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Chapter 1: The Man in the Shadows
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Rain slithered down the sides of Gabe Maddox’s hood as he crouched beneath the overhang of the trailer, the wood clipboard slick in his gloved hand. The construction site spread out before him like a battlefield—concrete bones of buildings half-standing, piles of ash-coated debris, the scent of old fire buried deep into the dirt even weeks after the blaze had been extinguished. Gabe knew that scent too well. It lived in his skin, no matter how many showers he took. No matter how long ago he’d stopped running into flames.

He checked off another item on the site inspection sheet, though he didn’t need to look at it. The day’s work was burned into his mind with military precision. He preferred it that way—precise, quiet, controlled. There was comfort in the rhythm of steel beams and load-bearing math, in the echo of boots on scaffold planks, in the click of metal fitting into place. Construction didn’t lie to you. Fire did.

A gust of wind tore down the cleared lane between the half-framed units, and he flinched at the sharp whisper it carried. Not a voice, not this time. Just wind. He exhaled, slow and steady, grounding himself with a shake of his shoulders. Control. Always control.

A shout went up from the far side of the lot, followed by the staccato clatter of a fallen ladder. Gabe’s head snapped up, instincts kicking in before reason. One of the new guys was swearing as he scrambled back to his feet, brushing off sawdust.

“You good?” Gabe called, his voice rough, gravel-laced from years of shouting over sirens.

“Yeah!” the kid hollered back. “Just slipped.”

Gabe nodded once and turned away. He’d check the harnesses again later. He always did.

Back inside the trailer, warmth from the portable heater greeted him like an unfamiliar hand on his shoulder—one he wanted to shrug off. He didn’t like being comfortable. Comfort made you soft. Comfort made you forget that everything could be taken in a single second. He sat at the desk and peeled off his gloves, revealing hands covered in faded burn scars—one more reminder that he’d once been the kind of man who ran toward fire. Now he cleaned up its mess.

The door creaked open, and he looked up, already ready to bark at whoever left it ajar in the cold. But the words froze in his throat.

She stood framed by the rain and the dark sky, a hood pulled low over her brow, soaked jacket clinging to her frame. But it was her eyes that pinned him—the same storm-gray eyes that once looked at him like he was something to believe in. Sloane Barrett.

It took him a second to find his voice. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

She stepped inside, pushed the hood back, and met his gaze with unwavering calm. Older, sharper around the edges. Her hair was darker than he remembered, almost black in the dim light, tied back in a low ponytail. A badge hung around her neck, not an EMT badge this time, but one marked “Fire Investigator.”

“I got reassigned. Temporary detail. Fire marshal’s office sent me up here to consult on the series of site blazes,” she said. Her voice was the same—low, cool, measured.

He looked away, jaw flexing. “They didn’t mention that when they brought in the investigator.”

“I’m not here for you, Gabe,” she said flatly. “I’m here for the fire.”

He scoffed. “Aren’t we all?”

There was a silence that weighed more than words, thick with old ash and things unsaid. The last time he’d seen her had been at a hospital, her hand on the doorframe, his on the oxygen mask. She’d said goodbye with her back already turned.

He stood slowly. “You should’ve told them you couldn’t work with me.”

“I did,” she replied. “Didn’t take.”

He laughed once, a bitter thing. “Of course.”

Sloane moved to the desk opposite his and set down a manila folder. Rain had streaked it, warping the edges. She opened it anyway. “This is the report from the Midtown site fire. Two weeks ago. Preliminary evidence shows accelerant. It wasn’t electrical.”

He walked to the window, looked out at the skeletal remains of the new townhome complex they were contracted to rebuild. “Then someone set it.”

“That’s the theory.”

“And now they’ve put you on my site.”

“Looks that way.”

He turned back to her. “You gonna be in the field?”

“Every day.”

Gabe ran a hand over his jaw, the scarred side twitching. “We’ve got enough to rebuild without distractions.”

“You think I’m a distraction?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

He stared at her, and for a moment, everything between them—every fight, every kiss, every breathless second in the back of an ambulance, every whispered promise in the glow of engine lights—came crashing back with painful clarity.

“Yes,” he said simply. “I think you always were.”

That didn’t move her. She just picked up the folder and crossed to the whiteboard he kept tracking rebuild timelines. “I’m not here for you,” she repeated.

But he knew better. She wasn’t just here for the fire. Neither was he.

They worked in silence the rest of the afternoon, trading clipped words only when absolutely necessary. Sloane walked the site with her flashlight, snapping photos, asking tight-lipped questions of the crew, always staying professional. Always staying distant.

Gabe kept his head down and his hands busy. But his mind—his mind was burning.

That night, alone in his truck, he stared out across the lot. Her car was still parked by the edge, her silhouette visible in the makeshift office. She was reviewing something on her laptop, completely focused, brows drawn.

He told himself to start the engine, drive home, forget. But his fingers didn’t move.

The past had returned. Not in fire this time, but in steel.

And it was just beginning.



The next morning broke gray and cold. Gabe arrived before sunrise as usual, his thermos steaming beside him while he marked the blueprints for the day’s work. The first crew started arriving around six, half-asleep and dragging feet.

Then she walked in again.

This time, she carried two coffees.

She held one out. “Truce?”

He looked at her, then the cup, then back to her. “You bring this for peace or surveillance?”

“I brought it because I know how you like it. Black. No sugar. No cream.”

He hesitated, then took it.

She leaned against the table beside him. “I’ve got a theory on the fire. You want to hear it?”

He didn’t. But he nodded.

“Fire pattern’s weird,” she said. “Started at the edge of the foundation. That’s unusual. Someone knew where to hit it to cause maximum damage without drawing attention.”

“You think it’s someone local?”

“Could be. Or someone who knew the site plans. Maybe even worked it.”

Gabe exhaled. “So we’re looking at an inside job.”

“Possibly.”

He leaned back. “How the hell are we supposed to rebuild a town when the arsonist might be on the payroll?”

Sloane took a sip of her own coffee. “That’s why I’m here.”

He looked at her, really looked this time. She was tired. There were circles under her eyes, a tightness in her posture. She’d been running, too.

“Why’d you take the assignment?” he asked.

She looked out the window. “I didn’t know it was your site. At first.”

“And when you found out?”

Her jaw clenched. “I didn’t want to run from this.”

There was a pause, long and heavy.

“You did last time,” he said.

Sloane’s lips pressed together. “I made a mistake.”

He stared at her, searching for the lie. But there was none. Not this time.

Before he could respond, the site radio crackled with the foreman’s voice. “Gabe, we’ve got a situation on stack three. Come quick.”

He grabbed his gear. Sloane followed.

They jogged across the muddy stretch of the lot, boots splashing, to where two crew members were clustered around a pile of stacked drywall. One of the panels had been sprayed with something—charcoal-black letters, sharp and aggressive.

“STAY OUT OR BURN.”

Gabe’s blood turned ice.

Sloane stepped forward, snapping a photo. “This wasn’t here yesterday.”

“Then they were here last night,” Gabe muttered.

She met his gaze. “You still think I’m the only distraction?”

His fingers curled into fists. “No. Now we’ve got a different kind of fire to fight.”

And just like that, the past wasn’t the only thing chasing them anymore. The flames had returned. And this time, they were waiting for fuel.
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Chapter 2: Her Name on the Roster
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The office trailer smelled like wet paper and burnt coffee. Gabe stood just inside the door, his eyes glued to the dry-erase board listing the week’s assignments. It was barely past six a.m., dew still thick on the ground outside, but the weight in his gut told him sleep would remain elusive for the foreseeable future. He had reviewed the roster three times already. Still there. Still her name, printed in clean black marker in the unmistakable blocky handwriting of the site foreman.

S. Barrett – Site Safety & Investigation

He wasn’t sure what was worse—the shock of seeing her yesterday, or the cold, steady confirmation that she wasn’t going anywhere.

Boots pounded up the steps behind him. Luis, the assistant foreman, entered carrying two boxes of fresh hardware. The young guy gave Gabe a glance, followed it to the board, then cleared his throat. “You see the update?”

“I saw it.”

“Not gonna lie, man... when I heard Sloane Barrett was taking this case, I thought they were talking about a different Barrett. Small world, huh?”

Gabe didn’t respond. Luis set the boxes down with a thud and leaned on the edge of the table.

“You guys knew each other?” he asked, feigning innocence.

Gabe turned to him, his eyes sharp. “She’s here to investigate. That’s all.”

Luis held up his hands. “Hey, hey, none of my business. I’m just saying—it’s kind of wild. The arson crew gets a fire expert with a connection to the site lead. That’s TV drama level coincidence.”

“She’s not here for drama.”

Luis snorted. “Yeah, sure. But that whole ‘stay out or burn’ threat sprayed across stack three yesterday? That’s not normal, man.”

Gabe gritted his teeth. “You think I don’t know that?”

The younger man backed off. “All right. Just trying to help.”

By midmorning, the crew was hammering and framing along the northwest wing, rebuilding the corner of a duplex unit that had taken the worst of the structural damage in the blaze. Gabe kept his eyes on the work. Not the workers. Not the trailer where she sat reviewing files. Not the way her jacket moved when she walked—tight around the shoulders, efficient, military almost. Her posture had changed. Everything about her was more guarded, more calculated. But it was still Sloane.

She hadn’t approached him that morning, and he hadn’t gone to her. That unspoken tension hung between them, thick and unrelenting.

Midday rolled in on a low haze of mist. Gabe grabbed his hard hat and climbed the scaffold to check beam integrity along the upper frame. He preferred the heights. No questions up there. No ghosts.

From that vantage, he could see across the lot clearly. He spotted her down below, crouched near the chain-link perimeter, snapping photos of what looked like a melted pipe cap. Her hands moved carefully, professionally. She took notes. Marked something with a flag. And for the first time in a long time, he felt a pang—not of regret, but of remembering. What it felt like to trust her.

He climbed down and walked toward her before he could second-guess it.

“What did you find?”

She didn’t look up. “Fuel line was tampered with. Evidence suggests the fire was started at two points. Coordinated.”

“That’s... not amateur work.”

“No.” She straightened and finally met his eyes. “This wasn’t just some idiot with a grudge. Someone knew exactly how to hit this place to make it look accidental. Someone with knowledge of construction. Of recovery efforts.”

“You’re thinking inside job.”

“I’m thinking someone on your crew might not be who they say they are.”

Gabe folded his arms. “They’re all background checked.”

Sloane nodded. “Backgrounds can be faked.”

He sighed, staring past her at the half-built structures, their skeletons exposed to the wind. “So what now?”

“I need access to employee logs. Timecards. Contracts. Everything from the last six months.”

“That’s a lot of data.”

“I’ll go through it myself. Quietly. I won’t raise flags.”

He hesitated. “You know that puts you at risk. If someone sees what you’re doing—”

“Then I’ll handle it,” she interrupted, firm.

Gabe shook his head. “You always did run headfirst into danger.”

“Funny, coming from the guy who used to do it for a living.”

Her words landed like a slap. But before he could respond, her tone softened.

“I’m not trying to fight you, Gabe. I’m trying to stop someone from lighting another fire under your feet.”

He looked at her, really looked, and saw past the layers she’d built since the last time they stood face to face. She was afraid too. Not of the danger, but of what it meant to be here. With him. Again.

He gave a short nod. “You’ll have what you need.”

She turned back to her notes. “Thank you.”

Gabe walked away, his chest tight. This job wasn’t just a rebuild anymore. It was a warzone. And the enemy might be inside the camp.

Later that afternoon, he caught her in the trailer again, surrounded by files. She didn’t see him come in. Her brow furrowed as she read a line on a timecard, then picked up her phone and made a call.

“Yes, I’m looking for verification on a worker ID,” she said. “G. Lawson. Registered under Midstate Temp Agency.”

She paused, scribbled something.

“No, it doesn’t match? Are you sure?” Her voice dropped lower. “All right. Thanks for confirming.”

She hung up and whispered something under her breath.

Gabe spoke up. “What did you find?”

She jumped, then spun around. “Jesus, Gabe. You need a damn bell on you.”

He crossed his arms. “What’s wrong with Lawson?”

“He doesn’t exist. Or at least, he didn’t work for Midstate. The ID’s forged.”

“You think he lit the fire?”

“Too early to say. But I’m flagging him.”

“Do you know where he is now?”

Sloane’s eyes met his, sharp. “He didn’t show up to work this morning.”

Gabe’s stomach turned.

That night, the air hung heavy with unease. Rain threatened again, clouds pressing low over the rooftops. Gabe didn’t go home. He stayed in the trailer, reviewing logs, matching signatures, cross-checking names against records he didn’t trust anymore. Sloane sat across from him, the silence between them companionable now, focused.

Around eleven, she stood and stretched, rubbing her neck.

“You should sleep,” he said without looking up.

“So should you.”

“Can’t.”

She smiled faintly. “Some things never change.”

He finally looked at her. “Some things do.”

Their eyes held. Neither looked away.

And for the first time since the fire that ended everything, Gabe felt something stir deep in his chest. Something he thought had burned away. Hope.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the edges of the old siding.

The flame wasn’t dead. It never was. It had just been waiting. Waiting for a name to show up on a roster. And now, with Sloane back in his life, everything was about to ignite again.
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Chapter 3: The Burn That Started It All
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The fire hadn’t started with flames. It had started with friction—pressure built up over time, a tension no one noticed until it ignited everything. Gabe remembered the first time he heard the alarm. It wasn’t the loud, blaring kind that chased you out of bed. It was subtle, a slow crawling noise in the back of his head as he stood on the third floor of a half-finished residential tower. The smell had been faint at first. Electrical. Hot metal and scorched plastic. He’d been in the middle of a routine inspection when it hit him, that same instinct that had never once failed him during his firefighting career—the sense that something was wrong.

It was supposed to be an easy contract. Two more weeks of oversight and punch-list items before the property went to inspection and final clearance. Gabe had walked those halls enough to memorize every joint and joint line, every bolt in the frame. That day, he’d been distracted, but not careless. He hadn’t expected the smoke to curl from a vent. Not in a building cleared for power. Not on a dry circuit.

The explosion was sudden. Violent. A concussive boom that threw him back against a wall and stole his breath. He didn’t remember hitting the floor. Only the heat that followed. Flames climbing up insulation faster than he could crawl, the sting of melting metal, the scream of steel twisting above him. His helmet cracked when a beam came down beside him. His mask burned away in places. Then came the silence, black and absolute.

He woke two days later in the ICU, bandages tight around half his torso, lungs raw from inhalation. The right side of his face was gone, or at least it felt that way. Skin grafts followed. Physical therapy. Endless meetings with safety investigators, lawyers, and insurance representatives who asked more questions about negligence than about survival. They gave him forms to sign. Release waivers. Papers that stripped him of any obligation to return to active duty.

What they couldn’t take was the way that fire lived in his head. Even now, years later, he still felt the itch beneath his skin when he walked onto a site. The fire had taken more than flesh. It had stolen the part of him that believed he could save anyone—including himself.

And yet, here he was. Back on another job, with another risk threatening to unfold before him, this time slower, more calculated. Gabe walked the edges of the burned perimeter of the current site, where char lines still darkened the concrete. He crouched beside one of the flagged points Sloane had marked earlier that week, brushing soot away with a gloved hand. She’d been right. Whoever started this had known what they were doing.

He heard her footsteps before he saw her. She was getting better at walking quietly, but he still knew the rhythm. She came to a stop beside him and didn’t speak for a few seconds.

“You’re always first on site,” she said finally.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Still thinking about the spray tag?”

“I’ve seen threats before. This one feels personal.”

Sloane crouched beside him. “We still can’t locate Lawson. His phone was disconnected. Temp agency has no forwarding. I think he was never real.”

Gabe nodded, running his fingers along a melted seal. “How many other fake names you think are on that list?”

“Two. Maybe three. Enough to worry.”

He looked at her. “You think it’s a crew?”

“I think it’s someone who knows how to disappear. Someone who’s done this before.”

The wind picked up, carrying a faint whiff of old ash. It got in your teeth. Your lungs. You tasted it for days.

“How do you do it?” he asked suddenly.

Sloane raised an eyebrow. “Do what?”

“Walk into these places. Chase the fire after the fact. Doesn’t it... stay with you?”

She exhaled slowly. “Every time. But it’s not about me. It’s about what’s left behind.”

They stood in silence again, the kind of silence that only two people who’d survived something could share. Then she asked, “What really happened that day, Gabe? The fire that ended your career. It wasn’t just an accident, was it?”

His jaw tightened. “I told them everything I knew.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

He straightened, stepping back from the scorch mark. “What difference does it make?”

“A big one. Because this fire? It mirrors the pattern from your old case.”

He froze. “That report was sealed.”

“I pulled strings,” she said simply. “I needed to understand why this fire felt... familiar.”

Gabe stared at her, pulse thudding in his ears. “You had no right.”

“I had every right. You’re not just a witness here, Gabe. You might be the reason this whole thing started.”

The implication landed hard. She wasn’t accusing. Not directly. But she was drawing lines between past and present, and he knew damn well how dangerous that could be.

He looked away, voice low. “The fire that burned me? It wasn’t a fluke. There was tampering in the wiring. Someone altered the inspection logs. But no one wanted to hear that. They wanted a clean case.”

“So you took the blame?”

“I was the last person on-site. They had pictures. Timelines. They needed closure.”

Sloane looked at him for a long time. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You’d already left.”

She flinched. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s the truth.”

He turned and walked back toward the trailer, but her voice stopped him before he got far.

“Gabe. This fire... it’s tied to yours. I’m sure of it. And if we don’t figure out who’s behind it, someone else is going to get hurt.”

He didn’t respond. Just kept walking.

By the end of the day, another report landed on Sloane’s desk. The residue from one of the flagged spots came back positive for a slow-burn accelerant—proprietary, high-end. Not the kind you pick up at a hardware store. This was industrial. And it narrowed the suspect pool significantly.

She presented the findings to Gabe in the trailer that night, laying the lab results on the table beside him.

“This stuff’s used in oil rigs. Storage yards. Specialty demolition,” she said. “There’s no way someone got their hands on it without connections.”

Gabe nodded. “So we’re looking at professionals.”

“Or someone who used to be.”

His eyes narrowed. “Like a firefighter?”

“Like someone who used to be in fire services and knew how to cover their tracks.”

The theory sat between them like a live wire.

“I need access to your old case files,” she said. “The full ones. The ones you never turned in.”

“I don’t have them.”

She gave him a look.

He sighed. “They’re at my place. In a locked box.”

She nodded once. “I’ll come by tonight.”

He blinked. “No.”

“We don’t have time to dance around this, Gabe. You want to find who’s setting these fires? We need those files. And I need to ask you about every single page.”

His resistance faltered. Because she was right.

“Fine. But you get the files. Nothing else.”

“I’m not looking for anything else.”

That was a lie. They both knew it.

Night fell heavy and quiet. Gabe’s cabin sat on the edge of town, tucked behind a row of trees that used to offer privacy. Now they felt like a wall. He didn’t get many visitors. The place was clean, sparse—just the essentials. She stood in the doorway for a second after he opened the door, then stepped inside, brushing past him like she’d done it a hundred times before.

The box was in the hall closet. He set it on the table and opened it.

Sloane didn’t speak for the first few minutes, flipping through reports, diagrams, site photos. Her expression shifted slowly from curiosity to concern to anger.

“They knew exactly what they were doing,” she muttered. “And they pinned it on you.”

He didn’t reply.

She looked up. “You didn’t deserve this.”

“I survived.”

“That’s not the same as justice.”

He looked out the window. “It’s all I got.”

Sloane set the files down and crossed to him. “You never stopped being the guy who ran toward the fire, you know. You just changed how you did it.”

He turned toward her, their faces inches apart. “I stopped being that guy when I stopped believing I could save anyone.”

“You saved me,” she said softly.

His breath caught. “Not the way it counted.”

She didn’t move away.

And for the first time since the fire that started it all, Gabe let himself feel the burn of her presence, the heat that never left.

And maybe, just maybe, it was time to stop running from the flames.
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Chapter 4: Hard Hats & Soft Looks
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The next morning dawned with a haze of sunlight creeping through the clouds, casting long orange streaks across the concrete pads of the construction site. Gabe stood outside the trailer, hard hat under his arm, a lukewarm coffee in his other hand. The early crews were already arriving in pairs, yawning and laughing in that easy way men did when they’d not yet realized they might be in danger. He envied that kind of ignorance.

Sloane hadn’t said much when she left his cabin last night. She’d taken the files, promised to return them, and walked out like she hadn’t just stripped a layer off both of them. He hadn’t asked her to stay. He hadn’t stopped her either. Part of him knew they were balancing on the edge of something neither of them was ready to name again.

Luis came up beside him, nodding at the crew clocking in. “Looks like we’re short two guys again. Diaz and Shumway.”

“Again?” Gabe asked, already checking the list.

“Third day this week. You want me to follow up?”

“Already did,” came Sloane’s voice behind them.

They both turned. She stood in her field gear, clipboard in hand, sunglasses perched on her head. Her badge glinted in the light, but it was her eyes Gabe noticed—the shadows beneath them, the subtle set of her jaw. She hadn’t slept either.

“I checked with the agency,” she said. “Shumway was never officially assigned. And Diaz hasn’t responded to their last five check-ins. Both numbers are dead. No forwarding. They’re gone.”

Luis gave a low whistle. “That’s a hell of a coincidence.”

Gabe met Sloane’s gaze. “You think they’re part of this?”

She nodded slowly. “We’re building on a pile of secrets, Gabe. These guys aren’t just disappearing because they found better jobs. They’re running.”

He looked down the long stretch of half-framed buildings, the cranes standing still, the stacks of materials waiting for use. “Then we have to assume more of them could be plants. Or worse.”

“Already am,” she said.

The day wore on with a sharpness in the air. Every nail driven felt louder, every laugh more brittle. The crew felt it too. Whispers traveled faster than the drills, and by noon, the energy had changed. Gabe could sense it in the way people kept glancing at the perimeter, the way they avoided lingering too long in any one place.

At lunch, Gabe sat on the back steps of the trailer, chewing a sandwich more out of obligation than hunger. Sloane joined him, unwrapping a protein bar.

“You always eat like that?” he asked.

“Efficiently.”

“You used to eat actual food.”

“That was before I started tracking arsonists and sleeping in my car.”

He nodded, his tone quieter. “You okay?”

She looked at him, surprised by the question. “I don’t think I’ve been okay in a long time.”

He didn’t press
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