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			Introducing Annabeth Albert’s Hotshots series—the emotions and intensity of Chicago Fire with the raw, natural elements of Man vs. Wild.

			Danger lurks everywhere for Central Oregon’s fire crews, but the biggest risk of all might be losing their hearts...

			Smoke jumper Lincoln Reid is speechless to see Jacob Hartman among his squad’s new recruits. Linc had promised his late best friend he’d stay away from his little brother. And yet here Jacob is...and almost instantly, the same temptation Linc has always felt around him is causing way too many problems.

			Jacob gets everyone’s concerns, but he’s waited years for his shot at joining the elite smoke jumping team, hoping to honor his brother’s memory. He’s ready to tackle any challenge Linc throws his way, and senses the chemistry between them—chemistry Linc insists on ignoring—is still alive and kicking. This time, Jacob’s determined to get what he wants.

			Close quarters and high stakes make it difficult for Linc to keep his resolve, never mind do so while also making sure the rookie’s safe. But the closer they get, the more Linc’s plan to leave at the end of the season risks him breaking another promise: the one his heart wants to make to Jacob.

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

			This book is approximately 90,000 words
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			To Oregon, home of my heart. I wasn’t born here, but over the years you’ve made me the person I am today, in so many ways, both big and small.
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			Chapter One

			Six years ago, September

			“Fucking wind.” Linc had been shit out of luck plenty of times in all his years fighting wildfires, but being quite literally up a tree, dangling like a puppet, never got any easier to stomach.

			“Hang tight, buddy. I’ve got you.” Retrieving the cargo that had dropped along with the members of their smoke-jumping crew, Wyatt prepared to climb up after him.

			Linc had been treed, parachute tangled in the branches of a massive pine, when the wind had pushed him off course. Even his years of skilled landings under pressure-filled circumstances hadn’t been enough to keep him out of the tree.

			It wasn’t his first time being treed and probably wouldn’t be the last time Wyatt had to save his bacon. That was the nature of their work on the front lines of forest fires—they’d saved each other’s lives so many times, he’d lost track of the number, but never lost sight of this feeling, being helpless, waiting for his best friend to come bail him out again.

			“Careful,” Linc called when a branch creaked as Wyatt started his ascent. “No stupid risks. May’s counting on me returning you in one piece.”

			The fire season was winding down, lots of equipment checks and inventory for next year, and the occasional jump like this one, checking on reports of some spot fires from lightning strikes. Their job was to do what was necessary to prevent the spread of fire—hand digging lines, clearing brush, felling trees.

			“She wasn’t happy, having to take me this morning.” Wyatt’s voice was more strained than usual. Linc couldn’t tell whether it was from the climb or the mention of May, who was pregnant with their first kid and had been full of worries all season long, the stress of being married to a smoke jumper getting to her. “Stupid truck’s acting up again. She’s on me to trade it in, get a four-door that can handle a car seat.”

			“Not a bad idea. Get me free from this mess and I’ll come take a look at it tomorrow, see if I can get you running again for the short-term.”

			“Appreciated.” Wyatt’s tone was still clipped. Linc couldn’t see him now, and he knew better than to twist too much. One wrong move and he could end up plummeting to the ground, which was enough of a drop to break some bones.

			Ordinarily, Linc would be more proactive in getting free, but he’d tangled in a way that he couldn’t get to the knife that was an essential part of their gear. Instead, he had to wait for Wyatt to reach him, trust that Wyatt wouldn’t send him crashing through the branches, and that Wyatt would have enough sense to keep his own self safe. May—and Wyatt’s mother, whom Linc loved almost as much as the memory of his own—would never forgive Linc if Wyatt went home with a broken leg or worse.

			Working together this season was like shrugging into his favorite work jacket, worn and familiar, both of them more experienced this go-around. While Wyatt had stayed local after graduation, Linc had been gone as much as he’d been home, gaining experience on fire crews all across the West before finally duty called him back, roots as unavoidable as taxes. That Wyatt and this crew had been waiting was more than a reward for everything else he was dealing with.

			Finally, though, he was free enough to grab Wyatt’s hand, then use all his upper body strength to pull himself over the branch. Working together, they freed the chute. It was way too valuable and essential to their work to leave in the tree, so he breathed a little easier when it fluttered to the ground. Then they started their descent, tricky because of the weight of both of them. It was an old, sturdy tree, but Linc’s attention remained on red alert for potential dangers until they were both on the forest floor.

			Time to get to work, packing up the chute and rejoining the rest of the crew, digging fireline by hand, the wide dirt trails used to keep back any potential fire spread, until his arm and back muscles burned. This mission at least didn’t involve an overnight in the forest, but it did have a long, arduous pack-out where they had to haul themselves and all their gear several miles to an extraction point.

			“Careful!” Wyatt thrust an arm out right when Linc would have tripped over a large tree root. The others were some distance behind them, Wyatt setting a bruising pace as per his usual.

			“Damn. You saved me. Again.” Linc shook his head. They had been through hell and back, everything from fiery infernos side by side to pristine mountain mornings. Even in the years when Linc had been away for long stretches, they’d still shared every catastrophe and triumph from wading pools to wedding bells for Wyatt and every major life event in between. “What do I owe you?”

			It was an old joke between them, but Wyatt’s face darkened, eyes narrowing, voice hard. “Stay away from my little brother.”

			Fuck. Linc should have seen this coming, should have known that Wyatt had something more on his mind than May’s worries. He’d probably been stewing all day, waiting to bring this up. That was how Wyatt got, even back when they were kids. He’d brood and brood and then his temper would flare.

			“Me? What would I want with him?” Stopping, he turned to face Wyatt. If they were going to do this, he wasn’t going to let Wyatt lecture over his shoulder like Linc was some ornery kid on a scout hike being called to task.

			“Don’t play dumb with me. I know you. Wasn’t that me who didn’t say a damn word when you took the number of that bartender New Year’s Eve?”

			Linc swallowed hard. He’d lay down his life for Wyatt, but he also wasn’t going to let his best friend push him around either.

			“Who I’ve taken to bed has zero to do with your brother. Zilch.” On that point, he could be firm. That Wyatt disapproved went without saying—they might be brothers of the soul, but that didn’t mean they always saw eye to eye. His skin prickled, old wounds he tried his damnedest to ignore.

			“Fuck yes, it does. He came out. Told the whole damn family yesterday at Sunday dinner that he’s gay.”

			“Bet that took some balls, standing up to all of you.” Somehow Linc managed a steady tone even as he wondered what in the hell Jacob had been thinking, coming right out and announcing that to his large, boisterous family which wasn’t exactly known for open-mindedness, especially among the brothers. “Good on him, but again, nothing to do with me.”

			“Bullshit.” The meanness was back along with a gravelly laugh. “He’s been following you around two weeks now, doing all your crap jobs, ever since he got back from Vegas looking like a kicked puppy.”

			“He’s been helpful.” He kept his voice mild, not about to let on to any enjoyment of Jacob’s presence, the way he lightened Linc’s load far beyond hauling trash. And yeah, Jacob had been down, but some of that defeated air was starting to clear, leaving behind a guy with a quick wit, easy smile and strong back. “Not gonna deny I’ve been able to use him with the shit my old man left behind. It’s a total—”

			“Mess that ain’t yours.” Wyatt resumed their trek, not looking to see if Linc was following. Which he did. Like always. He might not like this conversation, but he owed Wyatt too damn much to just stalk off, even if part of him was tempted.

			“I’ve been telling you,” Wyatt continued as they crested a hill. “It’s time you moved on. Let it go.”

			“Let it go to who?” This was an old argument, but Linc still took the bait, not liking the undercurrent of a message that maybe he should leave town again. “No real other family stepping up to the plate. Victor’s dead. Dad’s dead. Nah, man, it’s on me. And Jacob’s been a help. Stronger than he looks—”

			Wyatt cut him off with a warning noise. “Did he tell you anything about whatever shit went down in Vegas? You wouldn’t keep that from me, would you?”

			“Nah. He didn’t say shit about his love life.” But actually Linc might have kept quiet if he had. Not maliciously, but Wyatt wasn’t good with a secret, and Linc...well, he had enough of his own. He could hold on to someone else’s for them until they were ready to share.

			However, something had gone down in Vegas, something big to send Jacob home, away from all his MMA friends, tail between his legs, looking as heartbroken as Linc had ever seen a guy. And, well, it didn’t take an engineer to piece together the facts.

			“How’s your mom taking it?” he asked. Of all the Hartman family members, she was least likely to cast Jacob out. He was her baby, and Linc couldn’t see her hurling hate at him, no matter what she might personally believe. And as she went, so would the rest of the family, Wyatt’s homophobic ass included.

			“Ha.” Wyatt snorted. “Mom’s playing this like she’s known for years, but Dad just got real quiet, then went back to the TV in their room. I’m worried about his heart, man.”

			“Him? Strong as a fucking ox.” Linc was more worried about Wyatt’s liver these days than his robust old man’s maladies. He knew the Hartman family, knew how much they doted on Jacob, even if he did try all their patience from time to time. The way Linc saw it, they’d survive this shock.

			Wyatt might not.

			“He ain’t gonna make a hotshot crew, not now.”

			“He wants that?” Dread gathered in Linc’s gut that had exactly nothing to do with Jacob’s announcement or Wyatt’s predictable meltdown. Something in him didn’t like the thought of Jacob out here, doing the work that he and Wyatt had done for years, fighting forest fires. Jacob in the line of danger didn’t sit right with him, not at all.

			“He said he did. Other night. Who knows though?” Wyatt shrugged. “Says he’s gonna go out for the volunteer crew first. But he’s also yapping about trying college. You never know with that kid. Can’t stick to anything worth a crap.”

			“Any ETA on the extraction?” Garrick and Ray, their other team members, came around the bend, huffing as they hauled their share of the gear.

			“Nope. Gotta haul ass to get us back for a late dinner.” Wyatt managed to sound upbeat, but later, once Linc was dropping him off at the small house he and May shared at the edge of town, Wyatt had one more warning. “And I meant what I said. Don’t you start messing around with Jacob. We might go way back, but I’ll lay you out flat myself, you and him start carrying on.”

			“No worry of that,” he said, pitching his own voice low and calm, no trace of the junk heap of emotions piling up inside him. “Go on now. Don’t make May walk out and see what’s keeping you.”

			“Fine. Some uncle you’re gonna be, the way you hover over her. Between you and Mom, kid’ll come out rolled in bubble wrap.”

			That Wyatt considered him an uncle for the kid on the way didn’t make him warm with satisfaction, the way it might have earlier in the day. Now, it just added to his guilt and uncertainty, feelings that didn’t evaporate as he headed home.

			There was a shadow on the porch as he pulled up, and his heart knew what it was even if his brain didn’t want to admit it quite yet.

			“Linc. I was hoping they’d bring you back early.” Jacob’s voice was low and urgent as soon as Linc stepped onto the porch. It was old and sagging, one of the many things that needed complete replacing, not just repair. No light either, another thing he’d need to add. Off to the side of the house was a junk heap, smaller now thanks to Jacob’s help. The whole place had gone to ruin while Linc had bounced around, sometimes here, sometimes out in Idaho or Wyoming, trying to outrun...everything. But apparently he hadn’t run far enough, pulled back by his father’s death to this box of uncomfortable memories.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” He wanted it to come out stern, but his voice was weary, energy bled out from the argument with Wyatt and the long shift. And now this. In his tiredness as he’d pulled in, he’d missed seeing the little compact parked on the other side of the junk heap. The car had belonged to one of Jacob’s sisters and was currently held together with little more than duct tape and hope.

			“Waiting. For you. Figured you’d show up sometime before midnight.” It was too dark to see much of Jacob’s smile, but Linc could hear it. The pleasure in Jacob’s voice sliced him to the core, spoke to everything he’d been trying so hard not to notice the past few weeks, like the way his pulse sped up just sharing the same oxygen. Trying to steady himself, he sank down on a five-gallon paint barrel, carefully positioning himself away from where Jacob was perched on the rickety railing. “Invite me in?”

			Oh, hell no. Linc ignored that potential stick of dynamite and went for the real reason Jacob had probably turned up. “Heard you caused a bit of a ruckus with the family last night.”

			“They’ll get over it.” This new all-grown-up, superconfident version of Jacob had plagued Linc ever since he got back to town. Jacob was the kind of guy who didn’t let life get him down long, bouncing back from what had to be a hell of a hurt, and Linc couldn’t help but admire that quality. He still managed to joke around, smile, get under Linc’s skin. Especially that last one.

			He wouldn’t say he missed the little kid Jacob had been, because he’d barely known him at all. Back then, he’d been just another little Hartman kid roaming around, getting underfoot to whatever real business he and Wyatt were about. But then he’d turned back up, all lean muscle and short blond hair and a come-get-me grin, no trace of that annoying toddler, and a whole lot more trouble.

			“Anything in particular bring this on?” He told himself that curiosity was the only reason he was keeping Jacob talking.

			“Friends of mine were sharing memes about coming-out stories.”

			Linc tried picturing a universe where he might... Nah. Never happening.

			Jacob’s sigh was far worldlier than his almost-twenty years would seem to support. “It’s a social media thing. I know, I know, you’re not big on that, but news flash, there’s a whole world beyond Painter’s Ridge.”

			“I’ve been around, remember?” He needed to remind them both that he was a good ten years older than Jacob.

			“Chasing fires all over the West hardly counts as around,” Jacob scoffed. “No cities. No smartphones. No friends beyond your hotshot crew guys.”

			“Hey now.” Linc might be something of a loner, but he had friends. Might all be local or seasonal acquaintances elsewhere, but he wasn’t the cranky hermit Jacob was trying to make him out to be.

			“I’m just saying, you don’t even make it up to Portland much.”

			“No need. Anyway, these...friends of yours, they pressured you into coming out?”

			“No one pressured me.” Jacob sounded outraged that Linc would even think he could be swayed like that. And there was the backbone Linc admired so much—strength, not just in his slim, fighting-honed body, but in his character. “It was in the back of my head though, all day. And then at dinner, Wyatt started in again on why I left Vegas, saying I couldn’t hack it in MMA, even as Tyler’s sidekick. And I’d just had enough. Enough of the pretending. Enough of the lies and not a damn person around here knowing the truth. I was just so fucking tired of his bullshit.”

			“I hear you.” And Linc did, heard his pain and loneliness loud and clear. He knew something of that isolation, and while maybe he wouldn’t choose Jacob’s way out, he got the desperation that had driven his outburst. “And that was a brave thing you did, standing up to him. Telling everyone.”

			“I’m not looking for a head pat here.”

			“And I’m not handing them out.” Linc could meet his irritation head-on.

			“Wouldn’t turn down a beer though. Fuck. That was intense.”

			“Another year and a half, I’ll buy you one.”

			Nineteen, he reminded himself. He’s nine-fucking-teen. Even if Wyatt hadn’t warned him off, he needed to remember that the kid couldn’t even buy a drink yet. And thank the fuck that Linc had thrown out every last drop of alcohol in this place, first week back.

			“Like you and Wyatt weren’t drinking every chance you got, even in high school.”

			“Wyatt maybe,” he allowed, stretching, trying to do something with the tension that kept gathering in his lower back, just from being here.

			“Oh, right. I forgot. You’re...like his guardian angel or something. Don’t you ever get tired, being his designated driver? Cleaning up his messes?”

			“Nope,” he lied, far too easily. “He’s my best friend. It’s what friends do, take care of each other.”

			“I don’t see him exactly returning the favor.” Jacob flicked some stray leaf off the railing, narrowly missing Linc.

			“You wouldn’t know,” he said testily, reminding both of them that he and Wyatt had a long history that Jacob had nothing to do with. “That man’s done more for me than I can ever repay.”

			Jacob made a scoffing noise. “Maybe so, but you wouldn’t know it from how he treats you sometimes. So, what’s the deal? Can’t believe Wyatt even told you about last night. He tell you to try to talk sense into me?”

			“Fuck no.”

			“Oh?” Jacob’s tone softened and he scooted closer.

			Danger. Danger. All Linc’s proximity sensors pinged, brain squawking like a comm set when a fire wall shifted, coming straight at him. “I brought it up to make sure you were okay. That’s all. Thought maybe you’d need to hear that your folks will come around. Give them time.”

			“Yeah.” Jacob’s sigh held a certain amount of wistfulness to it, which did something to Linc’s insides, made him want to be stupid and take his hand or something else ridiculous.

			“And for the record, I’m sorry about that Tyler kid. He’s a fucking idiot, but you okay?”

			“I’m fine.” Leaning forward, he rested a hand on Linc’s shoulder. “Totally and completely fine.”

			“Good.” He didn’t make a move to stand, couldn’t, not with Jacob’s warm hand pressing him down, dangerous sparks shooting all down his torso.

			“But maybe I should make myself scarce for a few days, let everyone calm the fuck down. You wouldn’t happen to know of somewhere with a spare bed now, would you?” His tone was light, but there was no mistaking his meaning.

			“You’re not staying here.” Even if Wyatt wouldn’t flay him alive, that idea was all kinds of trouble.

			“No beer. No place to crash. You’re no fun.”

			“Nope.”

			“I could be, though. Fun. The sort of fun you need. And you know it.” Jacob’s voice had all the brashness of nineteen to it, reckless confidence. “Don’t tell me you haven’t felt it, ever since I started helping you here. I’ve seen you looking at me.”

			Fuck. All those danger warnings shrieked again as the car carrying his sanity went over the cliff. He worked with any number of good-looking guys, had played four years of high school sports, had been around locker rooms almost two decades at this point, and it was going to be Jacob who called him on sneaking looks? And the worst, the absolute worst, was that he wasn’t wrong. Linc had looked. And that Jacob noticed said he was either getting sloppy now that he’d hit thirty or that there was something about Jacob...

			And fuck it all, there could not be something about Jacob. No way, no how.

			“No idea what you’re talking about.” For the second time that day, he played dumb, knowing full well Jacob wasn’t going to buy it any more than his brother had.

			“I get it. You’re not out yet. But I’ve heard enough of Wyatt’s stupid jokes when he thinks you guys are alone to know you probably swing my way, at least sometimes. And like I said, I’m not blind.”

			The words to deny Jacob’s assumption rose in his throat, but wouldn’t leave his lips. Something about Jacob indeed. Linc could lie about this by omission or necessity to just about anyone else. But not Jacob. From the start of helping Linc, he’d earned Linc’s trust. And maybe his truthfulness too, because he simply couldn’t make the lie come.

			“You’re not blind. It’s no one’s business but mine though.”

			“Good.” Jacob drew the word out, sinful and seductive and more dangerous than fraying webbing on a jump rig. “I can keep a secret.”

			If only. But no. His bones still remembered with breathtaking accuracy how it had felt, dangling above the earth that morning, little pieces of rope and webbing all that separated him and a broken neck. The view might have been nice, but the fall would have been deadly, save Wyatt’s intervention. Not unlike this moment here.

			I’ve got you, buddy.

			Stay away from my little brother.

			“Doesn’t matter. You’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m not letting you stay here.”

			“Why? You think I’m on the rebound from Tyler? Or you think I’ll out you? Or...” His voice hardened and his hand tightened on Linc’s shoulder. “It’s Wyatt, isn’t it? Did he threaten you?”

			“No.” This time the lie came easy, both because he had to and because he didn’t like Jacob’s tone, like he was ready to go to war with Wyatt on his behalf. That sort of concern, an almost protectiveness, made him shift against the plastic bucket. He didn’t need anyone playing champion for him.

			Jacob’s grip softened, massaging Linc’s neck with a touch that had him stifling a groan. His hands were strong, calloused from hard work and years in the gym and felt better than a hot shower after a long day in the field.

			“He wouldn’t have to know. It could be just an itch we scratch this one time.”

			“Ha.” Oh, to be nineteen and so damn sure of himself. And that right there was the other reason why Linc had to turn him down. There wouldn’t be any one time only for him, not the way Jacob pulled him in even when he knew full well he had to resist. Jacob, who apparently saw what hundreds of guys he’d worked with hadn’t. Jacob, who made him laugh even while hauling mountains of moldy magazines, a feat not many could manage.

			But Jacob had all but said it himself—he was nursing a broken heart from Tyler, and Linc had no desire to chance everything just to be the rebound fuck the kid forgot in a month.

			“Not happening.”

			“Not tonight, maybe, but—”

			“Not now, not ever. There’s plenty of fish your own age to fry. Go find one.” He forced himself to pull away from that delicious torment, to stand up because his body was that damn weak that another few minutes and he’d be making all sorts of stupid choices. Better to be firm now.

			“Your loss.” The hurt in Jacob’s voice as he scampered off the railing pierced Linc like a dart, a sharp, swift pain he’d do anything to take away. Anything, that was, except the one thing Jacob seemed to want.

			“I’m sure it is.” He wasn’t trying to be flip. He absolutely was sincere—both sure that he’d regret turning him down and sure that he was doing the right thing. Jacob was simply a risk he wasn’t ever going to be able to afford.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Present, April

			The Painter’s Ridge Air Base parking lot was full, exactly how Jacob had expected it to be on this early morning. He’d anticipated the nervous flutters in his stomach as well, had skipped both coffee and cereal, too hyped to get here where all the smoke jumpers were reporting for orientation for the coming season. At least, it was easiest to tell himself it was hype, not try to name all the other things bumping around in his empty gut. And he’d also predicted the angry voice that greeted him moments after he entered the training facility.

			“What the fuck are you doing here?” Linc looked like he’d spent the winter doing nothing except pumping iron, even more ripped and fierce looking than usual. And hot as fuck, because some things never changed. Short, dark buzz cut, similarly dark, trimmed facial scruff, forearm tats poking out of the rolled back sleeves of his flannel shirt. Menacing glare that would make weaker men than Jacob quake in their boots, but only earned a shrug from him.

			“Reporting for training.” He’d spent weeks now playing this moment over in his head, rehearsing both how cool and calm he’d be and how pissed Linc would be. Stepping to the sidewall, he freed the entryway for others. Linc followed, glower still fully in place.

			“The fuck you are.” If Linc was surprised, he had only himself to blame. He’d been scarce all damn winter, only surfacing in late January when May had Willow. The awkwardness at the hospital had hardly been the moment to tell him that he’d finally received the call to report to spring training here instead of with the hotshot hand crew he’d spent the past few seasons with, doing his time, waiting for this day. “When I saw your name on the roster this morning, I about choked on my coffee. And that was before the text from your mom.”

			“Sounds like a problem.” Jacob continued to regard him coolly even as other people filtered in around them—fit men and women who would make up this season’s elite forest fire fighting team. He was damn proud to be among them, and Linc was not going to ruin this for him.

			“It is. Listen, there’s a list of alternates a mile long.”

			“I know. I’ve waited five damn years for my shot. You’re not talking me out of this.”

			But Linc continued, thoroughly undaunted. “This early in the season, you drop out, it’s no big deal for them to bring in a replacement. Don’t do this to your mom, kid.”

			“Not. A. Kid.”

			“You are when you act like one. This isn’t a game or some extreme sport. You can get your adrenaline rush in other ways that won’t break your mom’s heart.”

			“She’ll deal.” Jacob refused to soften his stance, even though he did hate how hard she was taking this. Not that he’d expected a parade, but not having a single person happy for him or even a little proud was damn depressing. “And this isn’t some lark. I’ve paid my dues, done my time with engine and hotshot crews, got my certifications, worked my way up, same as you and Wyatt did.”

			“Wyatt would hate this.” Linc stared him down, eyes daring him to say different.

			“Well, seeing as how he’s not here—”

			“Can everyone find a seat? Go ahead and bring your coffee over, and we’re going to get started.” A grizzled older gentleman spoke over the din of the room. Witherspoon Alder, the base manager, was someone Jacob recognized both from the funeral and from his panel interview.

			“We’re not done.” Giving him an ominous look, Linc stalked away, claiming one of the folding chairs in the back of the room.

			Even without the warning, Jacob didn’t doubt for a second that Linc had more to say. And maybe if he wasn’t always such a hard-ass about it, Jacob might actually listen. But, no, Linc had always, always taken his marching orders from Wyatt. It was almost nine months since the fire that had claimed Wyatt’s life, and Linc was still fighting Wyatt’s battles for him.

			“The next five weeks won’t be the most arduous of your life. That’s coming later this summer, the real deal.” Alder addressed the room as Jacob took an empty chair on the opposite side of the room from Linc. “This is life-and-death serious business, and we lost three of our best last year. Make no mistake in what you’ve signed up for—we take pride in what we do, but we never lose sight of the dangers either. Look around you. These are the teammates who will keep you safe, and trusting them is as big a part of our training as anything else.”

			Jacob dutifully glanced around the room, noting the varied ages of the participants—returning men and women in their thirties and forties who’d stopped by the house with condolences and casseroles alongside newer trainees like himself. He knew a few of the other newbies from various hotshot and engine crews. Despite Linc’s attitude, no one here was a kid—it took several years of experience fighting on the front lines to even get a shot at a smoke jumper slot.

			Alder continued his welcome speech, introducing the various senior personnel who would serve as trainers over the course of the five-week period and outlining the skills they’d be covering. It included far more than jumping out of planes and all that entailed, with exit and landing procedures and all the maneuvering in the air. They’d also cover parachute and equipment maintenance, cargo retrieval, timber management, and tree climbing as well as the work they’d be doing on natural resource projects when not called out to a fire.

			“In addition to the physical fitness tests, there are also several pack-out tests to show your readiness to haul gear long distances.” A woman in her late forties with short hair and clipped speech addressed them after Alder was done. “We’re going to start today with a baseline fitness assessment—no one’s going home quite yet, but this will show any room for improvement. Failure to pass the fitness and pack tests at the end of training will, however, be grounds for reassignment.”

			Ever since his MMA days, Jacob had kept himself in peak physical condition, both during the fire season and with his various off-season jobs, so he wasn’t too worried about passing the tests. He’d had the minimum requirements taped to his fridge all spring. The way more pressing concern was avoiding Linc so that he didn’t have to suffer another public argument in front of all his new teammates.

			To that end, he hung back when they were dismissed to the locker room to change into workout gear, waiting to pick a locker far from Linc, but his plan backfired when the only options were the two on either side of Linc, everyone else apparently giving him a wide berth.

			Linc didn’t waste any time before turning toward him, mid shirt change, scowl still in place. “Listen—”

			“Save it. Not here.” Jacob kept his voice low. And his eyes away from Linc’s impressive chest, which he’d seen before, swimming and such, but still hadn’t developed an immunity to.

			“If you can’t handle some criticism—”

			“You really want to do this now? Thought you already had the hothead rep. It’d be a shame to make that worse.”

			It was a low blow, reminding Linc that the rumor was that there had been serious talk about not bringing him back for the season. It was Wyatt, not Linc, who had usually been the loose cannon with his mouth and quick temper with his fists, but gossip about a supposed shouting match after Wyatt passed that had resulted in discipline had reached the other crews. And there had been more speculation that Linc was washed, that maybe he couldn’t hack it anymore, not without Wyatt and not after whatever had gone down out there that led to only one of them coming back. Which wasn’t his fault, and Jacob knew that, but Linc wore his guilt like a cape, twisting in the wind for all to see. Plenty of people had thought Linc would never let himself jump again, but here he was, reporting for duty.

			“Fine. Later.” Linc finished dressing with anger rolling off him in toxic waves before heading out, leaving Jacob to do the same. But when he returned to the main room, Linc was deep in conversation with Alder and Sims, the woman in charge of the PT tests. Fuck. If he was advocating for Jacob’s removal, they were going to have a lot more than words later.

			He warmed up with some basic stretches while waiting for his turn at the pull-up bar. The minimum was seven, and most of the line rattled theirs off without issue. The guy ahead of Jacob though, an older returning smoke jumper, struggled.

			“Come on, Ray!”

			“You’ve got this!”

			“Work it!” Several others in the returning crowd started calling out encouragement, Linc included. Funny how he could go from riding Jacob’s ass to congenial teammate so quickly. After Ray finally got his chin over the bar for number seven, Linc was first to give him a high five.

			Clipboard in hand, Sims summoned him forward. “Okay, Rookie. Let’s see what you’ve got. Don’t forget, there’s more to come, but I’m looking for a quality ten from our rookies. Show me you’ve been working.”

			Ten with an audience was a little harder than the seven he’d been anticipating, especially knowing Linc wouldn’t be cheering him, but he got a good rhythm going and reached the target without issue. He stuck around to cheer on the female recruit behind him who whipped off ten like she was in superhero training.

			“Nice work,” he said as she dropped down. “You were with the Winema hotshot team last season, right? Baker, is it?”

			“Yup.” Baker was tall and ripped, and Jacob liked her already—he wasn’t expecting to make many friends with the old-timers like Linc’s crowd, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a few of his fellow recruits on his side as they went forward. “And you’re Hartman?”

			“Yeah, but you can call me Jacob. The whole last name thing gets confusing.” He supposed he’d have to get used to it, as a lot of the firefighters he’d met went by last names or nicknames. However, to him, Hartman was still Wyatt—the name on his football jersey and letter jacket, the name on his helmet, the one known to firefighters all over the West as he’d built his rep as the best of the best.

			“I bet. I prefer Kelley myself—last name makes me think of my dad. I heard about your brother. We all did. I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Thanks.” He’d gotten used to the condolences, gotten used to the sucker punch of grief that hit when he least expected it. Wyatt should be here. He’d wanted to serve together, damn it. Anyone who thought he was trading on Wyatt’s death was wrong—the dream had always been to be here alongside him and Linc, proving himself as one of them, making Wyatt proud. If he’d still been around, stepping out from Wyatt’s shadow would have been a challenge, but one he would have happily embraced.

			Kelley’s respect for Wyatt wasn’t the last sympathy he was offered that morning as they rotated through sit-ups and push-ups and a two-mile run. By the time they reached lunch, he was exhausted, but not from the workout. Rather it was all the eyeballs on him. Everyone knew. It felt like they were all watching him extra closely, seeing if he could hack it. But he wasn’t going to take his sandwich and go hide either. No, he forced himself to be social, sit with Kelley and some of the other recruits. This would get easier. It had to.

			As one of the other recruits, a younger guy with a crew cut, droned on about his diet and fitness regimen, Jacob scanned the room, more than a little unsettled when his eyes met Linc’s.

			The rest of the space seemed to fade away, the distance between them the only important thing. And the worst part was still wanting Linc, even after everything that had happened. Life would be so much easier if he could shut off caring about Linc, but if there was a secret to doing that, he had yet to discover it. He needed to, though, needed to get his head on straight before Linc cornered him again with whatever lecture he had planned. No way was Jacob being talked out of the goal he’d wanted for years now.

			 

			Linc’s next bite of sandwich turned to ash in his mouth as his eyes met Jacob’s. He didn’t look one bit ready to back down, defiant as always. But there was something else there beyond stubbornness that gave him pause—the same charged energy they’d had for years now, worse since...

			No. He refused to think about that. No dwelling on since. Not here. Not now, and maybe not ever. Jacob was trouble, had always been trouble, and Linc’s only focus now had to be on getting him to change his mind for the sake of his mother, who had already lost so much. Jenna was truly good people, and there wasn’t much Linc wouldn’t do to take away her pain. She didn’t deserve this. First losing Big Mike to a heart attack three years back, then Wyatt, and now Jacob trying to break her heart all over again.

			And fucking damn Jacob for letting him get blindsided by this news. He couldn’t have been the one to text?

			You know why he didn’t. Fuck. There it was again. That voice reminding him just how badly he’d fucked up. And yeah, he knew he’d been scarce, doing what May and Jenna needed when he could, but also not hesitating to take a few gigs out of the area, just to put some miles between him and...

			Fuck. Get over yourself, Reid. Quit stewing about shit you can’t control. He forced himself to look away, take another bite of sandwich. He’d get his chance to talk sense into Jacob soon enough.

			And maybe this was another sign that those out-of-area gigs were the way to go. He’d done it once before. He could do it again, bounce around the West, put distance between him and everything Painter’s Ridge represented. He’d stayed after his dad died because fixing the place up, righting all his wrongs, had been a point of pride. That and it felt like the Hartman family had needed him. Wyatt had helped him get on with the smoke-jumping crew here again, after several years at other air bases, and it had felt like coming full circle to their teenage dream of being smoke jumpers together. Like maybe they’d have that and Linc could keep on ignoring Wyatt’s asshole side in favor of being a part of something. But now that something was tattered, a few worn scraps holding everything together, and he’d been wondering for months now if he should just pack it in.

			“Maybe the kids will work out.” Ray nodded in the general direction of Jacob and the other rookies. “They’ve got some promise. Wyatt Hartman’s brother has balls of steel, I’ll give him that. No one would have blamed the kid if he’d yanked his application.”

			“Mmm-hmm.” He knew better than to follow Ray’s gesture by looking back in that direction again or to get started on the topic of the Hartman brothers. “You get enough PT in this winter? You wanna run together Sunday morning?”

			Linc had enough equipment at home and usually worked out alone, but he was worried enough about Ray’s ability to pass the fitness test to make an exception for his old buddy.

			“Point taken.” Ray sighed. “Yeah, I could have done more. Let’s do it early, that way I can still get Betsy and the kids to church on time.”

			“Leave time for some weights,” advised Garrick, another experienced smoke jumper who was sitting with them. Unlike Ray, the bigger man had easily churned out his exercises with his usual boundless energy. Friendly, he was on a first-name basis with darn near everyone, Linc included. “I’ll join you guys, give Ray some form pointers so that when Sims sees you Monday, you’re in fighting shape.”

			“Sounds good.” Typical Garrick, inviting himself along, but Linc wasn’t going to complain. He didn’t mind the company. It was just weird, being back in the thick of team camaraderie after a long, too-quiet winter with all those thoughts of moving on plaguing him.

			“Reid? A word?” Alder came over, his gait halting after decades of jumping had done his knees in, but his voice was as firm as ever. The base superintendent was an institution, and while he had plenty of capable staff under him, he ran a tight ship for the seventy-odd jumpers based out of Painter’s Ridge.

			“Sure thing.” Brushing crumbs away, Linc stood and followed Alder to the edge of the room.

			“I looked into that matter you brought up earlier. The Hartman rookie’s certifications are all in order. He did extra continuing ed classes over the winter too. Exemplary rec from his hotshot crew chief from last summer. Why exactly did you think he might be missing paperwork?” Alder’s shrewd eyes narrowed.

			Damn it. It had been a long shot, but Linc had hoped Jacob’s well-known dislike of the classroom and his changeable, impulsive nature would mean some required certification in his record might be lacking. Jacob had bounced around the past few years, and to be fair, he’d collected good experience on various summer crews. However, his winters had been spent trying on different college programs and job options, to the point that the family all joked about his inability to stay put in any one situation. And not that he wanted to impugn Jacob’s character, but him missing one of the requirements would have been an easy way to get him kicked back to one of the safer crews. And now Linc was going to pay the price for questioning it, looking like an idiot.

			So he went for the only other path that might work. Honesty. “His mother doesn’t want him here. Wyatt’s... It’s just too soon.”

			Alder released a heavy sigh while he leaned against the wall. “I’m not unsympathetic to the loss of the Hartman family. Or you personally, for that matter. You guys went way back. Wyatt was a tragedy for us all. And I’m not discounting that loss, but this is one of the most qualified rookies in the class. He’s applied the last four years running after putting in time as a volunteer and then later paid, racking up the hours. To my mind, he’s more than earned his chance.”

			“I understand.” Linc didn’t have to like it, but he did understand. And Alder was right. Jacob had earned a chance through hard work and long summers, but that didn’t mean that Linc was done trying to change his mind. Just meant that he wouldn’t try to go through Alder to do it. He could respect the hell out of Jacob and still know in his bones that this was the wrong choice for him.

			“How about you? You ready? When we pulled young Hartman’s record, I couldn’t help but notice that some of your own certs barely squeaked in by the deadline. You seem fit enough, but what about up here?” Alder tapped his temple. “No shame in admitting if you need more time.”

			“I’ll be fine.” Linc’s voice came out harsher than he intended, so he tried again. “I appreciate the concern, sir. My head’s in the game.”

			God, he hoped he wasn’t lying, hoped he’d made the right call, sticking around here rather than moving on.

			“See to it.” Alder nodded at him, then lumbered away back to Sims, who was at the head of the room, ready to call them to attention.

			The afternoon was an in-depth tour of the facilities for the rookies and equipment inventory for the returnees, getting everything in order for the start of jump training. It was boring but necessary work, checking every connection, every strap, every piece of harness and rigging that had overwintered in the equipment lockers. They made a lot of their own equipment, and the industrial sewing machines were checked as well. Plenty of time for his thoughts to wander to Jacob, but he forced himself to focus on the task at hand—people’s lives depended on him doing a good job.

			However, the effort required to do so had him crankier than usual. And fuck, when was the last time he’d been settled? Not even happy, just settled, not bristling around like a wounded bear. He missed that self, hated the thought that he might never get it back, at least not here, not now.

			It didn’t escape his notice that Jacob made a beeline for the door as soon as they were dismissed for the day, undoubtedly looking to get away from Linc and the black mood he’d unleashed on him earlier. Maybe he needed a different tactic, something friendlier and gentle, not that he knew how to be those things around Jacob, not anymore. As he stalked after him, he tried to summon that energy, but one sight of Jacob by Wyatt’s old truck and all his resolutions to be more understanding fled. And it wasn’t just the truck, all the old memories of the hours spent working on it with Wyatt, but also the newer, fresher memories of Wyatt handing the keys over to Jacob a couple of years back, of the afternoon spent teaching him how to drive a stick.

			“You don’t have to sit all the way over there.” Somehow Jacob had found the station with a Springsteen fetish, and the music wore Linc down, almost as much as Jacob’s relentless flirting.

			“Eyes on the road. Careful not to stall out on that hill up ahead.”

			“Fine.” Jacob took the hill a little faster than Linc would, especially for having been driving a stick less than an hour. “And you owe me a beer.”

			“I owe you a what now?” Linc had been distracted, both by the driving and by the cloudless blue sky, exact color of Jacob’s eyes when they were happy, like now.

			“A beer. I’m twenty-one now. You promised. I know a place in Bend. Wyatt won’t have to know and none of his crowd ever goes there.”

			“We’re not going out drinking.”

			“So we’re staying in, then? Your place?”

			“More like staying in trouble. You’re something else.”

			Fuck. The sticky thicket of emotions conjured up by the old, battered red truck was enough to have Linc growling.

			“Didn’t I say we need to talk?” He kept his voice low, in deference to the other people getting in their vehicles around them. Luckily, Jacob had parked toward the back of the lot, but he still didn’t want a public argument any more than Jacob did.

			“Did I miss the part where you’re in charge of me?” Jacob met him harsh whisper for harsh whisper.

			“Not in charge, no, but I’m entitled to an opinion. I care—”

			“Do you?” Jacob raised an eyebrow. Darker than his blondish hair, his expressive eyebrows always gave him a roguish appearance. “You care? Since when?”

			Since always. Since the sun had caught Jacob’s hair six years ago and... But he couldn’t afford such fanciful thoughts, and sure as hell wasn’t sharing them. “You’re like family to me. All of you.”

			“Really? Family? Because if I recall there was nothing familial about what happened after the funeral. There hasn’t been anything family about you and me for years now, and you know it.”

			“We’re not talking about that.” He was impressed at how firm his voice came out, given the way his insides were quaking.

			“Yeah, God forbid we talk about that. Stop pretending—”

			“Stop dodging the real issue. Unless...” His facial muscles tensed as he considered another possibility for Jacob’s determination. “Is that what this is about? You trying to stick it to me? A giant F-U? Some sort of payback?”

			“No.” The fire in Jacob’s eyes flared brighter, more dangerous. “And fuck you for thinking that. I’ve worked damn hard for this moment. Don’t flatter yourself that I’d break my back to get you to finally stop polishing your halo and notice me.”

			I notice you. Every damn day. Of course, he couldn’t say that, could only stay silent in the face of Jacob’s fury. Jacob made an exasperated noise. Most of the rest of the crowd had cleared out, leaving only a few vehicles in the parking lot.

			“I get it, okay? I get that everyone’s still missing Wyatt. I miss him too. And now Mom’s scared I’m going to go the same way. I didn’t expect anyone to be happy for me, not now. But not a single person at least a little proud, that stings. Everyone assuming I’m some selfish brat of a kid and not giving me an ounce of credit for knowing my own mind, that fucking sucks.”

			The pain in his voice squeezed Linc like a vise. “Jacob—”

			“Save it.” With that, Jacob swung up into the cab of the truck. “Just save it, Linc. You said your piece. I’m still doing this.”

			But Linc hadn’t said everything, not by a long shot, and as Jacob drove away, in a cloud of gravel and dust, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t said a damn thing at all.
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