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Chapter 1: Sophie




Iwalk into a wall of noise in the Howe Firehouse training room. 

Everyone stands up unlike every other staff training session I’ve been to. The crew’s agitated voices send a wave of tension through the room.

I go over to a cluster of firefighters and paramedics standing on one side. I don’t even get a chance to ask what’s wrong.

“This better not be another shakedown,” Billy Cates growls under his breath.

“Since when did John ever shake us down?” Caleb Watts asks. “We’re here for training just like we always are.”

“Then why are all the chairs lined up across the room?” Keith Brewer waves at the rows of chairs behind him. “This place is set up for a staff meeting, but we just had one last week. We aren’t scheduled for another one for at least a week. I agree with Billy. Something fishy is going on.”

“Maybe John is getting ready to hand out the latest round of awards and decorations,’ Ellis Barrett suggests.

“Don’t get all bright and cheery about that,” Danny Brewer tells him. “No one is gonna pin any medals on you, munchkin.”

“That’s because you always take them for yourself,” Ellis counters.

“If we aren’t here for training and we aren’t here for a staff meeting, why are we here?” Naomi McFee asks.

“It better not be a disciplinary hearing or anything like that,” Billy growls again.

Chris Daniels turns to me. “You haven’t heard anything about this, have you, Sophie? Do you know why we’re here?”

“How could I know if you don’t?” I ask. “I got the memo the same way all of you do. If Keith and Danny don’t know, I don’t see how any of us could know.”

“That’s the whole point, see?” Keith points out. “John must be keeping this a secret if he didn’t even tell his own brothers. Something weird is going on.”

“You said that before,” Danny tells him.

Keith glares at him, but right then, Fire Chief John Brewer walks into the training room.

The noise level surges off the charts the minute he crosses the threshold. 

Everyone steps forward and mobs him while they bombard him with a million questions. I can’t hear a thing over all the noise. 

He finally raises his hands and yells to make himself heard over all the other voices in the room. “Quiet down, all of you!”

The commotion dies down only slightly.

“Everyone take your seats so we can get started,” he goes on.

“Get started on what?” Keith asks.

“When are you going to tell us what’s going on?” Caleb asks. “Why are you being so secretive about this meeting?”

“It better not be something bad,” Billy mutters.

“If we’re here to receive decorations, just tell us now,” Danny chimes in.

“All you care about is decorations,” Chris teases.

Danny gives her a dirty look, but John interrupts. “If you all sit down like I told you to, I might be able to explain this……”

Another tide of questions launches at him from all over the room. I haven’t seen the fire crew this worked up in a long, long time.

John tries to field a dozen questions and remarks at the same time, but he eventually loses patience again.

“Sit down and be quiet!” he bellows. “Anyone still standing in ten seconds is going to get written up in your files with a formal reprimand.”

People finally start to drift away to their seats, but not without plenty of grumbling, mumbling, and more questions, threats, and dark glances cast over their shoulders in John’s direction.

He sighs, passes his hand across his eyes, and continues to the front of the room like he originally planned to when he walked in here.

I take my seat near Naomi, Chris, and Brooke Elsworth.

The other firefighters keep muttering to themselves while John places a stack of file folders on the table at the front of the room. 

I recognize these files. They’re case files on incident reports and medical records. He usually keeps these in his office.

Now I know this isn’t a normal staff meeting. He never brings files like that to staff meetings or training sessions. This must be serious.

He messes around with the overhead display equipment for a minute while he waits for all of us to settle down. He hooks up his laptop to the monitor and fiddles with it to turn it on.

Ellis cuts the tension by speaking up first. “What is this all about, man? Don’t leave us in suspense. Is someone getting fired or something?”

John finally straightens up and faces us. “No one is getting fired and none of you is in trouble. I want to make that clear right from the start.”

“Now I’m really worried,” Caleb adds. “You know you’re in trouble when the boss says none of you is in trouble.”

That sets off another cascade of comments from the peanut gallery. John raises his hands again. “Will you all just shut up for a second?! Jesus, how many times do I have to say it?”

He gets a slight response, but the tension in the crowd doesn’t fade at all.

He takes a deep breath. “The State Health and Safety Commission has been looking into all our recent injuries and deaths—among our crew and among our patients.” He raises his hands again. “No one is saying any of that was your fault. The Commission just wants to make sure we have adequate health and safety procedures, protocols, and protections in place so you can all do your jobs without getting hurt.”

“Working on the fire crew is dangerous. We all understand that,” Josh Abbot points out. “We could get hurt even if we do have adequate health and safety procedures in place.”

“And we’re going out to deal with people who are already suffering from life-threatening injuries and illnesses,” Naomi adds. “Some of them are going to die. There isn’t a lot we can do about that.”

“I’m not talking about that,” John replies. “I’m talking about that car rolling on top of Ellen. I’m talking about Billy getting run over and little Georgie getting killed at the scene. I’m talking about Chris and Josh getting trapped in a burning building. I’m talking about that ceiling caving in on Keith and Leila.” He raises his stack of files. “I have a laundry list of injuries that could have cost some of you your lives and, in some cases, actually did cost patients their lives. The State Commission is sending us a new Health and Safety officer who will audit…..”

He doesn’t get the rest of the words out before the whole crew rises up out of their chairs yelling, protesting, and waving their hands at him.

He just stands there waiting for everyone to say what they have to say. I don’t stand up or say anything.

He’s got a point—and I guess the State Health and Safety Commission has a point, too. 

Our crew has suffered a lot of injuries lately and lost patients we shouldn’t have. I see what he means about none of it being our fault, but the rest of the crew doesn’t see it that way.

John just stands there taking it all. He doesn’t try to make everyone sit down or be quiet. 

They go on for at least a minute. This isn’t a meeting. It’s turning into something more like a civil demonstration.

I’m just starting to wonder when he plans to say something to stop it.

In the middle of the worst commotion, another man walks into the training room. He isn’t part of our crew and I’ve never seen him before.

Dead silence falls over the crew when the guy crosses the room to stop next to John behind the table. Everyone stares at the guy in silent shock.

He’s as tall as John and just as muscular, but they look nothing alike.

Rippling burn scars cover the guy’s face, head, neck, and most of his arms. He looks like something out of a horror movie.

Brilliant, sea-green eyes blaze out of that haunted face. His nose has melted flat to his face. The burns disfigure his lips and his ears have shrunken way too small. He doesn’t have any hair. The burns cover his whole scalp.

He wears the Howe County Fire Department uniform of a tight blue T-shirt, blue pants, and black zip-up boots.

He even wears a black leather belt with a leather multi-tool case on his left side and a paramedic’s toolkit on the right.

John raises his hand and grips the man’s shoulder through his uniform. I wince when John’s fingers squeeze the guy. I expect that touch to hurt the guy’s scars, but this man’s burns have healed a long time ago.

“This is Carter Holt,” John announces. “The State Health and Safety Commission has assigned him to us as our new Health and Safety officer. He’s a certified firefighter and paramedic, so he’ll be riding along with us and conducting a Health and Safety audit on all our equipment and procedures to make sure we’re doing everything possible to protect ourselves and each other.”

No one moves or even breathes for a second. None of us can stop staring at Carter.

He just stands there gazing back at us. Our reaction doesn’t seem to bother him or make him uncomfortable at all. He must be used to this by now.








  
  
Chapter 2: Sophie




Amoment of awkward silence falls over the crew as we all stare at Carter Holt. Everyone still stands in the same places they were in when they confronted John. 

He finally rallies and says, “If you all want to take your seats, we can get this meeting started.”

No one says a word on their way back to their seats. Everyone keeps casting uncomfortable glances at Carter.

I’ve never seen anyone or anything like this before. Whatever caused those burns must have been awful, but he certainly seems to have recovered well. 

If I can somehow block the scars out of my mind, I can see that he’s strong, healthy, and takes excellent care of himself. He looks as good from the neck down as any firefighter in this room.

He waits until we all sit down. No one speaks until John turns to him, claps him on the shoulder again, and says, “I’ll leave you to it.”

John crosses the room and sits down in one of the chairs next to Keith and Danny. John faces front like he’s one of the crew about to hear what Carter has to say for the first time.

Carter waits for John to sit down and then faces the room. Carter starts talking in a clear, deep tone that sends shivers up my spine.

He paces back and forth behind the table. We can all see the muscles of his arms, chest, and shoulders through his T-shirt. He commands the room and holds us all spellbound as he begins to speak.

“I know none of you asked for this,” he begins. “I worked as a firefighter in Gransworth for seven years before I became a Health and Safety inspector and I’ve been working as a firefighter and paramedic the whole time I’ve been doing that—the same way I’m going to be working as a firefighter and a paramedic here. I know how nerve-racking these audits can be—and believe me, I know how annoying it can be to have your Health and Safety officer with you on a call when you’re trying to concentrate and you feel like the person is breathing down your neck judging everything you do and say.”

A shiver of anxiety goes through the room. He sure called a spade a spade. Everyone in this room is thinking exactly what he just said.

He turns to pace back the other way. “I can also see that you’re all unnerved by the way I look. I understand I’m probably not what you were expecting. I never am. I know what I look like and I know I make people uncomfortable. I got caught in a burning house when I was young. Firefighters and paramedics just like you pulled me out and saved my life. I wouldn’t be here right now without them. They’re the reason I became a firefighter—and they are also the reason I became a Health and Safety inspector. Our job is dangerous enough already. I want to make sure each of you has the best possible working conditions we can give you. You deserve that. I’m here to make sure there are no loopholes or blind spots that could put any of you in more danger than you absolutely have to be.”

“No blind spots or loopholes caused some psycho to run Billy over with his car,” Caleb blurts out. “No way are you pinning that on any of us.”

Carter turns to face him. “No one is pinning anything on anyone. None of this is about blaming any of you for doing anything wrong.”

He waves at the stack of files in front of him. They seem to cast such a damning light over the crew. It’s a big stack with some of the worst injuries we’ve suffered since I’ve been working here.

“Since you bring up Billy’s accident……” Carter begins again.

“It wasn’t an accident, man,” Vince Jaeger cuts in.

“That’s my point, isn’t it?” Carter opens the file on top of the stack. “Since you bring up Billy’s injuries…..” He pauses and frowns at Caleb. “Caleb, isn’t it? Caleb Watts?”

Caleb squirms in his seat and glances around. “Uh…yeah.”

“Since Caleb brings up Billy’s injuries, why don’t we start with that? We can go over each incident and dissect exactly what happened and where procedures broke down if they broke down at all.”

“Nothing broke down,” Danny points out. “He was helping a patient. Billy had his back turned when the car broke the Police cordon.”

“Exactly! The car broke the Police cordon,” Carter replies. “So if there was a failure anywhere along the chain, it must have been with the Police.”

He switches on the laptop, scrolls on the device, and brings up a diagram showing the layout of the call where Billy got hit by the car.

Carter points out different places on the diagram in multiple places. “The incident report states that Billy was working on his patient here and that the assailant drove into the scene here. The Police officers responsible for controlling vehicle traffic around the scene were placed here and here. They also positioned squad cars here, here, and here, to block anyone from breaking through to put any of you or the patients in danger.”

“Then how do you say the bastard got his car into the scene?” Keith demands.

“The Police sectioned off two of the three highway lanes,” Carter explains. “The Police left one lane free so a one-way flow of traffic could pass. The ladder truck was here. The rescue truck was here. The ambulances were positioned here and here. The Police left a space here between the line of traffic and the scene so ambulances could get in and out as soon as they loaded on patients. The assailant got himself into the line of traffic coming from here. He broke onto the scene through that gap and gunned his engines to run down Billy and the two boys.”

Another crushing silence falls over the crew when we remember Billy’s accident. The incident still casts a chill on all of us.

Carter waits only a minute to let that sink in. Then he brings up a different diagram. It’s an expanded view of the same scene from above.

“The Police reports from the vehicular homicide detectives indicate that the assailant struck the victims’ car here—more than a mile down the road. Both vehicles were traveling at highway speed. The momentum of the victim’s car caused it to flip and then it kept sliding before it hit the retaining wall, flipped again, and crashed. The Police report indicates that the assailant probably stopped there—at a distance from the scene. Then he advanced closer so he could either keep an eye on the victims and-or be within range so he could strike again. That’s how he got into the line of traffic so he could be in position to enter the scene when he did.”

“Why are you telling us all of this?” Billy interrupts. We can all hear his voice shaking. This must be so hard for him.

Carter pretends not to hear the obvious emotion in his voice. “I’m telling you to explain why an incident like this could happen through no fault of your own. My assessment of this incident is that there was no fault along any of the chain of Health and Safety procedures. Even the Police did everything right. It isn’t like they could completely blockade the scene with squad cars and concrete barricades. They had to leave at least one gap for the ambulances to get in and out. That’s the vulnerability the assailant used to attack you—and no one could have known he was in that line of traffic. He blended in with all the other vehicles.”

His comments don’t put the crew at ease at all. “What about the other incidents?” Brooke asks. “Is that what this is about? Do we really have to dredge up the worst incidents of the past few years and go over them with a fine-toothed comb to figure out if any of us did anything wrong?”

“You don’t have to,” Carter replies. “That’s what I’m here for.”

Right then, the fire alarm sounds. It blares through the firehouse and startles everyone out of their seats.

Carter looks up at the ceiling, but the tension of this meeting keeps everyone frozen in place. No one reacts right away.

John gets to his feet. “Let’s roll, people! Get out there and get to your trucks. Carter will be coming with us to see how we do.”

Those words set everyone in motion. They can’t get out of the room fast enough. Any disaster will be better than facing Carter and his inspection.








  
  
Chapter 3: Carter




Iwalk out into the Howe Firehouse garage, step into a pair of spare turnouts from the wall by the supply cabinets, and rush over to the rescue truck with the rest of the crew. 

I climb into the middle seat, finish sticking on my helmet, and zip up my coat while the other firefighters and paramedics load up with me.

I run through their personnel files in my head while I buckle my seatbelt. Keith Brewer, Fire Chief Brewer’s brother, fires up the truck’s engines.

Billy Cates sits next to him and switches on the computer to check the dispatch notes. Caleb Watts and Ellis Barrett sit on either side of me in the middle seat.

“What is it this time?” Ellis Barrett yells from my right. He jerks his thumb toward me. “Make it an old lady with a cat stuck in a tree. We don’t want anything dangerous for Freddy Kruger here.”

“Watch it, chump!” Keith barks over his shoulder. “Show the man some respect.”

“It’s all right,” I tell him. “I’m used to it.”

“That doesn’t make it okay.” Keith glares at Ellis. “Don’t let me hear you talking like that again.”

“It looks like someone set off the fire alarm at the school,” Billy interrupts. “It could be nothing.”

“Not likely. Look.” One of the female paramedics shoots out her hand and points through the garage door.

The two paramedics in the back are Sophie McNish and Naomi McFee. Sophie is a tall, statuesque, blonde bombshell with crystal blue eyes and magnificent curves.

Fire department uniforms usually make women look blocky and frumpy. Uniforms have a tendency to exaggerate every flaw and indiscretion in a woman’s figure.

Sophie’s uniform has the opposite effect. It hugs her trim waist, her curved hips, her muscular glutes, and her tight shirt shoves out her full bust so it stands straight out. She looks like something from a Fire Department pin-up calendar.

I have to stop myself from checking her out, so I face front even though she sticks her arm inches away from my face.

Naomi is a small, petite, dark-haired, dark-eyed seductress with witchy olive skin and a sultry kind of charm that would intoxicate anyone.

She doesn’t have the quite same effect that Sophie does. She looks like a supermodel even with her hair in a ponytail with a Fire Department baseball cap over her hair.

She has to take her hat off to put on her helmet, but I don’t look at that. I don’t let myself turn around.

She points down the block where we can all see smoke billowing from the roof of the Howe Elementary School.

“I sure hope the kids are okay,” Keith mutters.

Billy reads from the computer. “The notes say all the kids have evacuated the building. Everyone is accounted for.”

Keith pulls the truck out onto the street. We only have a few seconds’ drive before we get to the scene.

The principal, a few other members of the staff, and a dozen Police officers come out to meet us when the truck pulls into the driveway.

Five Police officers already stand at the school gate to stop concerned parents from entering the premises.

I glance around the rest of the grounds. The teachers and the entire student body crowd onto the basketball courts at a safe distance from the school buildings.

“Are you sure everyone is out of the building?” Chief Brewer asks the principal.

“We did five different head counts,” the principal replies. “Everyone is out here. There shouldn’t be anyone else in the building.”

“What about the maintenance staff?” I ask.

“They’re all out here, too—I mean, all the maintenance staff who were scheduled on shift today are all out here.”

“Where’s the fire coming from?” Chief Brewer asks. 

The principal points to the other side of the campus. “The alarm system in the office identified it as the old sports equipment shed by the track field. I can’t imagine what could have caught fire there. There’s nothing in there but a bunch of old balls, volleyball nets, and soccer goals.”

Chief Brewer points at him and then sweeps his arm out toward the basketball courts. “Keep everyone away until we give you the all-clear.” He waves the rest of us forward. “Keith, bring the truck around to the track field. The rest of you—let’s go.”

We file through the school grounds, but we don’t enter any of the normal school buildings. They’re all perfectly intact. The sports shed is too far away from everything to put the rest of the school in danger. 

Chief Brewer could have let the rest of the students and staff return to their classrooms, but he probably just wants to be careful. 

He doesn’t look at me once, so I have no reason to think he’s being extra cautious just because I’m here.

Everyone else seems to have forgotten I’m here—which is a good thing. I don’t want them walking on eggshells.

We circle the school building just as Keith drives the truck around. The paramedics and EMTs bring the two ambulances, but the crew leaves the ambulances and the ladder truck parked on the sidewalk outside the school grounds. We can all see we won’t need them to transport anyone.

Flames lick off the shed roof and up its side walls. “Get those hoses out!” Keith orders. “Let’s put it down so we can all go home.”

The crew starts pulling out their hoses. The principal shows me and Ellis where to hook the hoses up to the school’s emergency water supply.

Ellis grins at me while we screw off the nozzle cover. He keeps his voice low so Keith won’t hear him teasing me. “Be careful you don’t get wet. The water might melt you.”

“As soon as this call is over, we’ll turn the hoses on you and give you your one bath for the decade,” I tell him. “It’s high time you broke your streak and hosed out all those mushrooms growing in your butt crack.”

He winces in mock pain and bursts out laughing. “Oooo! We got a firecracker here.”

“I told you I speak the language. If you take a shot at me, you better be ready to take one back.”

He laughs again, but this time, Keith hears him. “Quit fooling around over there! Get that water flowing!”

“It’s on!” I call back. “Let it rip.”

Ellis and I turn the nozzle and Keith, Billy, and Caleb get on the hose to spray down the flames.

They start by raising the stream above the roof and showering the flames in a curtain of water. The three firefighters beat the flames down as far as the roof.

The guys saturate the roof, but it’s already blackened to cinders. Then the guys start spraying down the walls. They have to pass the spray back and forth across the walls to suppress the flames. 

One of these passes hits the shed door and blows it inward. Smoke and flames billow from inside and the guys shoot water through the door before they move off.

More smoke plumes from the shed’s interior once the hose spray isn’t there to pound it away anymore. The guys focus on the outer walls.

The smoke coming from the door rises to the ceiling. It keeps pouring through the doorway, but as it keeps rising, it only blocks out the top third of the doorway.

“Holy shit!” I mutter and grab my self-contained breathing apparatus. I scramble to pull the mask over my face before I stick my helmet back on.

“What are you doing?!” Ellis yells at me.

“Someone is in there! Back me up, Ellis!”

“Hey!” he yells. He dodges back and forth between me and trying to get Keith’s attention to stop me from going in there. “You’re crazy, man!”

I can’t listen to anything else. I dive forward and rush the shed door. My mask protects me from breathing all that smoke.

Keith and the others are just coming back for another pass with the hose. I dive under the spray and it showers all over my turnouts as I lunge through the shed door.

I don’t take a minute to stop and check who it is trapped in the shed. I should have listened to the principal when he said there was nothing out here that could have set the shed on fire. 








  
  
Chapter 4: Carter




Ifall halfway across the burning shed doorway when I see two outlines of human figures lying huddled under a blanket. 

Whoever this is at least had the good sense to get down on the floor and cover themselves for some protection from the flames.

Fire licks all over the blanket. I scramble to my feet, grab the nearest person by the ankles, and drag the person outside. I strip away the blanket and throw it away before I see who the person is.

It’s a young kid barely fifteen years old. His clothes are still smoking and his skin is starting to blister, but at least he’s all right.

He coughs and wheezes. Black soot surrounds his mouth, nose, and eyes.

The paramedics attack the kid and I charge back into the shed for the second one. I haul him out and pull his blanket off. 

Sophie, Naomi, and the other paramedics are already cutting the first kid’s clothes off. Neither of these boys can be more than sixteen.

I strip off my SCBA and get to work helping the other paramedics. Josh brings over the burn kit. The kid howls in pain when Josh and I start cutting the second boy’s clothes off. 

“Check his airway!” Josh tells me. Then he bends over the kid. “What’s your name, man?”

The kid is screaming too loudly to say anything. That gives me plenty of opportunity to see into his mouth and even part way down his throat.

“Burns and smoke damage to his mouth and upper airway!” I tell Josh. “I’m putting him on high-flow oxygen. Keep an eye on his vitals.”

I put the boy on oxygen and start trying to put in an IV, but he won’t keep still. He thrashes so badly that he throws off the burn blanket Josh is trying to put on him.

“Lie still, man!” Josh tells him. “This blanket will ease the pain by keeping the air away from your….”

The kid screams again and tries to fight me off. I can’t keep a hold on his arm and the needle at the same time.

I look up and wave Ellis and Vince toward me. “Hold him down! We need to restrain him so we can treat him. You—over there! Bring a backboard, the restraints, and a gurney over here!”

Ellis looks over his shoulder to see who I’m talking to. Ellis is too busy fighting the patient under control to get the stuff himself.

“That’s Andy Skinner,” he murmurs to me under his breath. “He’s one of the paramedics.”

“Am I supposed to care who he is? He isn’t treating anyone. He can help us.”

I try one last time to start the IV. I have to wait for both Ellis and Vince to hold the kid’s arm down so I can make the puncture and set the cannula.

The kid starts thrashing again as soon as we let go of him. He even succeeds in pulling off his oxygen mask.

“His heart rate is through the roof!” Josh tells me over the noise. “I can’t tell if he’s in shock or just agitated.”

I glance down at the kid’s naked body. “His burns aren’t too deep. He’s probably just in a lot of pain. Let me give him some morphine.” I look up. “Where the hell are those restraints?”

Just then, Chief Brewer walks past watching us. He sees me frowning toward the ambulances. “What’s wrong?”

“I just told one of the paramedics to bring the restraints, a backboard, and a gurney over here. He didn’t do it and now he’s disappeared.”

“Who was it?” Chief Brewer asks. “Which paramedic?”

“Andy,” Ellis replies over his shoulder.

Chief Brewer purses his lips and storms off to the ambulance. Ellis grins at me. “Put on your crash helmet and get into your nuclear assault bunker.”

“That bad, huh?” I ask.

The others laugh. “Andy is…..let’s be charitable and say he isn’t the most reliable member of our crew.”

“That’s not good.” I have to pay attention to injecting the morphine into my patient’s IV. 

When I look up the second time, I see Andy and two EMTs coming toward me with the stuff I asked for. Chief Brewer glares at Andy from a distance. 

He helps Ellis, Vince, and the others board, restrain, and load up the patient while Josh and I keep working to treat the kid’s burns.

He calms down considerably once I dose him up with morphine, but we still restrain him anyway. We strap him down with the burn blanket wrapped around him inside the restraints. 

We don’t have any trouble keeping an oxygen mask on him, taking his vitals, and monitoring his airway on the way over to the ambulance. 

I hand the patient off to Josh and Andy for transport to the hospital. Sophie and the others are already loading up the second patient.

She and Naomi get into the back and drive off. That leaves me and the other firefighters to continue cleaning up the rest of the scene.

Chief Brewer comes over to me while I’m straightening out my SCBA and putting it back in the truck. “That was a great save. You saved those kids’ lives.”

“You might want to tell the Police to check with the high school,” I reply over my shoulder. “Something tells me both boys cut school today.”

“What makes you say that?” 

“There are paint cans and drug paraphernalia in the shed. That must be how the fire started.”

He starts to frown and then relaxes. He clamps his hand on my shoulder the way he did at the firehouse. “I’m really glad you’re here. The crew is going to develop a lot more respect for you after today. You won’t have any trouble with them anymore.”

I purse my lips. I shouldn’t say it, but I have to. “You’re going to have to do something about Andy. He’s letting his attitude put patients in danger.”

His features go dark again. “I know, man. I appreciate you saying something. We’ve been so shorthanded for so long that I like to pretend it isn’t happening.”

“Have you at least given him a disciplinary warning about it?” I ask.

“I haven’t seen him doing anything that would call for that. I know he isn’t the most energetic member of our crew, but I haven’t seen him doing anything that’s blatantly against procedure—not that would warrant a warning or a demotion or anything like that. He just does the bare minimum.”

“Well, you better give him one for today. He disobeyed a direct order from a senior firefighter and delayed essential patient care. If that doesn’t warrant it, I don’t know what does.”

His eyes fly open. “He did?”

“Yes! You can ask Josh if you don’t believe me. Vince and Ellis were both there, too. The patient was so combative that we couldn’t treat him. I told Andy to bring the restraints over. He walked away and didn’t come back. What more do you want to know?”

Now it’s his turn to purse his lips. “I didn’t know that. I didn’t know he was interfering with patient care.”

“File the warning,” I tell him. “If you don’t, I’m going to have to include it in your audit. This is exactly the kind of thing I’m here to assess.”

He only nods at me. “Of course. You’re absolutely right. Thank you for telling me.”

He walks away toward his pickup and I go back to helping Keith, Billy, and the others roll up the hoses. The fire is out. 

By the time we finish, Chief Brewer tells the principal that the teachers can take the children back inside. Chief Brewer tells us to load up in the truck and go back to the firehouse.








  
  
Chapter 5: Sophie




The first thing I see when I jump out of the back of the ambulance is Carter Holt standing in the firehouse garage. Ellis. Vince, Josh, Keith, Danny, Billy, and Caleb surround Carter all talking like the best of friends. 

Naomi, Chris, Emily, and I go over to them. “That was freakin’ incredible!” Chris exclaims and elbows Josh in the arm. “You better watch out. We got a new Superman on the block.”

“Hardly,” Carter mumbles. 

“How did you see those kids in the shed?” Ellis asks. “I didn’t see anything but a whole lot of smoke and flames.”

“I saw the outline of their shapes in the flames.” Carter looks away. “I guess I’m just extra sensitive to seeing shapes in flames. I used to have nightmares about it after the accident.”

“It’s your superpower,” Keith tells him. “We wouldn’t have found those kids until after we put the fire out. By then, it would have been too late.”

Carter looks over at me. “What happened to them? Are they okay?”

“They’re in the burn unit, but neither of them has anything more than second-degree burns. Their smoke inhalation wasn’t too severe, either. They’re both going to be fine, thanks to you.”

I try to smile at him, but he immediately looks away and focuses on the guys.

“Hey, man,” Ellis tells him. “We’re having a firehouse barbecue on Saturday at the beach. You should come.”

Carter raises his eyebrows—or he would except that he doesn’t have eyebrows. He raises the burned, scarred skin above his eyes where his eyebrows should be.

“Really?” he exclaims. “Thank you. I would be honored.”

“You’re definitely one of the firehouse family after today,” Danny tells him.

“Just don’t include anything from the barbecue in your report,” Billy adds.

“Why? Are you doing dangerous things at the barbecue?” Carter asks. “Tell me you aren’t skydiving into the area or holding archery contests with your crewmates as the targets.”

The others burst out laughing and Danny elbows Keith. “He got you so bad, bro! Do you hear that? You better warn the old lady!”

Carter looks back and forth between them and all of us. “Did I miss something? I was just joking.”

“Keith’s wife Leila was a paramedic here before she got pregnant,” I tell him. “That was her thing. She was always coming up with whacky ideas to make the barbecues more interesting.”

“Like we need them to be more interesting,” Billy growls. “We want boring. We want tedious and mundane. The barbecues are supposed to be relaxing, not nightmare-inducing adrenaline-fests.”

The others laugh some more. Carter looks even more confused.

“Leila had the idea for us to skydive into the area and to set up targets so we could do archery on the beach,” I explain. 

“John and Ellen shut her down because there are always so many kids running around,” Ellis tells me. “Too dangerous.”

“Maybe I should do a Health and Safety audit on the barbecues,” Carter teases.

The others laugh. “You don’t have to because we don’t do any of that crap,” Billy tells him. “Relaxing, remember? Tedious?”

Carter smiles. His lips don’t function the same as a normal person’s, but his eyes twinkle with just as much light. 

I find myself studying him at close range. He’s such a strange combination of ugly and appealing. I can start to see how he’s really a normal guy under all those scars.

He doesn’t shy away from bantering with the crew. They all accept him, now that we’ve seen that he’s one of us.

Ellis starts making some joke about the Wicked Witch of the West. No one laughs except Carter, but right then, we hear footsteps on the stairs coming down from the firehouse’s second level.

Another dangerous silence falls over the group when Andy comes downstairs followed by John. 

The rest of the crew disperses without a word. Everyone gets busy doing anything else. Andy shoots us all a death glare and heads off to the training room for some reason.

The other firefighters start working on pulling out their houses, hanging them up to dry, and repacking them into their compartments under the truck. 

Naomi and I start restocking our equipment after the call. “What’s the problem with Andy?” I ask once we get out of earshot.

“I don’t know,” she murmurs back. “Maybe one of the guys can tell us.”

We find out the whole sordid tale when we go into the drug locker. Josh is in there with Carter. They work together to restock Josh’s drug box from the first ambulance.

Carter leaves first. “What’s going on with Andy?” Naomi asks Josh. “Did something happen on the call?”

Josh lowers his voice to a murmur. “John hauled him up for disciplinary action for his behavior on that call. Carter gave Andy an order to help us out with our patient. Andy ignored him, walked away, disappeared, and left us swinging in the wind until John went and told him to help us.”

“Wow, that’s terrible,” I exclaim. 

Josh glances behind him toward the door to make sure no one can hear him. He lowers his voice even further to a half-whisper. “We don’t know for certain, but we think Carter told John to put the screws on Andy for endangering a patient.”

“It’s about time,” Naomi counters. “Andy has always been a slacker. He shouldn’t even be on the crew if he lets his attitude interfere with patient care.”

They both leave. I’m too busy getting the rest of my supplies, but I can’t stop thinking about what Josh just said. 








