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        @ryan_smith: you had ONE job.

        

        @lindseyann: the silence is saying everything tbh

      

      

      

      SWAYZE

      Forty-three hours without sleep. Three continents. Four airports.

      The state highway wound through the Appalachian Mountains of western North Carolina in long, patient curves, carrying me through the tail end of an autumn I’d missed from the other side of the equator. Maples gone copper and gold, ridgelines soft with haze. Six weeks ago, I’d pulled up this same route on my laptop in a rented flat in Auckland and felt something click into place the way things sometimes did. That low hum of yes, this one. I’d found Gibson Hollow through a post by Kella Harmon, the romance novelist with the football-player husband, who’d been documenting the town’s rebuild after a catastrophic flood. The need was real, the cause was good, and the mountains were beautiful. I’d booked the rental the same afternoon.

      That was six weeks ago. Before.

      I didn’t let myself finish the thought. There was a long list of things I wasn’t letting myself finish right now, and thinking about Before was at the top of it. The plan had been to show up and find the most useful thing I could do, the way I always had, in dozens of countries, for going on six years. Show up. Pay attention. Figure out where to point the platform.

      Except I didn’t have a platform anymore.

      The GPS sent me on a chip-sealed county road up the mountain. My eyes felt like someone had filled them with sand. My body had stopped registering hunger somewhere over the Pacific and moved straight into a kind of hollow, distant nausea. I passed a dozen houses in various states of repair, the fresh lumber and tarped rooflines evidence of the flood and the long climb back from it. Everywhere held the exhaustion of a place still mid-recovery.

      The rental had promised a wide front porch and a mountain view. I’d imagined sitting out there with tea, figuring out what came next. I was still holding onto that. Thirty-six hours of sleep, a hot shower, and a porch. In that order. Everything else could wait.

      I focused bleary eyes on the road ahead, searching for a mailbox proclaiming 1837. The eclectic collection of vehicles crowding driveways—trucks and SUVs and the occasional sensible sedan—reminded me that it was Thanksgiving Day. My own family was three hours east in Eden’s Ridge, gathered at my sister Paisley’s place. Not one of them knew I was back in the country, let alone close enough to join them for Mama’s famous spread. I intended to keep it that way until I had some version of a plan, or at least until I could say the words out loud without my voice doing something embarrassing. Avoiding that particular confrontation was worth missing out on turkey and dressin’ and Mama’s to-die-for sweet potato casserole with the pecan streusel topping.

      1524 flashed by and I slowed to a crawl, scanning for driveways among the dense clusters of trees lining both sides of the narrow road.

      “1701. 1748.” I glanced across to the other side of the road and finally spotted 1837 on a mailbox that had lost its battle with rust and was listing hard to one side.

      Huh. Maybe they’d had a spate of bored teenagers hurling pumpkins at Halloween or something equally destructive. That sort of thing had happened back home in Georgia when I’d been growing up. Idiot teenagers with too much time on their hands, looking for something to entertain themselves in a small town where nothing much ever happened.

      “You have reached your destination,” the GPS announced in its emotionless drone.

      I turned into the gravel driveway, which was narrower than I’d expected. Trees pressed close on both sides, branches reaching overhead to form a canopy, so I eased my way down the rutted drive at a crawl, trying to enjoy the romantic sense that I was entering my own personal Shangri-La tucked away from the world. That was exactly right, wasn’t it? I was in desperate need of a haven. A safe place to hide from the world and all its judgmental eyes.

      I emerged from the tunnel of overhanging trees and slammed hard on the brakes as the house came into full view.

      This was not the house from the online listing. Instead of the pristine white clapboard farmhouse that had drawn me in with its promise of cozy furniture and welcoming rocking chairs on a wraparound porch, I was looking at its horror movie cousin. Paint peeled from almost every visible surface in long, curling strips. The porch itself sagged in the middle, with one decorative eave gaping open like a gap-toothed grin. The landscaping was scraggly and overgrown at best, and outright dead and brown in many places, as if no one had touched it in months.

      “This is absolutely not happening,” I muttered, gripping the steering wheel tighter.

      I rolled the car closer, glancing around the barren yard, which was little more than packed dirt with patches of struggling grass. The stunning mountain view that had sold me on renting this particular house was nowhere to be found, blocked by overgrown trees. The only reason I didn’t immediately throw the car in reverse and turn around, certain it was all some terrible mistake, was that I spotted the distinctive garden gnome lock box sitting on the porch beside the sagging screen door, right where the check-in instructions had promised it would be. Parking in one of the bare dirt spots I assumed was designated for that purpose, I thumbed open the rental app on my phone with shaking fingers and found the lock box code in the confirmation email.

      “Right. Only thing to do is check it out.”

      I dragged myself from the car on unsteady legs and crossed the patchy yard to the chipped ceramic gnome. I dialed in the four-digit code with deliberate care and heard a satisfying snick. A tarnished brass key fell out into my waiting palm.

      So, not a mistake after all. An outright bait and switch.

      Squeezing my eyes closed against the sting of exhausted tears, I breathed out slowly. “Maybe the inside will be better. Maybe it’s just the exterior that needs work.”

      The inside was decidedly not better.

      The sofa sagged dramatically in the middle, dark stain spreading across the faded floral slipcover. The armchairs looked excavated from someone’s attic circa 1971 and left to fossilize. Harvest gold appliances. Chipped laminate. When I cracked the oven door, a scorched black bubble of something unidentifiable stared back at me from the bottom rack, and I shut it again. Shag carpeting in the back rooms, the transition marked in silver duct tape. The bathroom had rust stains that suggested years of patient neglect, and the air held a damp, musty undertone that made me wonder if they’d ever fully dried out after the flood.

      The bedroom was at least marginally clean.

      In six years and across six continents I had never encountered a more brazen misrepresentation of a rental property.

      I sat down on the edge of the dented mattress. Outside, the light was going gold and thin the way it did at the end of a November afternoon. My stomach gave an insistent growl of protest that I hadn’t eaten anything resembling real food in longer than I could remember.

      “I will find you something. Anything edible. And then we’re sleeping for a solid day,” I muttered. “I promise.”

      I was so bone-deep exhausted I was negotiating out loud with my own stomach. Clearly a sign that what I actually needed, before food or sleep or anything else, was to hear a friendly voice.

      I pulled out my phone and called Sophie.

      She picked up on the second ring. “Hey, you.” Her familiar Scottish burr did something immediate to the back of my throat.

      I could picture her exactly, settled into her favorite chair in the library of Ardinmuir Castle, Connor’s ridiculous ancestral home, its stone walls and drafty corridors somehow the coziest place I’d ever been. I glanced around the water-stained ceiling, the peeling wallpaper, the harvest gold appliances visible through the doorway. The contrast was almost funny. Almost.

      “Are you there yet?”

      “I made it.” I looked around the room. “The house is a disaster. Like, genuinely uninhabitable levels of misrepresentation.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “It’s fine. I’m going to sleep here tonight and deal with it tomorrow when I have functional brain cells.” I paused. “I just needed to hear a friendly voice.”

      A beat of silence. Sophie knew. I hadn’t told her much—hadn’t been able to get the words in the right order yet—but she knew enough. She didn’t push.

      “I’m glad you called,” she said. “How are you doing? Really?”

      “I’m forty-four hours without sleep and sitting on a mattress that has a person-shaped dent already worn into it by some previous poor bastard.” I pressed the heel of my hand against my eye socket.

      She made a sympathetic sound. In the background I heard the particular creak of that library chair, the distant echo of stone floors, and felt a pang for the version of myself who had last sat in that castle. The one who’d somehow managed to see that Connor had always been half in love with Sophie and that Sophie, quiet and fierce, felt exactly the same. That Swayze had meddled cheerfully and shamelessly until he’d pulled his head out of his ass, and had felt entirely pleased with herself about it.

      That felt like someone else’s life now. Someone who still believed she knew how to make things better.

      “Ask me again when I’ve slept,” I said.

      “Deal.” A pause, softer. “You’re going to be okay, Swayze.”

      I didn’t answer that. Couldn’t quite yet.

      “Get some sleep,” she said. “Call me whenever you surface, aye?”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed. “Tell Connor I said hi.”

      “I will. And Swayze—I mean it. You’re going to be okay.”

      I ended the call and sat there another moment in the failing light, in the dented bed, in the wrong house, at the end of the longest day of my life.

      Then I trudged back outside to the car to drag in my overstuffed suitcases.
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      “Here, let me get you a piece of this chess pie.”

      As I watched Vivian Maddox plate up a slice for my grandmother, who was two people ahead of me in the dessert line, all I could think was that my big brother, Bodie, and his bride had pulled off a literal miracle.

      Evidence surrounded me on all sides in the trailing array of tables and seating set up all through Grandma Elsie’s house to accommodate the usual massive contingent of Gibson relatives and all the members of the Maddox clan who’d elected to join us in breaking bread and giving thanks over turkey and a football field’s worth of cornbread dressin’. And if there were a handful of Maddox kin who were clinging to the lore of the blood feud that had been running between our families for more than a century and a half? Well, they were in the minority and hardly mattered anymore.

      Emmaline and Bodie had carved this truce out of equal parts stubbornness and love—the kind of love that weathered storms and defied generations of bitterness. The kind that made a man believe in second chances and fresh starts, even when the odds were stacked so high against you that any sane person would’ve thrown in the towel before the first round.

      And standing here, watching them at the table together, her hand occasionally brushing his arm in that unconscious way people in love had, him leaning over to whisper something low and private that made her smile that soft, secret smile that was meant for him and him alone—well, I wasn’t too ashamed to admit that seeing them together like this, quietly happy in a way that ran bone-deep, hit me square in the feels every single damn time. Made something in my chest get tight and tender all at once.

      They’d fought for this. For each other. For the right to build something new out of the ashes of old grudges and ancient hurts.

      Oakleigh elbowed me in the gut. “Dad, you’ve got that look again.”

      I hooked a comfortable arm around my daughter’s slim shoulders. “Which look is that, Twig?”

      “The super sappy one that usually means you’re about to give a speech that’ll embarrass me.”

      Grinning, I pulled her into a loose headlock and pressed a smacking kiss to the top of her head, which I’d have sworn was an inch higher than last month. “First, it is my sworn right as your father to embarrass you at any and all opportunities. Second, I already gave my two cents about what I’m thankful for, so you’re safe for the immediate future.”

      She did some duck and twist move that told me she’d been hanging out with her Uncle Dean, who’d been training her how to get out of headlocks since he left the Marines. Useful for when she started dating after forty. Less helpful for single-combatant noogie delivery.

      Free from my grasp, she pointed two fingers at her eyes, then at me. “I’m watching you.”

      I knew that face. It usually meant Nerf-fueled retaliation. Because that was how Gibsons settled arguments, and my girl was a well-trained master of foam marksmanship at nearly twelve. So when we made it to the dessert table, and she grabbed a slice of pecan, a slice of chess, and went for trifle, I had to deploy the Dad-stare.

      “Twig.”

      She batted long-lashed, innocent brown eyes she’d totally gotten from her mom. “What? It would be rude not to try everybody’s. In the name of the end of the feud.”

      I folded my arms and continued to stare, deeply unimpressed with this argument.

      Oakleigh just lifted her chin. Fearless, my kid.

      Our standoff got interrupted as Blair Young—my sister from another mister—called out, “Hey, Emmaline, why aren’t you drinking?”

      That had the predictable effect of stopping all conversation like a record screech.

      Emmaline blinked for a few long moments like a deer in the headlights before taking a long breath. “I… can’t.” The words came out so softly, I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right. Then she tried again. “We can’t.”

      The house exploded with immediate joy from everyone in attendance. Grandma Elsie immediately started planning for the new grandbaby. Blair and our Uncle Dee began some kind of impromptu jig. Our other siblings immediately began tossing out name suggestions and questions about due dates and baby showers in a big, happy jumble, one on top of another.

      Through it all, Bodie just stared down at his wife, eyes full of all the things he wasn’t apt to say out loud. Then a slow, delighted smile spread over his face, and he kissed her like there weren’t upwards of thirty people in this house right now.

      A new baby. The next Gibson grandchild. For all these years, it had just been Oakleigh—because I’d gotten started on that by total accident when Lisa and I lost our virginity on prom night senior year and became the cautionary tale that condoms weren’t invincible to all my siblings coming after. Bodie and Emmaline had done things in the right order—mostly—being grown ass adults who’d gotten married first. Now they were predictably getting started on the next generation.

      A weird stab of something that wasn’t exactly jealousy slid through my chest, settling somewhere in the vicinity of my heart. Yearning, maybe. Longing for something I couldn’t quite name. I wanted more kids. Hell, I’d always wanted more. As one of eight, I’d grown up in a big, messy, chaotic family where there was always someone to talk to, always someone getting into trouble, always noise and laughter and life happening all around me. I’d always wanted a family of my own—a house full of kids and all the beautiful chaos that came with it. But while we remained best friends and fantastic co-parents, Lisa and I hadn’t been meant to last like that, not in the romantic sense. And in the years since, I simply hadn’t found anyone else worth taking a chance on. I wasn’t willing to upend my daughter’s life, to bring someone into our established rhythm and routine, for anything less than The One. Oakleigh would always be the center of my world, and I refused to settle for less than she deserved in a potential stepmother.

      Remembering our dessert standoff, I turned to look for my kid, only to find she’d entirely disappeared. Of course she’d take advantage of the distraction to abscond with all three desserts. And knowing her, she’d have all of it wiped out before I tracked her down again.

      Right. I’d have the peppermint tea and ginger ale ready to go for when that decision inevitably came back to haunt her at two in the morning.

      The phone clipped to my belt began to ring. One glance at the readout told me it was dispatch. “Sorry, y’all. On call.” The apology was automatic, though nobody was paying a bit of attention to me. I stepped into the kitchen. “Gibson.”

      “Got a report that the McCready place is on fire. Team’s already on the way, but you’re closer.”

      The words tripped me into work mode. “Understood. Details about the size of the blaze?”

      “Unclear at this time.”

      “I’ll meet the team there.”

      I ended the call and strode back into the front of the house. “Got a call. The McCready place is on fire.”

      “Oh, my God.” Blair covered her mouth. “I saw a car turning in there when we drove by this afternoon.”

      For half a second, I closed my eyes. Just a month ago, I’d warned Bodie that the current owners had been trying to pull some shady shit with the online listing. I’d expected trouble, but more like a dispute between the renter and the owner. Not this.

      “Damn it. I was hoping the new tenant hadn’t showed up yet.” I’d assess on scene. “The rigs are en route. I’m meeting them there—I’m closest. Oak, you’re staying here.”

      “We’ve got her,” my sister Alia assured me.

      “Stay safe, son,” Dad insisted.

      I was already out the door, bolting for my truck. My daughter was covered, and I knew someone in the family would take care of the dog if this kept me out late.

      The old McCready place was barely more than a mile from Grandma Elsie’s house, and I took the winding mountain road as fast as I dared. I spotted the dark billow of smoke well before I turned into the narrow, tree-choked drive—thick, rolling clouds that churned upward into the darkening sky like some angry god. The flicker and flare of flame greeted me as I bumped into the yard, my truck jolting over ruts and overgrown grass. The wreck of a house was well on the way to being fully involved, with an origin point that appeared to be somewhere toward the back side, judging by the way the flames were eating their way forward through the structure.

      A single unfamiliar sedan was parked slightly away from the house. A quick visual scan showed me no one in the yard, no one stumbling away from the blaze or calling for help. This renter either wasn’t at home or was trapped inside. Given the place was going up like tinder, I didn’t dare wait on my team to arrive to check. Parking well away from the structure, I dragged on my gear and radioed the inbound engine.

      “This is Gibson. I’m on scene at the McCready fire.” I reeled off a quick status report.

      “We’re five minutes out,” came the crackled response.

      “Understood. Going in to check for survivors.”

      I pulled on my SCBA, the mask settling into place with a familiar hiss, and hustled toward the porch. Cinders rained down over me as I pounded up the stairs, and a board gave way beneath my boot on the last step with a sickening crack. I hurled myself sideways, narrowly avoiding going through up to my thigh, my heart hammering as I caught my balance. Silently cursing anyone who thought this piece of shit had been habitable before the fire, I broke down the door with a solid kick.

      The living room was engulfed, the furniture flaring with that particular burn of materials that were more chemicals than anything else—synthetic fabrics and cheap foam that sent up toxic plumes. I scanned the floor, moving steadily through the room, hunting for signs of anyone, any sign of life. A massive suitcase lay tipped over on its side, open and spilling out its contents like they’d been under pressure. Or maybe someone had searched it in a hurry, looking for something before setting the place on fire? Was this an arson? The question lodged itself in the back of my mind even as I kept moving.

      Finding no one in the living room or kitchen, I made my way down the hall, my boots heavy on the floor. The ancient shag carpet was already smoking, wisps of gray rising from the matted fibers. I tried the first door, shouldering it open. A bathroom. No one was huddled in the tub, but there were toiletries on the counter—a toothbrush and one of those clear airline-sized bags full of travel stuff. Someone had definitely been staying here. Backing out, I continued down the hall, my breath loud in my ears through the mask.

      The next door belched flame when I kicked it open, a roaring gust of heat and orange that forced me back a step. I jerked back, feeling the heat even through my protective gear, the intensity of it like a physical blow. As I was able, I crept forward, squinting against the brightness. I couldn’t tell what the room was, only that it was entirely in flames, the walls and ceiling already collapsing in on themselves.

      “Hello! Is anybody in here? Fire department!” I shouted.

      But the only answer was a woosh that told me the fire had hit the attic space, the sound like a living thing drawing breath, and my window for finding anyone in here was rapidly closing.
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      Something nudged me from the deep, jet-lag-fueled sleep I’d fallen into—some sound or shift in the air that my exhausted brain couldn’t quite identify. Even in a state of semi-consciousness, my head ached with that dull, persistent throb that came from too little sleep and too much stress, so I just curled my fist tighter around the covers and pressed my face deeper into the pillow, willing myself back under. It didn’t stop the coughing fit that dragged me the rest of the way to waking, my chest seizing with violent spasms that tore up my throat.

      My eyes watered from the hacking cough and from something acrid in the air—something sharp and chemical that burned the back of my nose and made my lungs rebel.

      Smoke?

      I fought to see clearly through the haze that had transformed my borrowed bedroom into something unrecognizable and spotted the lick of orange flames dancing across the far wall, spreading with terrifying speed. They crawled up the faded wallpaper like living things, consuming everything in their path.

      Terror banished the last of sleep as I rolled off the bed and onto the floor with a crash that knocked the wind out of me. The bedding trapped my legs in a twisted cocoon, and I fought to free myself, yanking and kicking at the sheets with growing desperation. My limbs were heavy and uncooperative, sluggish from sleep and the smoke filling my lungs, but eventually I kicked loose and began to crawl toward the bedroom door.

      A quick touch of the panel had me jerking my hand back with a hiss of pain. Hot. Too hot. The metal doorknob had to be scalding on the other side. No getting out that way.

      Refusing to give in to the panic trying to claw up my throat like a living thing, I kept low, looking around for options through the thickening smoke. There was a window on the other side of the room, its curtains already starting to smolder at the edges. If I had to, I could grab a lamp or something—anything—and break through the glass. The fall might hurt, but at least I’d be alive.

      Smoke thickened as I made slow, crawling progress back around the bed, dodging hotspots already smoking on the shag carpet, little circles of orange ember eating through the ugly brown fibers. Breathing got harder with every passing second, each inhalation a struggle that left me dizzy, but I pushed on. I had to get out. I kept my focus on the window like it was a lifeline. One foot of progress. Three. The glass seemed impossibly far away.

      With a mighty groan that sounded like the house itself was screaming, something broke free from the ceiling and crashed down in front of me in an explosion of sparks and burning debris. On a shriek that tore at my already raw throat, I hurled myself backward, away from the burning beam that now blocked my path. My route to the window was cut off completely. Even as I processed that, the bed caught fire, going up in a rush of heat and flame that would’ve caught me just five minutes ago if I’d still been sleeping.

      But it didn’t matter. Because I had no way out. There was no bathroom attached to this room. No way to reach water, no wet towels to press over my face. No exit. Nothing I could use to try to get through the door and fight my way down the hall through what had to be an inferno by now. I was going to die in this shithole rental. And honestly, that was just a perfect end after my entire career had gone up in flames in a different kind of fire.

      At least the universe was sticking to a theme.

      Would the smoke take me out before the flames reached me? The way my head swam, the way the edges of my vision had started to go dark and spotty, told me there was a very real possibility I’d simply pass out and never wake up. That seemed a far better alternative than being conscious while burning to death.

      The bedroom door burst open with a crash that shook the walls. At the sound, I flinched back, wondering if there’d be some spurt of flame, like a dragon’s breath roaring through the opening. But instead of death incarnate, I saw a firefighter in full gear, his helmet reflecting the orange glow, his face obscured behind protective equipment that made him look almost alien.

      I managed to lift an arm—to reach out to him? To shield my face from the intense blast of heat that had come with him opening that door? I wasn’t sure anymore.

      He came forward without hesitation, moving through the flames like they were nothing more than an inconvenience, scooping me up and over one shoulder in a practiced motion before turning to hustle back the way he’d come. My body folded against him like I weighed nothing at all.

      God, it was hotter up here, away from the floor where I’d been crawling. I felt my skin screaming in protest as he moved through the hellscape of the burning house, every second an eternity of heat and smoke and the roar of flames consuming everything around us.

      Then we were outside in the blessedly clearer air, the cool breeze hitting my face like salvation.

      He cleared what was left of the porch—the boards crumbling and smoking beneath his boots—just as a pair of firetrucks rolled in, their sirens cutting through the falling night.

      Sound was muffled, my ears ringing, as he eased me safely down into the scraggly grass of the front yard, but I could tell he was snapping some kind of orders at the people rushing toward us. One of the other firefighters hurried over with a medical bag and an oxygen tank. She slipped a mask over my face with gentle hands, and I breathed in, grateful as the clean, pure air filled my abused lungs, pushing out the smoke I’d been inhaling.

      My rescuer squatted down beside me, his face level with mine now. “Is there anyone else in the house?” Urgency underlined the calm tone.

      Another coughing fit overtook me, wracking my body with violent shudders as I shook my head, trying to communicate that I was alone, that no one else would die tonight because of this disaster.

      He turned away and returned to orders, his voice carrying authority as he directed the organized chaos. Men and women in full gear spilled out of the trucks like ants from a disturbed hill, dragging hoses and starting water like some well-oiled machine that had performed this dance a thousand times before. Most of the attention was on the house, already fully engulfed, the flames reaching toward the darkening sky, but some of them aimed for the trees that surrounded the property, their branches too close to the inferno. God, was it fire season here? I didn’t know. But certainly, after a flood, they couldn’t be prepared to deal with wildfires if the trees caught fire, too. This town had been through enough already.

      I sat in the grass, the oxygen mask cool against my face, and watched my temporary home collapse in on itself. The firefighters had the blaze contained now—no spreading to the surrounding trees, no danger to neighboring properties—but the house itself was a lost cause. Flames still licked through the skeleton of the structure, illuminating what remained of the walls, the roof gone entirely. Smoke billowed into the darkening sky in thick, choking plumes.

      My suitcase was in there. The one I’d dragged through three airports and a twelve-hour layover at LAX. My laptop with all my design files, backed up to the cloud but still—gone. The few things I’d grabbed when I’d fled my apartment in Auckland, the remnants of a life I’d been building on the other side of the world.

      Not that any of it mattered. Not really.

      A hysterical laugh bubbled up in my chest, turning into another cough that had me hunching forward as the female paramedic—Cho, according to the name on her uniform—rubbed circles on my back with one gloved hand.

      “Easy. Just breathe. Nice and slow.”

      I nodded, but the absurdity of it all crashed over me in waves. Two days ago, I’d been in New Zealand, watching my career implode in real-time across every social media platform. The brand I’d championed, the eco-friendly skincare line I’d promoted to my half-million followers, turned out to be using child labor in its supply chain. The exposé had gone viral within hours. My inbox had exploded with vitriol, my follower count dropping like a stone thrown from a cliff.

      I’d made a formal reply. An apology. Even then, I’d watched the follower counts plummet further, the hate comments multiplying, and I’d just bailed. Turned comments off wherever I could, and pretended the email address attached to those accounts simply didn’t exist. I’d just walked away from every platform where my name had once meant something. I’d considered nuking everything, but that felt too much like an acknowledgment of guilt, and it would have been erasing my life for the past six years. From there, I’d packed what I could fit into two suitcases, grateful that at least I’d already booked a one-way ticket back to the States weeks ago, before everything had fallen apart. Grateful, too, that I’d already pre-paid for this rental in Gibson Hollow, a decision I’d made when I’d still believed I was coming here for the right reasons.

      I hadn’t originally planned to come here to hide like a wounded animal seeking shelter. I’d come here to help, to volunteer with the community rebuild projects, to do something meaningful with my platform before it had all gone up in flames—metaphorically then, literally now.

      But this place was small enough, remote enough, tucked away in the mountains where hardly anyone would recognize me, that maybe, just maybe, I could disappear for a while. Fade into obscurity and figure out what came next, who I was supposed to be when I wasn’t Swayze Parish, influencer extraordinaire.

      And now? Now I had nothing. No career, no reputation, no home, no belongings beyond the clothes on my back—pajamas, because of course I’d been sleeping—and whatever was still in the car. If the car had even survived.

      The firefighters moved with efficiency, their voices calling to each other over the roar of water and the groan of the collapsing structure. My rescuer stood near one of the trucks, his helmet off now, revealing dark hair plastered to his head with sweat. He gestured as he spoke to another firefighter, his profile sharp against the glow of the dying fire.

      He’d saved my life. Charged into a burning building without hesitation and carried me out like some kind of action hero before even the rest of the team had arrived. Why had he even been here before them?

      I pulled the oxygen mask away from my face, my breathing steadier now, though my throat still felt like I’d gargled broken glass.

      “You should keep that on a little longer.” The paramedic’s tone was gentle.

      I ignored her, watching as the house gave one final shudder and what remained of the roof collapsed with a shower of sparks and a sound like thunder.

      There went everything.

      I dropped my head into my hands and tried very hard not to cry.
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      The first line we laid bought us less than two minutes.

      That was the thing about mountain properties—no hydrants, no endless supply of water. What we rolled in with was what we had until the tankers made the climb. The fire had already chewed through the roofline by the time the second engine cleared the bend, flames punching up into the dark like they had something to prove.

      “Engine Two, set up shuttle at the turnout. I want tankers staged there. Keep my access clear.”

      I didn’t have to raise my voice. Everyone knew the rhythm. We’d run this drill enough times in theory. Theory just didn’t usually come with this much heat.

      “Primary search clear,” came the call over the radio.

      Good.

      That took one variable off the board.

      Water pressure stabilized as the first tanker dumped into the portable tank near the road. Lines recharged. Steam exploded in thick white sheets as we pushed into the structure again, knocking back the stubborn pockets that flared up behind compromised walls. What was left of them.

      “Power’s cut at the pole,” Harvey reported.

      “Copy. Watch that east wall. It’s soft.”

      The roof sagged with an ugly, groaning sound that made the hair rise along the back of my neck. I didn’t wait for it to decide for me.

      “Pull interior. Defensive only. She’s done.”

      Nobody argued. We transitioned to exterior attack, holding the line long enough to keep the fire from walking into the treeline. Last thing this town needed was brush fire on top of flood recovery.

      It took another half hour to beat the thing into submission.

      Not save it.

      Just to make sure it couldn’t hurt anyone else.

      Overhaul was slower. Dirtier. Less dramatic. We pulled ceiling, chased glow, drowned hot spots that hissed and spit like they resented us.

      I stepped back long enough to key the radio. “Notify county fire investigator. Likely electrical origin. No visible signs of multiple points.”

      “Copy.”

      Secondary search confirmed clear.

      Utilities secured.

      Fire watch assigned.

      By the time Chief Carney rolled in, the place had been reduced to a smoking skeleton. I walked him through burn patterns and probable origin, pointing out the heaviest damage along the interior wall where bad wiring had likely done what bad wiring did best.

      When I’d finished the update, I said, “You’ve got command.”

      He nodded.

      He studied the structure for another second, then flicked his gaze toward the yard. “Go see about your save.”

      I didn’t correct him.

      Command transferred.

      And for the first time since I’d forced that bedroom door, I let myself look fully at the woman I’d carried out.

      She sat on the tailboard, wrapped in a thermal blanket, oxygen mask still on her face. Chunks of caramel brown hair had pulled free of a braid and hung limp around her pale face. She stared at the smoking rubble of the house, but I wasn’t sure she really saw it. No doubt the shock had hit by now. Since Jess hadn’t called in transport to get her to the nearest hospital forty minutes away, I had to assume she was physically stable. I strode over to confirm that for myself.

      “Hey, Cho, she good?”

      Jess nodded. “No major injuries. Some smoke inhalation, as expected, and a few minor burns, but otherwise surprisingly okay. You got her out in time.”

      Small mercies. That was probably the only good news of the night. The place was a total loss, along with everything that had been inside. The car had some blistering on the hood from heat, but had otherwise survived. If she’d just arrived in town, maybe she hadn’t unloaded everything. But I remembered that big ass suitcase.

      I tugged off my helmet and scraped a hand through my sweaty hair as I crouched in front of the woman. “Hey there. I’m Colter. What’s your name?”

      She blinked long-lashed eyes and seemed to struggle to focus on me.

      Exhaustion or some kind of head trauma?

      Her pupils were huge, swallowing up the color of her eyes. But they did seem reactive as she finally zeroed in and managed to speak. “Swayze. Swayze Parish.”

      “Is there anybody we can call for you, Swayze?”

      She shook her head with a vehement jerk that made her wince and squeeze her eyes shut for a moment. After all that smoke, she probably had one banger of a headache brewing. But in that instant, visceral denial roused my protective instincts in a way I hadn’t expected. Was there somebody abusive in her world that she was running from? Was that what was behind her leasing a place sight unseen, doing the whole transaction online without ever laying eyes on it first? Moving in on a major holiday when she had to know no one else would be around to help if something went wrong?

      Her face held a pallid, exhausted expression, sallow in the harsh glare of the work lights, like she hadn’t slept well in ages. The shadows under those wide eyes looked like bruises. Well, I could at least help give her a safe place to land tonight, somewhere she could rest without fear.

      “Look, there’s currently no hotel in town,” I said gently.

      Her already bowed shoulders slumped further at that declaration, the silver blanket crinkling as she seemed to fold in on herself even more. I rushed to add, “But we’ll see you have somewhere to stay. You won’t be left out in the cold.”

      “What? Is someone really going to open their house to a complete stranger on Thanksgiving?” The underlying sarcasm in her hoarse voice told me exactly how likely she believed that outcome to be. Like the very idea was absurd, impossible in whatever world she’d come from.

      “That’s exactly what’s going to happen,” I assured her. “My grandmother has already made up a bed for you.”

      More like Grandma Elsie kept one made up at all times for any given circumstance that might arise. Even before the devastating flood last year that had displaced half the hollow, there’d been plenty of opportunity to help people out for one reason or another. Stranded travelers, folks down on their luck, family passing through. We were Gibsons. Taking care of people was what we did, had always done. I knew she’d be happy to help Swayze out for the night—probably for as long as it took to get her back on her feet.

      Swayze blinked at me again, those huge pupils making her appear dazed and uncertain. “Your… grandmother?”

      “Yeah, she’s just up the road a ways. We’ll see you get a good night’s sleep, some food in your belly, and help you start dealing with everything else tomorrow when you’ve had a chance to rest.”

      Her lips pulled into a confused frown, a crease forming between her brows. “Why would she… or you… do any of that for me?”

      Suspicious. I couldn’t blame her for that reaction. Most places weren’t as community oriented as Gibson Hollow, especially not the bigger cities where people kept to themselves and minded their own business. She’d probably come from somewhere like that.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” I said simply. “And whatever brought you to Gibson Hollow, you landed in a place that takes care of people. That’s just how we do things here.”

      Something flickered over her face at that—surprise, maybe, or disbelief, or something deeper I couldn’t quite name. It was gone before I could decipher it, her expression shuttering. She cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

      I didn’t think the rasp in her voice or the sudden glimmer of moisture in her eyes was entirely from the smoke she’d inhaled.

      “Give me just a bit to wrap things up here with the chief, and we’ll get going.”

      Swayze curled in tighter on herself, pale fingers clutching the foil blanket around her shoulders like it might offer some kind of protection beyond just warmth. Bare feet and thin pajamas. She was bound to be freezing by now, even with the blanket. The temperature had dropped fast once the sun set.

      I pulled up the full family group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Colter:

      

      
        House is a loss. Gonna need a place for the new neighbor to stay the night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Grandma Elsie:

      

      
        Here, obviously. Poor little lamb.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Colter:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s a woman, approximately Alia or Everly’s size, if somebody could round up some clothes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alia:

      

      
        On it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Colter:

      

      
        I’ll bring her by as soon as things wrap here.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pocketed the phone because I knew my family would take care of what came next.

      Chief Carney was near the portable tank, talking with Harvey over the hiss of cooling metal. I crossed to him, helmet hooked under my arm.

      “Victim’s stable,” I said. “Name’s Swayze Parish. Smoke inhalation, a few minor burns. Cho had her sign a refusal. I’m going to take her to my grandmother’s unless you need me here.”

      Carney glanced past me toward the tailboard where she sat still wrapped in silver, small and pale against the bulk of the engine. He studied the structure for another second, the lazy curl of smoke rising from what used to be a roofline.

      “Fire watch is set?” he asked.

      “Harvey’s got it. Utilities are secured. Investigator’s notified.”

      He gave a single nod. “Then go. We’ve got mop-up.”

      “Copy that.”

      I stepped away and started stripping gear—helmet into the compartment, gloves shoved into my pocket, turnout coat peeled off and draped over the side step to cool. My shirt underneath was soaked through, clinging and cold now that the adrenaline had burned off. I rolled my shoulders once, checking in with my body. Nothing pulled wrong. No burns I hadn’t noticed.

      Harvey caught my eye. “You good?”

      “Yeah. Call me if it flares.”

      He snorted. “It won’t.”

      I walked back to the engine and crouched in front of Swayze again, settling onto my heels so I was at eye level with her. The oxygen mask was gone now, dangling loosely from her fingers like she’d forgotten she was still holding it.

      Jess was packing up her kit beside us, checking inventory on her supply bag and snapping compartments shut with efficient clicks. “She’s clear to go. Keep an eye on the coughing, though. If it gets worse or she starts wheezing again, she needs to be seen properly. No arguments.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      Swayze looked up at me like she wasn’t entirely sure I was real—like I was just another bit of smoke and shadow that might dissolve if she blinked too hard. Her eyes—hazel, maybe? I couldn’t quite tell—were glassy, ringed red from the smoke, but steady enough now.

      “Ready?”

      Her gaze drifted once more to the smoking skeleton of the house behind us, lingering on the blackened beams and the curl of gray still rising into the night sky. Whatever she’d brought with her to Gibson Hollow—whatever life she’d been trying to build here—had turned to ash and ruin in the space of an hour.

      She nodded slowly, though her throat worked like the words wouldn’t come.

      I stood and offered her my hand, palm up, waiting. She hesitated only a second before taking it. Her fingers were icy, and they trembled slightly when they pressed into mine.

      Behind us, the house gave a final settling groan and dropped another beam into the wreckage with a muffled crash that sent up a fresh plume of embers.

      Swayze shuddered, her whole body going tense, and her fingers tightened in mine hard enough that I felt her nails through the calluses on my palm.

      “Let’s get you somewhere warm,” I said.

      Not wanting her to walk barefoot across the gravel and debris scattered across the ground, I shifted my grip and scooped her up into my arms in one smooth motion. She made a startled noise that was half protest, half surprise, her free hand flying up to clutch my shoulder.

      “Bare feet,” I explained simply, nodding down toward the ground where shards of glass glinted in the firelight.

      She followed my gaze, took in the reality of it, and sighed—a sound that was equal parts exhaustion and reluctant acceptance. “Okay,” she murmured, and then she relaxed against me, letting her head tip forward to rest near my collarbone.

      I carried her to my truck and didn’t look back.
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      My rescuer—Colter, he’d said—deposited me gently into the front seat of a quad-cab pickup truck. As he circled around to the driver’s side, I momentarily regretted the loss of contact. He was broad and solid, and for those brief moments I was in his arms, I didn’t have to think, didn’t have to feel, didn’t have to do anything at all because he had me. Which was patently ridiculous and probably some psychological hero worship complex as a result of the fact that he’d quite literally saved my life.

      That hardly made him responsible for me.

      And yet here he was, driving me to his grandmother’s house. Like that was a normal thing to do in the wake of rescuing a complete stranger from a fire.

      Colter didn’t speak on the drive, and I was grateful. I was way too jet-lagged to process all of this, and my head pounded like some kind of drunken drum circle. Rather than heading back the way I’d come, he continued on up the mountain toward what I assumed was one of the higher ridges. In what seemed like a blink, he turned into another long driveway. My stomach bottomed out at the sight of all the cars parked all along the length of it.

      “Oh my God. Were you first on the scene because you were in the middle of Thanksgiving dinner?”

      “Dessert, actually.” He glanced over and flashed what was probably supposed to be a reassuring smile. “This is only about half of us. A bunch of the family will already have made a plate of leftovers and headed home for the ritual post-dinner football watching and nap.”

      Good lord. How big was his family?

      Abruptly, I realized I wore nothing but pajamas and a blanket made out of crinkly stuff that had no business being called a blanket, even if it did help with the cold. I reached up with shaky fingers and tugged the hair tie off my braid. Maybe I could do… something to help my appearance. I combed my fingers through the strands and caught a fresh whiff of smoke. I definitely needed a shower.

      By the time Colter pulled up in front of the wide, wraparound porch—ironically, one very similar to the dreamy porch that had made me book the disaster house—I’d rebraided my hair into something at least a little neater. It probably didn’t do much. I wasn’t fit to meet people like this. Every Southern belle ancestor in my family line was clutching her pearls in horror.

      Can’t be helped. Nobody’s going to judge you for showing up like this. This isn’t a social visit. Your house burned down.

      My head gave a fresh BA DUM BUM to underscore the point, and my brain helpfully conjured a fresh image of the smoke filled room I’d woken in. My fingers dug into the edge of the
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