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To Paul and Colleen Wilford, for all the time and invaluable help, I thank you both from the bottom of my heart.

  





    

  
    
      
Dear Readers,

I have a thing for firefighters. I always have. There's just something about a guy who's willing to put his life on the line for others, isn't there? The job itself suggests being strong of mind and body and is innately masculine. (With apologies to the women firefighters out there, you're all beautiful!).

Years ago, I wrote three romances featuring firefighter heroes. The books have been out of print for a long time now and never made it to the digital age. My wonderful publisher has taken them out of obscurity and is reissuing them as ebooks.

WHITE HEAT, BLUE FLAME, and SEEING RED are not connected books, so they can be read in any order. Keep in mind they were written a long time ago and are not from this smart phone/digital age. But one thing they do have in common with my more recent books is a sexy, hot hero and a happily ever after.

Hope you enjoy!

Best wishes,
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Prologue


The surf raged against the rocks on the shore with a violence that, oddly enough, soothed his soul. Seagulls dipped and glided in the fading light, in and out of the faint fingers of fog kissing the Pacific Ocean.
         

If he squinted, that fog could be smoke. If he cocked his head and listened, the calls of the seagulls could be cries of anguish and disbelief.

So Griffin Moore didn’t squint, didn’t listen. He just sat on a rock, arms resting on his bent legs, watching the sun slowly sink toward the horizon. Behind him the hills of San Diego stood out against a darkening sky. To his right, lights flickered as commuters made their way home on the 5 South, to their families, friends. Lovers.

Griffin waited for the wave of pain over that. After all, not that long ago, on another coast entirely, one of those cars might have been his as he headed toward his own life. And he’d had a great one. Warm family, lifelong friends—

Ah, there came a twinge now. Yeah, he’d had it all. Interesting that the thought didn’t come with the stabbing pain it used to. He ran his fingers through the sand at his sides as he thought about that—

“Southern California instead of Southern Carolina,” someone drawled. “Who’d have thought?”

The unbearably familiar voice went right through him as at his side appeared a pair of scuffed tennis shoes he’d have recognized anywhere. Griffin kept his gaze on the pounding waves and realized why he felt such little pain—he was numb. Blessedly numb. “I asked you not to come.”

“Yeah.” His younger brother toed a rock loose from the sand, then bent and picked it up. Studying it, he said, “But when have I ever done anything you’ve asked of me?”

“Brody—”

“Save it.” Brody hurled the rock into the spraying surf with an anger that matched the sea. Then he hunkered at Griffin’s side, his voice softer now, only his eyes reflecting the swirling emotions that ate at both of them. “You’re my brother, Grif. I miss you. I—”

“Don’t say you’re worried about me.”

“I’m worried about you—”

“Damn it.” Griffin surged to his feet, shoved his fingers in his hair, and turned so that he wouldn’t have to see that worry for himself.

But even with his back to the only person who’d managed to find him in all this time, the sweet numbness that had taken him so many months to achieve dissolved faster than the salty ocean spray on the breeze. “Go away.”

“Can’t do that.”

There was no missing all that was there in Brody’s voice: fear, sorrow, need.

Too bad. At twenty-eight and thirty-two years old, they were grown men now. Plenty old enough for separate lives.

But that wasn’t exactly fair, and Griffin knew it. They’d been close as far as brothers went; closer still as friends and confidantes. Close enough to live in the same town, hang with the same crowd. Close enough for Griffin to have spent plenty of years of his own worrying about Brody’s lack of drive, lack of ambition.

The fact that the black-sheep son now worried about the golden one didn’t escape him; it was just that he didn’t care. Couldn’t care. “I want to be left alone,” he finally said.
         

“Yeah, I think I got that. But I have a job for you.”

Griffin stared at the man who looked so like him. Same sun-streaked brown hair. Same blue eyes. Same long, lean build. He let out a raw laugh. “A job. That’s pretty funny.”

“Really? Why?”

“Because unless you’ve made some great transformation in the past year…” Griffin reached for a rock, too, and chucked it into the sea. “Jobs give you hives, remember?”

“I remember everything. And did I say I had a job for me?” Brody let out a mock shudder. “Let’s not go overboard, here. I have one for you.”
         

“Doing what? Counting clouds as they go by? Because that’s all I’m interested in at the moment.” Griffin took another rock, a flat one, and tried his skills at skipping it. It bounced over the water one, two…five times. That’s what sitting on a beach all day did for him, it built great rock-skipping skills. Good to know the time hadn’t been wasted.

Brody watched the bottom of the sun butt up against the edge of the horizon. Then he picked up another rock. “There’s this mountain range in Mexico, near the northwest corner of Copper Canyon.” His rock sank after three bounces. “Alpine forests, cold stream canyons, amazing fly-fishing—”

“You’ve been spending Dad’s money fly-fishing in Mexico again?”

“And down there, this wildland fire has taken root in the hills.”

Griffin’s half smile froze. So did his body, poised to skim another rock.

“It’s threatening this village, you see, and yes, I know about it from a fly-fishing trip I just took not too far from there. Because of the big drought this year, there are so many bigger fires in Mexico burning that this one is small potatoes. What makes it worse, their firefighters have antiquated equipment, no agency backup, nothing. They really need a team leader for this one—”

Griffin’s gut tightened as any lingering happy little numbness vanished. “No.”

“Come on, Grif. They need someone with experience. You know all too well this fire-fighting shit is dangerous. People die. They need someone who’s been out there, someone capable of organizing a crew—”

“No.” That was all in his past. Maybe he used to organize crews, and maybe he used to be quite good at it. But his hotshot teams had worked together for years, and lived and breathed as a unit.
         

They weren’t talking about teams here, not in rural Mexico. They were talking farmers, ranchers, whoever they could get, trying to save their land and their homes. No training, no experience.

No, thank you.

“They’re in trouble,” Brody said with rare seriousness. “Real trouble. There’s no insurance, no money, nowhere to evacuate to if it comes to that. Are you hearing me? If San Puebla burns, these people are left out there in the wilderness with nowhere to go.” He picked up another rock. “Tell me that as a former member—make that a leader—of an elite hotshot crew with fifteen years of experience that you just don’t give a shit. Look me in the eyes and say it.”
         

Griffin looked him right in the eyes. His dead heart didn’t flinch. “I don’t give a shit.”

With a barely contained anger, Brody let the rock go. It skimmed the rushing water six times. He brushed his hands clean and shoved them in his pockets. “You never used to be able to lie to my face before that last fire that wrecked you.”

“It didn’t wreck me. I lived, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember. I just wasn’t sure you did.”
         

“Twelve others didn’t,” Griffin said hoarsely. The men who had died were like brothers to him.

“Yeah,” Brody said quietly over the sound of the pounding surf. Darkness had fallen now, hiding Griffin’s face, but Brody could hear the sorrow in his brother’s voice. “And it was tragic as hell. Tragic, Grif. But it’s time to stop putting your life on hold while you grieve. You’ve got to think about starting to move on.”
         

Move on. Sure, that’s what people did. But he couldn’t. He didn’t know how. “I don’t want to talk about this.”
         

“I know, but guess what?” Brody’s smile was grim. “We’re not only talking about it, you’re going to Mexico to help fight that fire. You’re getting back on the roller coaster of life, so to speak.”

“Hell no.”

“Oh, you’re going,” his brother repeated with utter conviction. “If I have to make you.”

“Make me?” A low laugh escaped Griffin at that. He had to hand it to his brother. He hadn’t laughed in all this time, but somehow Brody had made him do it. “At six foot two, I have two inches on you.”
         

“So?” Brody sized him up with an eagle eye. “For almost a year now, you’ve lived hard with slim rations, I can see it all over you.”

“Who cares?”

“You’ve lost weight, man. I bet we weigh the same now. I can take you.” He lifted a brow to accompany that cocky statement.

Griffin let out a breath, feeling a little weak as memories flooded him…Sean, Paul, gone. Greg, too—God, he still couldn’t take thinking about them.…

“I brought your gear.”

Griffin shook his head. If he’d been going to fight fires again, he’d do it right here in the country he’d adopted all this past year. Hell, he’d even been offered a job with the San Diego Fire Department, twice, but it didn’t matter.

He wasn’t going to fight fires again. “Brody…what is this really about?”

“You. Me. Mom and Dad. I don’t know, pick one. Maybe I’m tired of waiting for you to stop wasting your life away, watching you let one terrible twist of fate ruin your life.”

“I keep telling you, it didn’t ruin my life. I’m still alive.”
         

“Yeah? Can you say any of their names yet?”

Unable to believe his nerve, Griffin stared at him. “Go to hell.”

“How about Greg,” Brody said softly in the night. “Your best friend for twenty years. Can you call his wife and shoot the breeze with her yet?”

“You’re an asshole.”

“Yeah.” Brody’s face was grim. “Now here’s how this is going to work. You’re going to Mexico. You’re going to remember how to be a forest firefighter because that’s who you are, not some beach bum. You’re going if I have to force you myself.” His voice softened. “Please, Grif. Do this. Remember how to live.”

“I’m not ready.”

Brody simulated the sound of a game show buzzer. “Wrong answer.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Here’s ridiculous. You go—or I tell Mom, and Dad, and all the friends you still have left and have so pathetically neglected in all this time, where you are. I’ll bring them out here and let them see you. Hound you. Feel sorry for you.”
         

Griffin’s stomach twisted. He turned in a slow circle, sandwiched between the sea and the green hills. “I don’t care.”

“Oh, yeah, you do.”

He let out a disparaging sound. “You’ve never been particularly inspired about anything before. Why now? Why me?”

Brody studied the waves, lit by a few early stars and the city behind them. “You know, I’d have liked to lay around on this beach with you and just watch the clouds form—and believe me, I’d have come if you’d invited me even once—which you didn’t. So now I’m forced into motivational mode.” A long, martyr-packed sigh shuddered out of him. “You’d better get packed. You’re outta here at the crack of dawn.”

“I haven’t said I’d do this.”

“No, but you will.”

“Brody—”

“You’re going because you’ll do anything to avoid talking to the people you left behind. Am I right, or am I right?”

“I’m talking to you, aren’t I?” Frustration welled through Griffin. He didn’t want to do this; he didn’t want to do anything. “This is asinine. I can’t…I can’t even think about…”
         

“I know,” Brody said very gently. “I know. I also know the most social you’ve been in the past year is to ask the cashier to supersize your fries with your burger, but that’s going to change. It has to. What happened wasn’t your fault. Stop acting like it was.” With a quick salute, he began walking away—leaving Griffin all alone, as he’d chosen to be all this time.
         

It was all about choices, Griffin thought. Even now, he could choose to remain in solitude.

But for how long?

Once upon a time, he and Brody had shared everything—the good, the bad, and the ugly. And he knew, as a matter of Moore pride, neither of them had ever backed off a dare, or made an idle threat.

Griffin had just witnessed Brody’s determination firsthand, and he knew his brother well. Brody would have Mom out here on the first flight. If necessary, Phyllis Moore would walk the two thousand miles if she had to. She’d hover, she’d boss, she’d talk his ear off. She’d hug him tight, she’d offer such love—

No. God, no.

He wouldn’t be able to take it, he just wouldn’t. Just the thought of her, of his dad, of any of the friends he doubted he still had clogged his throat.

He could run. Maybe the Bahamas this time, though he’d miss San Diego, which had been an easy place to be lost in.

Idly he studied his brother’s retreating back. Brody’s shoulders were stiff with purpose, his stride sure and unwavering and filled with determination.

Nope, the Bahamas weren’t far enough away. Nowhere was.

“Shit.” He picked up one last rock. Skipped it into the ocean. Resigned himself to facing his future.
         

Whatever that was.
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To Lyndie Anderson, nothing beat being in the cockpit. With the wind beneath her wings and her Cessna’s tank full to the brim, the rest of the world fell away and ceased to exist.
         

Not that the world noticed. She could fall off the planet itself and not a ripple would be felt.

She liked it that way.

No ties, her grandfather had always told her. Ties held one down. Ties hampered a person’s freedom.
         

Lyndie wouldn’t know if that was true or not, as the last of her own personal ties—her grandfather, a staunch lifer in the military—was gone now.


        Kick ass.
      
         

That had been his motto, his mantra. He’d taught it to her on her first day of kindergarten, when she’d stood before her military elementary school, quaking in her boots.

He’d loved nothing more than to have her repeat it back to him. At five years old, she’d stared out of the corner of her eye at the school, where she could see other little girls dressed in their pretty dresses and shiny shoes and ribbons. They all danced their way through the front door with nary a look back at their misty-gazed mothers, while the camouflage-clad Lyndie had suddenly wanted to cling to the man no one else had ever dared to cling to.

“Kick ass,” she’d repeated to him softly.

“What?” Her grandfather had carved a hand around his ear and frowned. “Can’t hear that pansy whisper. Speak up, girl.”

“Kick ass, sir!” She’d lifted her chin and saluted, aware of the mothers looking her way, no doubt horrified at the rough and tough–looking little girl with the nasty language.
         

Her own social status had been cemented that long-ago day, but her grandfather had tossed his head back and roared with gruff laughter, as if it had been their own private joke.

And it had been. She’d lost her parents two years before that in a car accident, and by kindergarten her memory of them had faded. Few had dared interfere with her grandfather, and as a result, there hadn’t been much softness in her childhood. That had been fine with Lyndie, who wouldn’t have recognized softness anyway.

They’d moved from base to base, and after her grandfather had whipped each of those bases into shape, they’d take off for the next. She couldn’t remember how many schools she’d attended, having lost track at the count of fifteen before graduating and gravitating toward a similar nomadic lifestyle as a pilot for hire. But she could remember how many different planes she’d flown. She could remember each and every one of them, with her grandfather riding shotgun, teaching her everything he knew.

Those planes had been her real home, and over the years she’d honed her skills, flying whatever she could get her hands on and loving it. When her grandfather died and his nest egg had come to her, she’d upgraded her old beater Cessna 172 to a six-seater 206, which some liked to say was nothing but a big old station wagon with wings.

She loved her Station Air as she fondly referred to it. The big thing sure came in handy. Now, at twenty-eight, she worked for an international charity organization out of San Diego called Hope International. She was paid to fly volunteering experts into regions desperate for their aid. Doctors, dentists, engineers, financial experts…she’d flown so many she’d lost track.
         

She was flying one such expert now, a U.S. forest firefighter this time, to a small but remote wildland fire in the Barranca del Cobre, an area in northwestern Mexico.

Thanks to her job, she’d spent a lot of time in this particular mountainous region. Surprisingly enough, she’d fallen for the wide, open, undiscovered beauty, and had made it her mission to fly south as often as possible, ensuring that each and every one of the myriad of hidden villages received dental and health care, or whatever they needed. Not a small job.

But right now one of her favorites, an especially isolated village named San Puebla, needed help with a slash-and-burn ranch fire. Due to limited water sources and remoteness, the flames had escaped control. Compounding the problem was the severity of the drought this year, and the fact that wildfires had become a nationwide crisis.

More than seventy Mexicans had lost their lives in this season alone in the deployment of airplanes, helicopters, and firefighters. In southeastern Mexico, 250 Mexican firefighters currently were hard at work, along with 550 military personnel and 2,400 volunteers, all battling the out of control fires still burning. Guatemala and Honduras were threatened by similar situations. The San Puebla fire was considered insignificant in comparison.

No doubt, they desperately needed help. She had some of that help on its way. The man in her Cessna had been a firefighter in South Carolina, and had the skills necessary to organize a big crew.

And a big crew was needed. Just a few days ago the fire had been at twenty acres, but it’d escalated since, blooming over three hundred acres now, threatening the village.

“Kick ass,” she said to herself, with a grim smile for the man who was no longer around to see her do exactly that.

“We almost there?”

This from her passenger. Firefighter Griffin Moore had gotten on board casually enough, without a glance at her, though she’d glanced at him. She always glanced at a good-looking man; it was a sheer feminine reaction of healthy hormones.

But in the last few moments, since the change in altitude from San Diego as they climbed over the Barranca del Cobre, sailing through majestic peaks dangerous and remote enough to swallow them up if they wanted to, he’d begun to exhibit signs of nerves.

“We’re about sixty miles out,” she said of the just over five-hundred-mile flight.

“Bumpy ride.”

His voice was low, gravelly. As if he didn’t use it often. And since he spoke to the window, she wasn’t clear on whether he was making an idle observation or complaining.

At least he hadn’t hit on her. It happened, and every time it did, it both surprised and amused her. Most of the time she was so wrapped up in her work she actually forgot she was female. But then some guy, usually a gorgeous one—she’d never understood why the better-looking ones always turned out to be jerks—figured her for a captive audience. Not that she had anything against men in general. Actually, she enjoyed men very much, she just liked to do her own picking. And she was picky.
         

Bottom line, her life was flying. And unlike Sam, her boss at Hope International—a man who appreciated the finer, more delicate dance of getting women into his bed—she didn’t consider the experts she flew prospective lovers.
         

When a passenger wouldn’t take no for an answer, she had no problem explaining the basics. One, she was a black belt. And two, she wasn’t afraid to open the passenger door—in the middle of a flight—to assist an annoying passenger off the plane.

That threat alone usually warded off any further advances.

But this man hadn’t so much as spared her a glance. He hadn’t even spoken until now. “There’s always turbulence right here,” she explained, trying to be a good hostess. “And to tell you the truth, it’s going to get a little worse.”

He lost his tan.

“Need a bag?” Damn it, she’d just cleaned out the back yesterday. “Let me know.”

Oh, now he looked at her. Right at her with icy blue eyes and a voice turned hardened steel. Except for a sensual mouth, the rest of his face might have been carved from stone. “I’m not going to be sick in your plane.”
         

How many times had she heard that from some cocky expert, usually a know-it-all surgeon pressed into doing charity work by his hospital, only to spend the rest of the day cleaning up the back of her plane?

Once again, she eyeballed her forest firefighter, who was dressed in the dark green Nomex pants of his profession, with a darker green T-shirt tucked in. Broad shoulders and long legs, both of which made fitting into the compact seats a challenge. Light brown hair clipped short. His big hands gripped the armrests. Not good. Not good at all. “You sure you’re okay?”

He had a quietly sober face, expression unyielding, gaze unflinchingly direct. “Just get me there.”

A charmer. But since she never bothered to be charming either, that didn’t bother her. She looked away from him and glanced down at the alpine crests lined with a green ribbon of conifers and small, hidden rivers as far as the eyes could see. Glorious, and a small part of her heart—not usually tied to any land—squeezed.

It squeezed even more when she got over the next peak. Off in the distance, marring the stark blue sky, grew a cloud of smoke that was so much bigger and more threatening than she’d imagined, her throat closed up.

This guy better be good at his job, she thought, and looked him over once again, this time assessing for strength and character. She already knew he hated to fly, which seemed odd. “I’m taking it you’re not a smoke jumper.”

He had his face plastered to the window, clearly trying to get a better view of the fire, impossible to do with the smoke impeding their visibility. “I didn’t drop out of planes, no.”

Didn’t. Past tense. Odd…“A hotshot, then?”
         

“Yes.”

So he battled his fires from the ground, in fiery, unfathomable conditions requiring strength and stamina, facing mayhem and death at every turn. Still…“You knew you’d have to fly here, right? Maybe you should keep your volunteering closer to home if you don’t like to get on a plane.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” His knuckles were white on the armrests. He shifted in the seat and bumped his knees. He was a pretty big guy. Rather mouthwatering, too, if she was being honest, and she usually was. There was a suppleness to all that lean muscle—and a good bit of pure power. It was obvious that physical labor was a part of his lifestyle, weak stomach or not. Interesting.

Taking her eyes off him, she simultaneously turned the control wheel and applied rudder pressure for an eastward banking turn.

He let out a low oath.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I could fly this thing upside down and backward and still get us there.”

If possible, his grip on the armrest tightened.

“Really,” she said. “This is just a barely more challenging approach than most because of the quick change in altitude, but I’ve done it so many times I could—”

“Yeah. Fly it upside down and backward. Got it.”

A smart-ass, too. That bothered her even less than the lack of charm, but because he’d gone an interesting shade of green, she wanted to keep him talking instead of puking. “You do this often? Volunteer?”

“No.”

“Yeah, I hear a firefighter’s schedule can be pretty hectic. Twenty-four hour shifts, right?”

He lifted a shoulder.

“Well, I hope you’re braced for that because you’re going to hit the ground running down there. There are people in danger of losing everything. And believe me, they don’t have much to begin with.”

With another noncommittal grunt, Griffin pressed closer to the window so she could no longer see even his profile, but she had no problem getting the message.

Conversation over.

Fine. She’d only been trying to help him forget to lose his lunch in her clean plane. Instead, she’d concentrate now on getting them there. Time was of the essence this time around. Beneath them lay Copper Canyon, a breathtaking network of more than twenty canyons covering 20,000 square miles. Four times the size of the Grand Canyon, the place was a natural wonder. Lost in there, in the foothills of the Sierra Madre Occidental, lay San Puebla. The village had once been a miner’s jackpot but was now too remote and isolated for anything or anyone but the most rugged of ranchers. The thought of them losing what little they had frightened her. She could only hope this man had what it would take to direct the crew, who would likely be a bunch of ranchers and a few military laborers sent in by train, all with little to no fire training.

She dipped the plane into a low valley, her breath catching at the vast beauty of the forest, the undiscovered creeks and rivers. The deep gorges and canyons and high vistas were some of the most amazing in the world, unarguably among the most rugged and secluded.

Above her, the sky spread glorious blue for as far as the eye could see—except for the ominous cloud billowing up from the ground. A cloud that began to threaten her visibility as she came in close.

Nearly there now, she stole another peak at her stoic passenger, over six feet of pure heartache. “You okay?”

He took his gaze off the window to send a baleful stare her way.

Right. He still didn’t want to talk.

The smoke thickened even more. It’d been a while since her passenger had spoken. There was no sound in the cockpit except the drone of the engine. She squinted a little, as if that could help her see. No matter how many hours she had in the air, flying in conditions like this could mount tension faster than anything, and she mentally prepared for the inevitable difficult landing.

“Can you even see?” he grated out a moment later when visibility had gone down to next to nothing.

Not so much, no. But they were only a few miles out now. She could see the bright glow of the actual blaze. It was a horrifying sight, and she could hardly make out the land beneath, but she knew the layout extremely well. “Don’t worry.”

He let out a muttered response to that, but he didn’t understand. Flying was her life. Some women her age had husbands, or kids.

She had this.

Up here she controlled her destiny; up here she was free as a bird, and just as content in all this wide open space, no matter what the challenge. This would be a difficult and unwelcome challenge, but she wasn’t in over her head—yet. She made a sharp bank to the right to accommodate the stunning landscape beneath her—and for one quick moment, visibility deserted her entirely. Nothing but dark, thick, choking gray smoke in every direction. She blinked rapidly but didn’t see even a crack in the smoke. She let out a long breath and carefully checked her instruments, decreasing their altitude.

“We’re going down?”

One way or another, but, concentrating on her instruments—all she had at the moment—she didn’t answer. Still no visibility. She dropped them even lower in a last-minute attempt on her part to clear the smoke. “Damn.”

“What?”

“The wind’s picked up to thirty knots.”

“Too high?”

Well twenty would have been mildly challenging, forty would have been deadly. “Hopefully we’ll miss any crosswinds, so really, it could be worse.” Again she had to adjust their altitude, this time going higher to miss the craggy, sharp mountain she knew was there even if she couldn’t see it. The rocky turbulence threw them around for a moment but she fought for control and maintained it, barely. Even her stomach pitched.
         

Only a few more minutes.

Another rough drop but her hands and eyes remained steady, as did her heart, though her palms had grown damp.

Behind her she heard the slap of a sweaty hand on an armrest. Heard the low, muttered curse.

In her mirror, their eyes locked and held. “We’re okay,” she said.

“Don’t waste your breath coddling me, just get us there.”

She dropped altitude again.

At the abrupt shift, she heard another sharp intake of breath. She took one herself, then let it out slowly, using all her strength to guide them in.

Blind. “Hang on.” Thrusting the throttle forward, she executed a sharp climb to miss the crest that was leaping with flames, banking sharply to the right, swinging back around for another shot at the landing.

And again lost all visibility.

“Pull up again,” he said. “Take your time.”

She glanced down at her gauges. “No can do.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Not enough fuel.”

Their eyes locked. A trickle of sweat ran down his temple. Her own skin was damp. “Hang on,” she said again, and with another drastic maneuver brought them back around, slightly to the west this time, and over fire-free land. “Ready?”

“Shit.” He closed his eyes. Then opened them with a grim determination that took her by surprise. “Ready.”

Ready. And she took them directly into the remote, dizzying, dangerous, and definitely rough-around-the-edges Mexican mountains, flames and smoke and all.
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The timbered peaks had vanished under the smoke, and Griffin felt his own heart rate accelerate to a pace it hadn’t reached in quite some time as they descended for their landing. Then suddenly they flew in beneath the smoke and could see again, and he took in the heavily grown hills, the bushy plain—and the flames in them.
         

They came down into a valley, over a low running river and a bridge that looked as if it’d been around for centuries, and then they hit with a hard bump that sent Griffin’s stomach plunging. They bounced up once, twice, then skidded unevenly over the rough dirt road that looked as if it was going to end before they could stop.

Leaving them to plunge down an embankment of which he couldn’t see the bottom.

Lyndie shoved the throttle forward and stomped on the foot pedals, and Griffin gritted his teeth, stomping his own feet into the floor as if he could help stop the plane.

When they finally stopped—mere feet from the end of the runway—he closed his eyes, trying to regain his equilibrium. For a long moment, he sat there after the engine powered down, concentrating on breathing. He’d been told, by just about everyone he knew, that post-traumatic syndrome could and would take place in many forms.

That had pissed him off then, and the thought of it pissed him off now. He wasn’t suffering from post-traumatic syndrome. He’d lived, damn it, and that had been good enough for him.
         

His pilot stared worriedly into his face. She’d managed to somehow do the impossible, flying on pure skill and talent, keeping them alive, and instead of taking a moment to breathe herself, she was staring at him with concern. “Okay?” she asked, and put a hand on his knee.

“Yeah.”

She didn’t take her hand off his knee. “Take a moment.”

“I don’t need one.” He took off his seat belt with unsteady hands out in the middle of an on-fire nowhere, and he had to shake his head. Just flying had nearly undone him along with the butt-squeaker of a small craft that had shimmied and shuddered like a toy.

How the hell was he supposed to fight that fire out there waiting for him? “That was some flying.”

“Thanks.”

Easy confidence. Something he’d lost. God, this had really been a stupid move. His palms were damp, his heart still threatening to burst right out of his chest. He’d been in some tough spots before, the toughest, but after months of doing nothing more than watching time pass on the beach, clearly he’d lost his edge.

No, scratch that. He’d lost his edge on a mountain in Idaho nearly a year ago.…

Her fingers, still on his knee, squeezed gently. He put his hand over hers and looked into her eyes. She wasn’t beautiful by any means, and yet her eyes could devastate a man at close range. “I’m okay.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then nodded and backed up.

Standing, he came face-to-face with her for the first time. Lyndie Anderson had fiery auburn hair sticking straight up from the aviator sunglasses she’d shoved to the top of her head. The rest of her hair was hacked to her chin as if she’d taken the scissors to it herself. With her temperament, she probably had. Her eyes were sharp green, void of makeup, and narrowed on him as if he were a bug on her windshield. She wore dark blue trousers and a white blouse that could have used an iron, on a tough, lean body he had no doubt could kick some serious butt. And she hardly came to his shoulder.

Had he thought she wasn’t beautiful? At the moment, with her hero-worthy flight still fresh in his mind, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

She thrust her chin in the air. “What are you looking at?”

“You.” For some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was interesting—arresting—he had to admit. “You’re tiny.”

“I’m stronger than I look.”

Together they moved toward the door, but she pushed ahead of him, throwing a shoulder against it, muscling it open before he could lean in and help her.

It creaked open as if the movement was painful.

“At least the thing got us here,” he muttered.

“Thing?”

“Nicer word than a trap.”

“Trap?” With a lithe easiness, she jumped to the ground and patted the plane. “Don’t listen to him, baby,” she crooned. “You’re a beauty, and solid to boot.”
         

“You…talk to your plane.”

“Yep.”

Shaking his head, he grabbed his two duffels; the firefighter’s red bag, which held all his personal stuff, and his backpack with the IA gear. Inside the initial attack pack was everything a wildland or forest firefighter might need out in the field, and everything he’d hoped he wouldn’t ever need again.

He eyed the sharp, jagged mountain peaks to the north—what he could see of them, anyway, through the smoke—noting all the heavy vegetation with dread. It was late August now. He knew they’d experienced an incredibly wet winter, followed by no precipitation since. With all the new, thick, heavy growth, things were as bad as they could get.

“Let’s go.” She nodded toward the two metal buildings a few hundred yards away that looked more like an old movie set than a real airport. “It’s an abandoned silver mine,” she said to his unspoken question. “But it’s got the only good solid road around that’s both the right length and straight. Perfect makeshift airstrip. Add in a couple of hangars, and one lone gasoline tanker that comes with a guy named Julio who’ll only fill ’er up if you tip him in booze, and you’ve got yourself an airport.”

“Right.”

She lifted a shoulder. “Hey, it works. So…” She sized him up from toe to forehead, somehow making him want to stand up taller. “You didn’t need a bag to toss your cookies after all.”

“I’m stronger than I look,” he responded, mocking her own words to him.

She smiled, apparently unapologetic for her bluntness, which was oddly both refreshing and a little startling. “You still look a little green, but strong enough,” she decided. “You’ll need that strength, with the job ahead of you.”

As if his stomach wasn’t wobbly enough, it did another somersault. It’d been so long. A year.

A lifetime.

And it would have been longer if Brody hadn’t interfered.

The thought of his brother, probably at this very moment lounging on the beach, grinning at bikini babes and chuckling over what he’d done, made Griffin grit his teeth. “Let’s just get this over with. Take me to the fire.”

“Oh, no. My job was to get you here.” Turning to an old weathered guy in beat-up coveralls and a cap low over his eyes, she nodded when he pointed to the gas tanker. “Gracias,” she said, and handed him a brown bag that no doubt held the required booze.
         

Julio, apparently.

“Good luck, Ace,” she said to Griffin over her shoulder as she headed back to her plane.

“Wait.” He stared at her, stunned. “You’re leaving?” He didn’t like her, mostly because she’d provided the means to get him here, but she was also his only tie down here.

“Don’t worry. Tom Farrell will be here any minute to pick you up.”

She’d told him not to worry a few times now. He hated those words. “Tom?”

“The postmaster.” She cocked her head. “In fact, I hear him coming now.”

“What? Where?”

“Shh.” She listened some more. “Yep, that’s his Jeep. For your sake, I hope he got the brakes fixed.”

Two seconds later, a Jeep roared right onto the “tarmac,” and skidded to a stop a few feet from the plane. There were no windows, no fenders, no top, and what might have once been a cherry red paint job had long ago faded and rusted down to the metal.

“Hey, Tom.” Griffin’s pixie pilot smiled, transforming her face. “You washed this heap, I see.”

“Nah.” Tom hopped out. Fiftyish, he had a tough, rangy body, long blond-gray hair pulled back in a leather strap, and deep brown eyes. “I drove through the rio yesterday. Just long enough to spruce it up some.” He stuffed his hands in his front jean pockets. His tanned Caucasian face crinkled into a welcoming smile.
         

“Tom came from North Dakota,” Lyndie explained to Griffin. “In case you’re wondering why he’s as white as I am. He showed up here in the seventies to fish, fell in love with a local, and never left.”

“True, true,” Tom said, thrusting his hand out to Griffin. “And you’re the help we need so desperately.”

“Yes, and you’re…the postmaster.”

Tom gave Lyndie a long, wry look. “You never get tired of messing with the guys’ heads, do you? I bet you took the long way in, too.”

“Who, me?”

Tom shook his head, still pumping Griffin’s hand. “I’m mostly the sheriff now, but also I deliver the mail. When we get it. Don’t worry, son. You’re not dreaming, you’re really here.”

Not so much of a comfort, actually.

“How bad is it really?” Lyndie asked Tom, who sighed.

“Bad.”

“Well, keep me posted.” His pilot, the little she-devil, gave them both a wave and started backing away. “Later.” She tossed a look Griffin’s way. “You go play hero, now. I’ll be back for you at the end of your shift. Sunday night.”

That wasn’t a comfort either.

“Yeah…uh, Lyndie?” Tom took off his hat and scratched his head. “Nina’s sort of in a mood again.”

Lyndie stared at him, than laughed a little and shook her head. “Nope. I’m not translating for you all weekend. I haven’t had a day off all damn year. Sam gave me this weekend, and I’ve got a date with a long nap and a pleasure joyride wherever I feel like winging to.”

“So who’s going to translate for your hotshot here?”

“He’s not my hotshot, he’s yours.”
         

“Now, Lyndie—”

“No.” She pointed at him. “Don’t you ‘now Lyndie’ me. Sam pays Nina to do it, and you know it.”

“Who’s Nina?”

Both Tom and Lyndie looked at Griffin as if they’d forgotten he existed.

“My daughter,” Tom finally answered. “She’s uh, rather headstrong.”

“Code for stubborn and selfish.” Lyndie let out a sound of annoyance. “She’s a native with flawless English who translates for our volunteers in return for cash. When she’s in the mood, that is.”

“Yes, she’s a hothead, that one.” Tom lifted his hands in the helpless gesture of someone who’d created a monster and now didn’t know what to do with her. “Stay, Lyndie. Please? You yourself said you had time off, and how better to spend it if not in a place you know and love, a place now in danger if the wind doesn’t cooperate and our men don’t get that fire under control?”

“Yes, but—”

“But you hate to be social, I know. I know—”

“I don’t hate to be social,” Lyndie said through her teeth, which Griffin thought was interesting.

She didn’t want to help any more than he did. After the plane had landed, she’d put her hand on him to soothe. The urge to return the favor shocked him.

“Then you won’t mind helping us out,” Tom said smoothly.

Lyndie put her hands on her hips and glared at Tom, who pretended not to notice.

“Into the Jeep, now,” he said to no one in particular, putting a hand on Lyndie’s back and trying to push her toward the vehicle.

“I can’t stay,” she insisted, notably less forcefully this time. “I have…”

“Yes?” Tom smiled sweetly, his warm eyes guileless. “You have something more important?”

Lyndie stared at him, then suddenly her shoulders sagged. “No. Damn it. Of course not.”

“There you are,” Tom opened the beat-up door and patted her arm. “You know it’s okay to admit you have a home here,” he said gently.

“I do not.”

“You feel at home here,” Tom said.
         

“My home is the sky—which I should be up in right now, thank you very much.”

“Whatever you say, Lyn.”

She let out a low, unintelligible reply that sounded like a growl.

Griffin had never known a woman who could snarl so convincingly, as if she might launch herself at the source of her aggravation. He wondered if he touched her now if she’d snap at him. He put a hand on her shoulder.

Whipping around to face him, she stared at him.

Unbelievably, he nearly smiled.

“It’s all settled then.” Tom nodded approvingly. “I’ll make sure your plane is properly tied down and cared for, and that Rosa knows you’ll be staying for the weekend. Get in now, darlin’.”

And to Griffin’s amazement, the strong-headed, temperamental, free-spirited Lyndie merely sighed and climbed up into the waiting Jeep.

In the front seat, naturally.

Leaving the back to him.
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Why had he touched her back there? Lyndie couldn’t figure it out so she stopped trying and looked around. They made their way toward the fire on a narrow, rutted road that wound around the hills in a meandering fashion. If they could get there as a crow flew, they’d have arrived in two minutes flat, but the roads here in the Barranca del Cobre were few and far between. Just outside the airport, they crossed a set of railroad tracks that nearly rattled the teeth out of Lyndie’s head.
         

“That’s where the train comes through,” Tom explained to Griffin. “Which is the only way to travel this area. It’s not really safe any other way. Too many deep, dark canyons where one can fall to their death; too many wild animals, including hungry bears. Too many damn places to get lost and never get found again.”

Griffin didn’t look happy at that knowledge.

After the tracks came a creek. They used the one and only rickety old bridge to cross, which Lyndie tried not to think too much about as it creaked and groaned with their weight. She glanced back at Griffin to see how he took it, but he just sat there, immobile, face utterly unreadable.

Halfway across, the Jeep stalled. “Damn,” Tom said.

The bridge swung with their weight and Lyndie gulped. “Tom.”

“On it.” He tried to restart the temperamental Jeep while they all hung there in the balance on the wobbly bridge with the fire ravaging the hills around them.

The Jeep didn’t turn over.

The bridge shuddered.

“Just give it a sec,” Tom said calmly, and cranked the engine again. Finally it turned over, and they began to move.

And still no reaction at all from Griffin.

So he wasn’t easy to ruffle, she thought, with just a little bit of admiration. She appreciated that in a volunteer. In anyone.

The road widened a bit after that, crossing through the low-lying hills beneath the hot day, the sun trying to beat down on them through the thick smoke. Breathing became a challenge as they came into San Puebla. The sandstone and brick facades of the buildings lined well-traveled narrow cobblestone streets, concealing courtyards, some empty and deserted, some lush with bougainvillea that had been lovingly tended to for centuries. The city’s beautiful and unique architecture reflected a Moorish influence brought by seventeenth-century architects from Andalucia in southern Spain.

There was a gas station and tire shop next to an eighteenth-century cathedral. A farmers’ market next to a cantina that had once been home to a Spanish run-away prince. And an undeniable peaceful, timeless feel to it all, if one didn’t count the ominous cloud of smoke overhanging it, threatening, growing…

Lyndie’s heart leapt at being back here, she couldn’t deny that. Nor could she deny the lump in her throat at the overhang of smoke and the terrible stench of the fire so close that the sky seemed to glow.

She glanced over at Tom. He seemed tense, too, but when he caught her looking at him he reached over and squeezed her hand. “It’ll be okay now.”

She hadn’t been looking for reassurance, but she’d take it. The choking air, the way the smoke seemed like a live, breathing thing, scared her to death, and she didn’t scare easily. “This is bad,” she whispered.

“Yeah.” Tom let out a heartfelt sigh. “It’s all bad. The record high temps, the rainfall at less than one tenth the norm…” He shrugged his shoulders. “Mexico’s lost an area the size of Rhode Island in this season alone.”

Lyndie’s heart clenched. She didn’t want San Puebla to be just another statistic.

And still their stoic firefighter didn’t say a word.

They passed through town, and it seemed as if they headed directly into hell as they climbed the hills, totally engulfed by flames. The smoke swirled around them, thicker and then thicker still, billowing so high in the sky they could see nothing else.

Tom’s radio squawked.

He pulled over because, as Lyndie knew, attempting to manage the narrow, curvy road and a radio at the same time was bad news, and he’d gone through four Jeeps in his career to prove it.

While he fumbled for his radio, she turned and eyed their passenger. Griffin Moore looked over the rough road, the cliff on one side, a drop-off on the other. In front of them lay mountainous terrain so rough and unfriendly that few humans had dared to venture.

Now that they were out of the plane Griffin looked even leaner than before, the lines of his face more stark. He’d pulled out a pair of sunglasses from somewhere, which covered his blue eyes just enough that she couldn’t get a feel for what he was thinking. Not that it took a genius to make a guess.

There was a hauntedness in those eyes, she’d seen it in the brief moment before he’d covered them. He didn’t want to be here.

Not her problem; he’d volunteered. Maybe he’d gotten himself in hot water with his captain or someone, and had been forced to put in the time, but it didn’t matter, he was here.

What was wrong with people anyway? What was the big deal about volunteering, giving some time, helping others? Hell, she was no saint, and she did it.

But still she sensed it was much more than mere reluctance to help…

“You’re staring at me,” he said, not moving his head. “You have something to say?”

Slowly she shook her head. “Nope.”

“Sure? Because you’re thinking loud enough to give me a headache.”

“I’m thinking you look like you’d rather be having a root canal without drugs than be here.”

“And you’d be right.”

She opened her mouth to say something to that, but Tom said, “Ahorita voy,” into his radio, and that got her attention. “You’ll be right where?” she demanded.
         

He set the radio down and gave her a long look.

“More good news, I take it?” she said.

“Well.” He scratched his head, which had Lyndie’s heart sinking because he was thinking, and thinking hard. Never a good sign. “You’re going to have to take over for a bit. I’ve got a bar fight to break up.” He unhooked the strap across his lap, as the shoulder part of the seat belt had long ago disintegrated. “It’s been a whole week since I’ve had me a good bar fight.”

Lyndie rolled her eyes. “Try to keep all your teeth this time.”

“Hey, I haven’t lost a tooth in a fight in years.” Tom got out.

Griffin remained quiet, but his grim expression said it all. He was no more thrilled at being left alone with Lyndie than she was.

“I’ll walk back,” Tom said. “You get our hero here where he needs to go.”

Griffin stirred at that, shifted in his seat, which Lyndie found interesting. A reluctant hero? Not many men would fit that bill, and damn if that didn’t pique her interest where she didn’t want to be piqued.

“It’s half a mile,” she pointed out to Tom, who wasn’t exactly known for his interest in exercise. “You always say the walk from your desk to your filing cabinet is too long.”

“Yeah, but it’ll give them a good chance to beat the shit out of each other. By the time I get there, they’ll be too tired to resist arrest.”

“And you’ll be in time to get your afternoon nap in.”

“Not today.” His smile faded as he gestured to the smoke. “I’m coming back. Stay safe, you hear?” With a fond pat on her head, he nodded to Griffin. “See you soon. You stay safe, too.” And he began walking.

“How are you going to get out to the fire?” she called after him.

Tom stopped on the dusty road.

“Do you have a tractor?”

Lyndie turned in surprise to Griffin, who kept his eyes on Tom. “Do you?” he asked.

“I could probably get my hands on one.”

“A tractor can get anywhere and clear a path,” Griffin said, using more words than he had all day. “That’ll work for fire lines, or even an emergency road exit, if we need it.”

“Consider it done, then.” Tom saluted, then he was gone.

Lyndie climbed over the stick shift and into the driver’s seat, grumbling at the condition of the seat belt. While she clipped herself in, Griffin put a big, tanned hand down on the console between the seats and hopped from the back to the passenger seat she’d just vacated. He slid his long legs in first, then rested his broad shoulders back, tilting his face up to look at the marred sky before glancing at her. “Better,” he said.

She jammed the shifter into first gear and hit the gas. She had to give him credit, he didn’t react, not other than reaching for the seat belt as the acceleration pressed them both back. He settled in, one elbow resting on the passenger door, his face inscrutable. In charge of his world.

She liked to be in charge, too, so she supposed she could appreciate that. She certainly appreciated having the view of his nicely built, long, leanly muscled body to look at. Not that she’d ever do more than look. Unlike her boss, Sam, she rarely mixed business and pleasure.

The road took a sharp turn and arched up toward a series of ranches, and then beyond them the sharp, ragged peaks. The road was narrow, pitted, and frankly, quite dangerous. With the sheer cliff on one side, the drop-off on the other, it was impossible to tell yet how far the fire had raged.

The smoke around them thickened along with the choking, clinging scent of the fire. The hills above them, between the village and the alpine mountains beyond, were nearly invisible, and what wasn’t invisible glowed with flame. Lyndie squinted into the smoke as she drove, desperately wishing she could reach out and shove it all aside. Her lungs grew tight, an unfortunately familiar feeling. She patted the inhaler in her pocket, knowing she’d need it before this was through.

“What’s the problem?”

Griffin Moore had a way of looking at her that made her feel as if he could read her mind. Too bad she never allowed a man close enough to do such a thing. “No problem.”

He knew that wasn’t the truth, she could tell, he just wasn’t going to pursue it right now. “We’re nearly there,” he said.

She nodded to the ashes raining down over them. “Yeah.”

His nod was tight, his mouth growing grimmer by the minute. Odd, as she’d have figured as a firefighter, he’d get more excited the closer they’d gotten to the front.

Because she’d been staring at him, she hit a deep rut, and nearly tipped them over. Applying the brakes didn’t help as they didn’t give right away. “Sorry,” she gasped when they finally stopped. She began again, slowly. “The road’s a little rough.”

“In the States this would barely qualify as a fire road.”

“Yeah.” There weren’t many “fire roads” in this part of Mexico; there weren’t a lot of roads, period, but there were plenty of little known places where people might want to disappear. The Barranca del Cobre was one of those places. As the road all but disappeared, she said a silent thanks for the way the Jeep could get over just about anything, including all the rocks and branches blocking their way. Of course the shocks were nothing to write home about, and she thought the fillings in her teeth might just rattle right out of her head, but she had to get him there before this thing got worse.

“How many men are out here?”

“I’m not sure.” She maneuvered around a fallen tree and ended up on her two side wheels for a terminally long second. She was going to need a bottle of aspirin after this drive.

“Do you know how many acres have burned?”

“I know nothing, I’m sorry. I fly in a doctor every two weeks, alternating a dentist in every once in a while to get the locals some desperately needed health care, that’s all.” Which she did for other places too, wherever Sam sent her, but San Puebla was her favorite, and when she’d heard about the fire late last night, she’d insisted on flying in their “specialist” herself. “I also fly in supplies and highfalutin fishermen willing to pay the locals for the hot spots, people guaranteed to drop their money in the bar. This fire thing is new for me.”

“Who’s in charge?”

“We’ve never had a fire out this way, so I have no idea, though I imagine no one. You’ll be lucky to have the proper equipment, much less enough people. The only reason you’re here is because you volunteered through Hope International, and because you supposedly have some experience directing a fire crew—”
         

“I didn’t.”

“What?”

“I didn’t volunteer. My brother gave them my name.”

She risked taking her eyes off the road again to stare into his tense, rugged features—and because she did, they hit a deep pothole blindsided.

As she went airborne, Griffin gripped the dash with his right hand and thrust his left arm across her body while swearing impressively. With only the lap belt for protection, Lyndie slammed into the hard sinew of his forearm, wincing in anticipation of breaking his limb between her body and the steering wheel, but thankfully he was rock solid and held her back against the seat. No steering wheel involved.

Without his arm squashing into her breasts, holding her back as the shoulder harness would have if there’d been one, she might have been hit face-first into the steering wheel herself. Arms tight, she held on to it for dear life and gritted her teeth, calling herself every kind of fool until he dropped his arm away from her. “Thank you,” she said from between her teeth, trying not to notice her asthma was kicking in right on schedule.

“Maybe I should drive,” he said.

“I’m fine.” Stewing, she drove in silence for a moment through the smoke, the flames in plain view now on their left. She hated to stew, but unfortunately, she was good at it. Then they came around a turn and into view of a ranch, and Griffin let out a low curse. Lyndie’s breath caught, too.

The fields were on fire. Directly behind the hilly fields was the first higher peak. Because it was entirely engulfed in smoke, she couldn’t see how far up the flames had raged, but she had no problem seeing the ten-foot walls of flames on their left, at roadside.

“Careful here,” Griffin said grimly, eyeing the hot flames so close. “A sudden sharp blast of wind will take them right over the top of us.”

Terrific. Resisting the urge to duck, she drove on. She knew from Tom that the “fire central” was back here, behind this ranch, somewhere amidst all the flames, so she turned at the crossroad and hoped she could find it. “This is one of those days where I think a desk job wouldn’t be so bad.”

Her passenger let out a choked sound that might have been a laugh, which had her risking a glance at him. “People who volunteer don’t show up all the time,” she said. “Why did you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

He was right, it didn’t, not at the moment. All that mattered was that he’d come, experience and all, to help get this wildfire under control. She knew he would do his best or die trying, because whether she liked him or not, he’d once been a hotshot. Helping others was ingrained.

Or so she hoped.

A hot wind was a constant now, and the thick ash and smoke combined to block out the sun but trapped the heat. Her chest tightened uncomfortably. The situation seemed far more desperate than she had imagined.

She eyed the way the scorching wind fueled the flames. “I guess the weather is pretty crucial here. You have one of those fancy little weather kits on you?”

No response from the firefighter, so she dared another quick peek. Ah, hell, he didn’t look so good again.

Well, he could get sick all he wanted now, this wasn’t her Jeep. It was no less than Tom deserved for sticking her here with him alone.

But in that moment, she lost a good amount of her confidence in him, and in their combined ability to be any help at all.
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