it out of her head.

When she turned around, Rhett was watching her too closely.

“Don’t you have a violation to hand me?” he asked. “You must be running low on paper by now.”

She held his gaze. “I’ll print more.”

Rhett stood, closing the distance between them in three lazy steps. His smirk was infuriating, yes, but there was something else behind it. Interest. Challenge. That glint of a man who thrived on pushing just far enough to see if you’d push back.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “If we’re gonna keep meeting like this, we might as well set a standing date.”

“This isn’t a date,” she snapped. “It’s a correction.”

“Every great romance starts with a misunderstanding.”

“I’d rather date a kitchen fire.”

He laughed then, not mocking but genuine. The sound caught her off-guard, and she hated that it made her breath hitch. She hated more that she couldn’t stop looking at the laugh lines that creased near his eyes, the way he tilted his head like he could see through her carefully constructed armor.

Focus, she told herself. This was a job. A report. A correction.

She moved through the inspection briskly, ticking off items, noting a few minor infractions, and suppressing the growing urge to slap that grin off his face. Rhett followed her around like a shadow, too close, too amused.

At one point, while she crouched to check the oxygen levels on a reserve tank, he leaned over her shoulder. “You know,” he murmured, “you get this little wrinkle between your eyebrows when you’re mad. Kinda cute.”

She jerked up, banging her head on the metal valve. He flinched and reached to steady her, but she batted his hand away before he could make contact.

“I don’t need your help,” she hissed, rubbing the spot.

“You sure?” he asked, not smirking this time. “That looked like it hurt.”

She turned her back and scribbled something fiercely on the clipboard. “Violation noted for tampering with inspector’s personal space.”

He chuckled, but when she finally rounded back toward the garage entrance, he was quiet. Watching. The tension between them had shifted again—less combative, more... weighted.

“You’re not really mad at me,” he said softly.

She spun to face him. “A firefighter who disregards protocol is a liability. It’s not personal, Rhett. It’s about safety.”

“I don’t follow rules for the sake of rules. I follow instincts.”

“Well, your instincts don’t write the reports. I do.”

They stood there, a foot apart, neither backing down. Then the station alarm blared—a call incoming. Rhett’s radio chirped with dispatch.

“Industrial district. Possible gas leak,” the voice crackled.

Rhett was already moving, grabbing his gear, shouting orders to his crew. The world snapped into motion, and the chaos swallowed him. Emery stood there, clipboard still clutched in her hands, heart racing—not from the call, but from the residual electricity still buzzing through her from that standoff.

She didn’t realize she’d followed him into the rig until the truck started to move.

“You’re riding along now?” Rhett asked, eyebrows raised.

“I want to see how you handle scenes firsthand.”

He gave her a look. “Curiosity or babysitting?”

She stared back. “Call it professional accountability.”

The engine barreled through the streets, lights flashing. The team inside was all serious now, all focus. Rhett transformed in real-time—his grin disappeared, his voice turned clipped and authoritative. He barked instructions into the comms, scanned the address for terrain hazards, and checked their gas monitors without missing a beat.

By the time they reached the building—a three-story storage facility—he was out of the truck before it fully stopped. Emery followed, helmet clipped on, clipboard forgotten in the cab.

The leak was worse than expected. Sharp chemical stench filled the air, and the building had no recent ventilation updates. Rhett made the call to evacuate the nearby shops without waiting for full confirmation. Emery watched him coordinate the crew, directing hose teams and isolation valves with stunning precision. Every movement was calculated chaos. Improvised. Effective.

As the situation escalated, she saw it—the reason his name kept landing on her desk. He broke protocol left and right, but always with purpose. And damn it, the bastard got results.

“Emery!” one of the firemen called over. “We need help with the lock box! Can you—?”

Before he could finish, the side wall shuddered. Something inside ignited. A concussive boom sent everyone ducking.

She hit the pavement hard, ears ringing, dust in her mouth. For a second, everything went white.

Then Rhett was above her, pulling her up by the arm, inspecting her quickly for injury.

“You good?” he asked, voice firm.

She nodded, coughing. “Yeah. What the hell was that?”

“Secondary flare. We need to shut this down now.”

“I’m staying.”

He stared at her like she’d grown another head. “This isn’t your jurisdiction anymore. Get out of the blast zone.”

“I’m not leaving my report half done.”

“Dammit, Emery—”

But she was already moving toward the command post, helping with triage data and recording environmental readings. It wasn’t her job, but it was necessary. And she was nothing if not necessary.

By the time the building was secured and the leak contained, the sun was setting, casting orange light over the soot-streaked crew. Rhett found her again as she leaned against the truck, removing her helmet.

“You’re insane,” he said, tone low.

“So are you,” she replied.

They didn’t smile this time. Just looked at each other.

Exhausted. Ash-covered. Breathing.

“You coming back tomorrow?” he asked.

She didn’t hesitate. “If you’re working? Count on it.”

Rhett’s smirk returned—less mocking now, more resigned.

“Guess we’ll be violating more than codes.” He walked away, leaving her flushed and furious with herself.

Emery stared after him, unsure what had just shifted between them.

But something had.

And it wasn’t going to go quietly.
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Chapter 3: First Sparks, First Slams
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The next morning arrived with the kind of heat that warned the city to brace itself. The air was thick, humid, and restless, as if the atmosphere itself anticipated something combustive. Emery Blake sat in the fire department’s cramped administrative office, the overhead fan doing little to cut through the muggy tension, flipping through Rhett Maddox’s personnel file for the fifth time. It was an exercise in both frustration and fascination. His record was a paradox. Disciplinary actions for insubordination sat beside commendations for bravery. Suspension threats alongside rescue accolades. The man was a walking contradiction, and Emery hated how curious she’d become about the parts of him not filed neatly into a box.

She didn’t get far into the stack before a loud crash echoed from the bay, followed by a stream of shouted obscenities. She closed the file and stood, not even surprised when she stepped into the garage to see Rhett hoisting a dented fire extinguisher off the floor with a scowl.

“What happened now?” she asked, arms folded.

He turned toward her with grease on his cheek and sweat dripping from his neck. “Maintenance tried replacing the damn bracket and mounted it crooked. Nearly took my head off when it fell.”

“You’re aware shouting profanities doesn’t realign brackets.”

He gave her a once-over, his frustration still simmering beneath his skin. “And you’re aware that lurking with a clipboard doesn’t fix problems.”

“I’m not lurking,” she snapped. “I’m documenting violations so your station doesn’t burn down between calls.”

He stepped closer, towering just slightly, and Emery was too aware of how the heat between them felt thicker than the heat in the air.

“You really hate me that much, don’t you?” he asked, voice softer now but no less intense.

“I don’t hate you,” she replied evenly. “I hate what you represent. Chaos. Rule-breaking. Recklessness.”

“That’s not who I am.”

She met his eyes. “It’s all I see.”

For a long beat, neither of them moved. Then someone coughed loudly nearby, breaking the tension like a needle to a balloon. Rhett turned away, muttering something under his breath, and Emery returned to her file, determined not to feel the burn lingering in her chest.

Hours passed in the blur of paperwork and scheduling conflicts, until a call came in that pulled them both back into the field. A small residential building had reported smoke coming from the basement. It wasn’t dramatic, not on the scale of recent events, but it was enough to mobilize Station 4. Emery insisted on riding along. It wasn’t protocol, but no one argued anymore. She’d become a fixture on these calls, even if she wasn’t officially a part of the crew.

Rhett climbed into the driver’s seat and didn’t look at her once as she buckled in beside him. The engine roared to life, and the city blurred by.

The scene was deceptively calm when they arrived. No flames visible, just a thin line of smoke escaping the basement windows of a two-story duplex. Rhett was already issuing commands as the team disembarked. Emery followed at a distance, taking readings, observing patterns. The smoke wasn’t behaving like a standard electrical fire. It was moving slowly, deliberately.

“Something’s off,” she said as Rhett passed her, heading toward the basement door.

He paused. “Define ‘off.’”

“It’s not thick enough for wiring. Could be chemical. Possibly intentional.”

He didn’t argue. Just nodded and disappeared into the basement with another firefighter. Emery’s heart thudded painfully as she stared after him, wishing she hadn’t said anything that might put him deeper into danger.

Minutes stretched. The air thickened. Then the radio crackled.

“Emery. Need you down here. Now.”

She blinked, shocked. “That’s not procedure.”

“You want to see what’s intentional? Come see for yourself.”

Against her better judgment, she grabbed her gear and descended into the basement. The stairs were narrow, the air thick with acrid smoke. Rhett met her at the bottom, his face barely visible beneath the mask and soot.

“Look,” he said, pointing to a small metal canister wedged behind the furnace.

She leaned close, eyes widening. “That’s accelerant-grade. This wasn’t an accident.”

“Told you.”

He moved around the unit and reached out to stabilize a collapsing support beam that had shifted under the weight of flame. That’s when it happened—a crack, then a rumble, then the beam gave out.

Rhett shoved her back instinctively, catching the debris on his shoulder as he crashed to the floor. Emery screamed his name, rushing to clear the wreckage, panic slicing through her like a knife. He groaned beneath the weight but waved her off.

“I’m fine,” he said, voice tight. “Get the canister. We need it documented.”

“Forget the canister! You’re bleeding!”

“I’ve had worse.”

Her hands trembled as she helped him sit up, brushing ash from his face, ignoring how warm and real and alive he felt. She hated him in that moment—for putting himself at risk, for making her feel this scared, for being the kind of man who threw himself between danger and everyone else without blinking.

By the time they got outside, the EMTs were waiting. Rhett refused a stretcher, but allowed himself to be patched up while Emery stood off to the side, watching with too many thoughts she didn’t want to unpack.

When he caught her eye, he didn’t smile. He just said, “Now you’ve seen.”

“I have.”

“And?”

She swallowed hard. “We have a pattern.”

He nodded. “Then we work it together.”

She didn’t argue. Because for the first time, she didn’t want to.

The rest of the day was spent gathering evidence, speaking to residents, and processing the scene. Emery drove back in silence, sitting beside Rhett with her hands folded tightly in her lap. Every so often, she caught him glancing at her. Not with mockery. With something else. Something quieter. Maybe understanding.

Back at the station, they unloaded in silence. The sun was beginning to dip behind the skyline, painting the city in fiery orange streaks. Emery lingered outside longer than necessary, her clipboard clutched loosely in her hand.

Rhett approached without a word, handing her a sealed bag with the canister evidence inside.

“This is your domain,” he said. “You’re the one who’ll trace it. Build the pattern. Find whoever’s lighting up this city.”

She looked at him, surprised. “You’re trusting me with that?”

He shrugged. “You’ve got the eyes for detail. I’ve got the nose for smoke. Together, we might actually get somewhere.”

She stared at him, unsure of what to say. And then, unexpectedly, she offered a truce. “There’s coffee in the breakroom. Actual coffee. Not sludge.”

Rhett raised an eyebrow. “You inviting me for coffee?”

“I’m offering fuel. For the investigation.”

He grinned. “I knew you liked me.”

She turned and walked inside without answering, but her heartbeat betrayed her.

He followed.

In the breakroom, it was quiet. She poured two mugs and passed one to him. For a long time, they drank in silence.

“Why did you push me out of the way?” she asked finally.

He didn’t answer right away. Then: “Because I’ve lost enough people. Wasn’t ready to lose you.”

Her throat tightened. “You don’t even like me.”

“I don’t know,” he said, voice low. “I think I’m starting to.”

It wasn’t a confession. It wasn’t a flirtation.

It was a spark.

And it wasn’t going away.
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Chapter 4: The Warehouse Blaze
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It began with a siren scream slicing through the stillness of the early morning. Rhett jolted upright from his half-doze on the station’s worn-out couch, his instincts snapping into gear before his brain could even catch up. The red lights danced across the bay as the crew scrambled into motion. Adrenaline surged through his veins, sharp and familiar, as he pulled on his gear with practiced speed.

“Warehouse fire,” Captain Donnelly barked. “Same industrial district as the others.”

Rhett didn’t need the rest of the sentence. They all knew what that meant. Another suspicious blaze. Another anonymous tip. Another chance that someone was out there lighting the city up while they chased shadows. He was in the truck before the second alarm finished blaring.

Across the station, Emery Blake shoved a file into her bag and followed the team out. She wasn’t officially attached to Station 4’s responses, but ever since the last two fires showed signs of pattern and intent, she’d begun showing up at the scenes. This one felt different. The pit in her stomach wasn’t just nerves—it was certainty.

The ride was quiet but taut with tension. Rhett sat in the front passenger seat, reviewing street layouts and hydrant positions, but his eyes kept flicking to the rearview mirror where Emery sat. She was frowning at a map, chewing her lower lip in that precise, irritated way she did when something didn’t add up.

“You got a theory?” he asked over the headset.

She didn’t look up. “Only that someone’s trying very hard to send a message. All three warehouses were recently vacated. No utilities connected, but there’s always evidence of tampering at the fuse boxes. And the accelerant use is precise. Not sloppy.”

Rhett’s knuckles tightened around the edge of the seat. “So not a junkie or a thrill seeker.”

“No,” she said, finally meeting his eyes. “This is someone who knows what they’re doing. And they’re escalating.”

They arrived to chaos. Flames poured from the top floor of the warehouse, illuminating the dark sky in hues of orange and red. Smoke billowed thick and black, curling into the early dawn like a warning shot. The crew moved in formation, unrolling hoses and positioning ladders as Rhett took point.

“Let’s do a two-side entry,” he instructed. “Vent the roof if the internal temp breaks threshold. Watch for collapse.”

He didn’t wait for questions. Emery was already pulling on protective gear, even though she wasn’t part of the fire team. She had no intention of going inside, but she wanted a close look—this was the third fire in a row with identical footprints, and something about this one felt even more deliberate.

Rhett disappeared into the smoke, his silhouette quickly swallowed by firelight and ash. She watched the structure with narrowed eyes, tracking flare patterns and flashover timing. Minutes passed like hours.

Inside, visibility was nil. Rhett moved through corridors that were half collapsed and entirely soaked in gasoline. His mask filter buzzed with overwork, and every footstep felt like it landed on a ticking time bomb. They hadn’t found any signs of life, and the layout mirrored the previous sites—central blaze ignition point, multiple fuel trails, a single access point blocked deliberately.

As he turned a corner into the central chamber, he saw it. Another small canister, wedged behind old shelving, half-melted but still intact. He called it in through the radio, marking coordinates and snapping a quick photo on his helmet cam. Then the building groaned—a low, sinister sound that vibrated through the floor.

“Time to go,” he muttered, spinning back toward the exit.

The structure buckled as he ran, smoke thickening until it was nearly impossible to breathe. The staircase collapsed behind him, forcing him to divert. Radio static drowned out commands, and heat flared along the walls. Rhett cursed under his breath and surged toward the side exit he’d scouted earlier.

Outside, Emery heard the shift in the fire’s roar. Her stomach twisted. Something was wrong.

“Where’s Maddox?” she asked one of the crew.

“Should’ve been out by now,” came the reply, and panic set in like ice.

Without thinking, she ran to the entryway, grabbing the nearest mask and pulling it on. She ducked past the threshold just as the command officer shouted after her. She didn’t care. Rhett was still inside, and there wasn’t time to wait for clearance.

The hallway was a vision of hell—walls spitting embers, floor soaked in boiling water, beams sagging under the weight of destruction. She followed the only path that looked remotely navigable, heart pounding against her ribs. The deeper she went, the louder the fire screamed.

Then she saw him—coughing, one arm shielding his face, dragging a partially collapsed locker away from a blocked door.

“Rhett!” she shouted, voice muffled through the mask.

His head snapped up, eyes widening in disbelief.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

She grabbed his arm. “Getting your reckless ass out before this whole place caves in!”

He didn’t argue. They moved together, dodging falling debris, weaving through smoke until they emerged through the east-side garage entrance. The building groaned behind them as if furious to lose its prey. They collapsed onto the grass, both gasping for air, lungs burning.

Rhett pulled off his mask first, coughing. “You’re insane.”

“You’re welcome,” Emery snapped, yanking off her own gear.

They stared at each other, equal parts fury and relief. Around them, the crew moved like clockwork, securing the scene, checking for hot spots, containing damage. But the world shrank to just the two of them.

“You could’ve died,” he said quietly.

“So could you,” she retorted.

“I do this for a living. You have no business—”

“You’re not the only one allowed to care whether someone makes it out alive.”

His mouth opened, then shut. No witty comeback, no flirty jab. Just silence.

Later, after the flames were reduced to smoldering ash and the scene was handed off to the arson team, Emery stood in the makeshift command tent, reviewing photos of the canister. The chemical residue matched the previous fires exactly. Same ignition method. Same accelerant. Same signature.

Rhett walked in, freshly bandaged, shirt stained with sweat and soot. He looked like hell and still somehow managed to seem unshaken.

“We’ve got a name,” she said before he could speak.

He lifted an eyebrow. “From the evidence?”

“From the building’s previous owner. He reported a break-in a month ago, said someone was targeting his properties. Didn’t push it because nothing was stolen—just a small fire in a waste bin he thought was accidental.”

“And now?”

“Now we know better.”

Rhett stared at the photo in her hand. “Someone’s playing with matches.”

“And we’re their favorite playground.”

The weight of it settled between them—this wasn’t just a series of fires anymore. It was a hunt. And they were the ones being dared to catch the arsonist before the city burned.

Outside, the sky had begun to lighten. The first hints of dawn glowed on the horizon, a soft orange that looked too much like flame. Rhett stood beside her, quiet for a long moment.

“I meant what I said,” he finally murmured.

“About what?”

“You shouldn’t have come in for me. It’s not your job.”

She
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