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      [image: kiss mark] “High-stakes wildfire danger + commanding fire chief + independent heroine + slow-burn heat that ignites under pressure.”

      When stubborn small‑town heiress Margaret refuses to abandon her crumbling mountain hall, she never expects the town’s gruff, alpha firefighter to become her biggest temptation—or her only chance at survival.

      Fire Chief Jason Harris is used to commanding flames, not surrendering to the fierce, independent woman who challenges his authority at every turn… until unseasonal wildfire winds trap them together and the heat between them burns hotter than the blaze.

      As smoke closes in and danger ignites, Margaret must decide if she’s brave enough to trust the possessive fire chief who swears he’ll protect her body, her town, and her heart—no matter what it costs.
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      By six o’clock that evening, I had learned three hard truths about inheriting a crumbling public building in a town like Brackenridge, lessons etched not just in my mind but deep in the anxious flutter of my heart.

      First: everyone flinched when you uttered the words hazardous structure, even if you delivered them softly, as if apologising to the very air for the truth they carried. It was a societal aversion, a collective denial of decay that made my task feel all the more Sisyphean.

      Second: Brackenridge possessed a sixth sense for impending trouble. Not the mundane way gulls unerringly located discarded fries, but with the primal instinct of smoke finding wind—swiftly, inevitably, and with no patience whatsoever for nuanced explanations. This town lived by its own elemental clock, indifferent to human schedules.

      And third—my most humiliating discovery of the day, a blow to my very core identity—my own relentless optimism, that unwavering beacon I’d always relied upon, was not the strongest force in this ancient, brooding forest. Here, nature commanded, and human will was merely a whisper.

      “Stop looking at it like it’s going to confess its sins,” Brownie—my assistant, my unofficial therapist, and the only soul capable of deciphering the glorious chaos I called a filing system—muttered from the passenger seat. She had the wry, capable expression of someone who’d long ago concluded the universe was utterly ridiculous and was simply waiting for everyone else to catch up. Her resilience often shamed my own burgeoning doubts.

      I stared at the building through the windshield of her car, the grimy glass a filter for my despair.

      The Old Exchange Hall squatted beside the main road like a tired, injured animal that had learned not to hope, its spirit broken just like its timber. Once, it had been a vibrant public property, the very heart of Brackenridge: community meetings, bustling workshops, a place where miners’ families traded gossip and hard-won bargains. Now, its roofline sagged like a defeated shoulder, and its windows gaped like missing, rotting teeth. Fallen boards lay half-buried in a silent bed of pine needles and dust, markers of a neglect that felt almost deliberate.

      “Hazardous structure,” I repeated automatically, the phrase feeling like a brand on my tongue, as if saying it aloud might somehow make it less true, or perhaps, simply more real.

      Brownie flinched.

      Of course she did. The sound was a sharp, unwelcome echo of my own inner wince.

      My fingers tightened around the folder resting on my lap, the crisp edges biting into my skin. The trust documents were printed neatly, the legal language sharp and unyielding—until you reached the part that mattered, the clause that always seemed to be underlined in the lawyers’ predatory eyes but never, ever in ink.

      Host a qualifying public event before the first hard frost, or risk municipal seizure.

      Only I hadn’t received this dubious inheritance until a few days ago, a cruel twist of timing, and Brackenridge, I was quickly learning, wasn’t exactly known for its forgiving timelines. The town—if you could even call it that; the empty stretches between decaying storefronts suggested something closer to a fading memory—had been hemorrhaging people, and life, for years. Now, they demanded a miracle from me by winter, a deadline that felt less like an opportunity and more like a cruel joke.

      Or perhaps, they simply wanted someone else to foot the enormous bill for repairs when, inevitably, I failed. The thought tasted bitter.

      Brownie leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, as if the very trees might be listening. “Tell me again why you chose Brackenridge over all the other options. The safer ones. The saner ones.”

      Because the other options weren’t surrounded by a forest so thick it swallowed cell service and silenced the frantic modern world. Because the other options didn’t feel like a chance to resurrect something truly worth keeping, not just a building, but a spirit. Because, in my stubborn, idealistic way, I’d always been the type of person who inexplicably mistook profound responsibility for personal salvation.

      Instead of answering, I tapped a page with the tip of my pen, the sound unnaturally loud in the car’s quiet interior. “I need to establish community access. Vendors. Workshops. A vibrant market.” The words were a mantra, a desperate prayer against the encroaching decay.

      Brownie grimaced, a theatrical twist of her lips. “You mean you need to convince a bunch of local people, all armed with sharpened opinions and even sharper memories, that you’re not going to set the place, or the entire ridge, on fire.”

      I didn’t correct her. There was no point. It wasn’t far off the mark, and her brutal honesty was often unnervingly accurate.

      There was a reason, I instinctively knew, the building came with an inspection requirement before any permit could be issued. There was a reason the trust insisted on it, a clause so specific it felt like the lawyers had been privy to some ancient secret, as if they’d known the building’s tragic story would eventually catch up with me.

      And there was a reason I could already feel—a hot, prickling sensation beneath my skin, beneath my carefully constructed stubbornness—that something in this ancient, watchful forest was about to start moving faster than any human schedule, faster than any permit process.

      Brownie glanced pointedly at the backseat, where my industrial-strength flashlight and a pair of heavy-duty safety gloves sat like an accusation. “Tell me you don’t keep meticulously detailed notes about local officials tucked away in your head.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      She made a noise. A skeptical, world-weary, small-town noise that cut through my denial. “Margaret.”

      My throat tightened, a sudden dryness. I instinctively reached for my pocket, then remembered it was empty. Of course it was. Brownie, with her infuriating knack for discovery, had found my green index card earlier that morning, tucked between the seat and the console of her car—the card where I’d scrawled, in bold, deeply unflattering strokes:

      Fire Chief Jason Harris: challenging. Not worthless.

      I'd meant it as a private, almost clinical, safety assessment, a mental note to prepare for an inevitable clash of wills.

      Brownie, however, had smirked at it, a knowing, almost predatory gleam in her eyes, as if she'd caught me pilfering cookies from the jar.

      “You liked something about him,” she’d accused, waving the card triumphantly, the green a shocking contrast against her fingers. “Admit it. You think he’s got potential. Romantic potential, perhaps?”

      “I was acknowledging a safety notification,” I’d snapped, forcing an air of crisp professionalism I didn’t entirely feel. “That’s all. Purely observational.”

      Brownie had not been satisfied by that answer. She never was. She believed every emotion, every fleeting thought, harbored a secret, often scandalous, agenda.

      Now, as we pulled into the town’s edge and the ancient, brooding trees thickened around the winding road, I tried desperately not to think about Jason Harris. My efforts were, predictably, futile.

      Fire chief meant competence. Unflinching, unwavering competence.

      Competence meant eyes. Penetrating, assessing eyes.

      Eyes meant he’d notice the subtle tremor in my hands, the way my confidence sometimes faltered, when I pretended I wasn’t frightened by the sheer, overwhelming scale of this undertaking. And, perhaps, he’d see past the pretense to the vulnerability beneath, a thought that brought an unwelcome flush to my cheeks.

      The Old Exchange Hall stood at the end of a cracked gravel lane, flanked by tall, stoic pines whose formidable trunks were marked with old, fading survey lines, ancient scars on ancient skin. The place looked abandoned in the poignant way old photographs often look staged—as if someone, long ago, had deliberately arranged the decay to ensure you never forgot what it once had been. It was beautiful, in a tragic, heartbreaking way.

      I stepped out of the car, and the air hit my face like a physical presence, dry and sharp like ancient parchment. The sky above was the pale, ethereal amber of early evening, and the wind, a restless spirit, carried a peculiar heat that felt utterly alien to the crisp promise of autumn.

      Not warmth, a gentle invitation. But heat. A dry, consuming heat that whispered of danger.

      It felt like the entire forest was holding a breath it didn’t quite know how to release. The air was pregnant with a quiet tension, a premonition that settled deep in my bones.

      Brownie gathered her keys, the jingle a small rebellion against the silence. “We really should get inside. You’ve got a council meeting tomorrow, followed by inspections that will likely be less than forgiving, and you can’t keep walking around pretending the roof is just… decorative. A charming design choice.”

      “I’m not pretending,” I argued, though even to my own ears, the words sounded weak.

      “You are,” she said, her voice laced with an exasperated affection, then pointed toward a gaping maw in the roofline. Birds had nested there, yes, but something else—something that looked too clean, too precise to be mere years of neglect—had scratched at the ancient wood beneath, leaving fresh, raw wounds. It was like a premonition of disaster.

      I stared at the fresh damage, a sudden cold dread washing over me, then forced myself to exhale, trying to project a calm I didn't feel.

      “Brownie,” I said, attempting to steady my voice, to inject it with a leadership I was desperate to embody. “Get your flashlight. And your most impenetrable skepticism. We’re going in.”

      She rolled her eyes, but a faint smile played on her lips as she obeyed, the click of the flashlight a small, determined beacon against the encroaching gloom.

      Inside, the hall assaulted the senses with an overwhelming cocktail of scents: the musty tang of dust, the deep, earthy aroma of old timber, and a faint, acrid mineral bite—the lingering ghost of extinguished fires. The floorboards were treacherously uneven, warped and buckled by moisture that had long since vanished. In the corner, a half-collapsed wall exposed brickwork that had once been pristine white, a symbol of civic pride.

      Now, it was the melancholic colour of weak, forgotten tea.

      I moved carefully, a methodical precision guiding my steps, the way you tread when you don’t want a crumbling structure to realize you’re paying far
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