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To ARFFs everywhere. Been there, done that,

sometimes still wear the T-shirt. Stay safe. And to Rob Lowe because yeah, I wouldn’t mind 24-hour shifts with him as the chief.
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DEREK ALEXANDER was a lone Wolf. Not that he had anything against pack structure but life in his boots was much simpler without others of his kind sticking their noses in his business. First as a DEA agent and now as an intelligence agent with Homeland Security, he was better able to pursue his duties without anyone looking over his shoulder. Well, anyone who knew his secret anyway. Wolf shifters weren’t exactly vocal about the DNA that made them more than human—and put a target squarely on their backs.

He stood in the main control tower at Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, located in the middle of the various terminals, and watched the blip on the air controller’s radar screen that was the incoming cargo plane. Derek had confirmation that a very special cargo was on board and the case he’d just spent the past year chasing down was about to land in his lap—literally.

Watching through high-powered binoculars, he picked out the WestTrans plane as it made its approach. The radio he held crackled while the alphabet of federal agents acknowledged final plans. As soon as the plane was on the ground and taxied, it would be surrounded. Derek wouldn’t miss the take down if his life depended on it. He was striding toward the elevator when something in the air controller’s voice stopped him in his tracks.

“Go West Niner Two, are you declaring an emergency at this time?”

Derek was right behind the controller a quick breath later, conscious that the entire place had gone dead silent.

“Roger that, Go West Niner Two. How many SOBs?”

He had to stop and think about that, then remembered it wasn’t son of a bitch but souls on board.

“I copy three, Go West. Stand by for instructions.”

Derek became aware of the hum of activity in the background—quiet voices issuing instructions to other airliners in the traffic pattern, a supervisor on a phone talking to the dispatch center for DFW’s police and fire departments. He stood there, feet braced, staring out the windows as the heavy cargo plane came into view. 

“What’s the problem?” he demanded of the controller.

“They’ve lost hydraulics. We’re clearing the runway and—”

Both of them stared in horror as the plane erupted into a fireball. Derek didn’t wait for debris to hit the ground. Barking orders into the radio he carried, he thumbed in a phone number on his cell phone. He was cursing as the elevator doors closed behind him.
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Three days earlier...

ENGINES REVVED, the cargo plane inched forward then it lumbered down the runway and lifted off. Derek stood just beyond the Kansas City airport’s security fence, watching. The belly of the plane flashed over his head and he winced, the high-pitched whine of the engines a raw irritant to his sensitive ears. He’d been delayed—thanks to the incompetence of the local cops—not that he would have been able to see any of the cargo that had been loaded inside the private hangar. These bastards took great pains to cover their tracks.

A shadow materialized out of the dark. Derek leaned against the front fender of his rented sedan, arms loose at his sides. The indistinct figure solidified—a large man wearing a black leather jacket and dark jeans. The stranger kept his hands in sight. Derek still bristled, his wolf disliking the proximity of another alpha male.

“I have a message from the Russian.”

Derek waited. He recognized the Nightrider enforcer and if the national president sent his left hand to deliver the message, it must have a bearing on the case.

“Black Root and the Hell Dogs are joined at the hip.”

“Yeah, and?” This wasn’t new information and the idea of working with the motorcycle club to get leads in his case grated against his sense of ethics. Anything one of those outlaws said was subject to verification under the best of circumstances. The fact that Nightriders and Hell Dogs were at war made corroboration even more vital.

“You should maybe look at this address in Dallas.” The biker held out a folded piece of paper. “The Russian has it on damn good authority that the cargo you’re chasing will end up there.”

Derek accepted the paper and watched as the guy turned. His fingers itched to unfold it and read the information. He’d wait, though, until he was alone.

“One other thing,” the Wolf’s disembodied voice called from the shadows that had once again swallowed him up. “This plane is a dry run. The real cargo goes out in three days. We haven’t figured out how to intercept. The rest is on you, five-oh.”

Three days wasn’t much time to gear up an operation but it was plenty of time to scout the bad guys. If he headed south now, he’d be in Dallas in time for breakfast.
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Two days previous...

SURPRISED BY the wave of nostalgia swamping her, Kit dumped the last of her personal items in the gym bag she’d brought with her. She closed the locker door and stared at the nameplate. Sergeant Katherine Carson.

“Didn’t expect to see you here.” The gruff voice cut through her memories.

Kit pivoted to confront the man who’d snuck up on her. “Chief Gaines.”

“Congratulations, Lieutenant Carson.”

She ducked her head, feeling weird. This man had originally hired her for the Will Rogers World Airport FD. She’d been a green graduate of the fire engineering school at Oklahoma State and with only the Oklahoma City and Tulsa airports big enough to have ARFF departments, she’d been lucky to get a position at Will Rogers.

“Sorta feels like I’m running out on you, chief.” 

Warm brown eyes regarded her from his weathered, dark-skinned face. “Compared to DFW, we’re pretty small potatoes, Kit. There’s not much room on the ladder for you here. You’ve already gotten a promotion by signing on down there. They’ll use your skills far more than we will and that new training center? You’re a natural to end up teaching there.”

Kit glanced around the locker room, admitting to herself she was going to miss this place but at the same time, she knew her future lay south of the Red River. “Thanks, chief. You know I wouldn’t have this opportunity without you, right?”

“Hey, at least you’ll still be a silver suit.”

Kit laughed at the fond, if slightly derogatory when applied by regular firefighters, nickname for airport rescue firefighters. ARFFs were highly-specialized firefighters. “Damn straight, sir!”

“When do you start?”

“First thing tomorrow morning. My stuff is already settled into my new apartment in Irving. This was my last stop before heading down there. It’s going to feel weird having a day job again, even though I’ll be on twenty-four-hour call.”

“You’ll adapt, and you have a chance to define this position.”

“True. But there’s a lot of pressure too. With the new incident command structure, I’ll be right in the thick of things if something happens. Plus, I have to make nice with the government ABC types—no matter what.”

Chief Gaines snorted. “Just think of the NTSB and FAA like they’re bastard children of territorial bureaucrats and arson investigators.”

Kit rolled her eyes at him. “No kidding, right?” She inhaled deeply and let out a slow breath as she gazed around the station. “I think I’m actually going to miss this place. I know I’ll miss the people.”

The chief slid her name plate out of the holder and tossed it in her open bag. Then he stuck out his hand and she shook it, surprised when he jerked her in for a hug. “Everyone around here will miss you too. Now go knock those Texans on their asses!”

One day previous...

DESPITE KNOWING the ins and outs of navigating around an airport, driving on DFW property was an exercise in futility. Kit understood now why the first few days of her new job would be spent in orientation. She eventually found her way to Station 1. As the new Forensics and Technical Services officer, her office was located there but she’d be expected to spend time in all five airport stations and the training center.

She’d met all the administrative chiefs and shift commanders at each station during the interview process, along with the chief and the Director of Public Safety, the man in charge of both the fire and police departments. Being wise to the ways of fire departments everywhere, Kit had gone out of her way to make nice with the rank-and-file administrative staff. They were the ones who would smooth her transition.

After checking in with Chief Landon, Kit set up her office. The room wasn’t huge, but it was all hers and had a door that she could close. The furniture was typical public service and with some padding, her desk chair would be comfortable. The computer on her desk had her salivating. With a 36-inch touchscreen and one gigabyte of storage, the thing was a shiny beast of computing goodness. Which it would need to be for all the photos she planned on storing on it.

She had two chairs facing her desk with a small table between them. A coat rack near the door would hold her bunker gear when she was in the office. She wondered about the advisability of requesting second sets so she could carry them in go-bags left in her car for call-ins when she was off duty. She’d have to be lugging two sets around—a set of regular structural bunker and a set of silvers if she did that. Something to discuss with the powers that be.

It hadn’t been just her firefighting abilities that earned her this position. It was the investigative and forensic photography skills she’d honed on her own time. A little bird had told her two years ago that Dallas-Ft. Worth International Airport was creating a specialized incident command system and a new position would be created as a result. While photography was always a part of any airport ICS, at DFW, the position would take on a key role. If and when an incident happened—and DFW had been in the bull’s eye before, she would also be in charge of Recovery Command. She’d photographed grisly scenes before, but from now on, it was her job to coordinate those tasted with finding remains and once they were found, she’d be the one to photograph each and every bit before the victims could be moved.

Call her morbid, but she was ready to take this on, even the parts dealing with death and dismemberment. She felt like her whole life was changing—for the better. For years, she’d been “one of the guys,” not that she wanted to date another firefighter. Or a cop for that matter. Then again, most regular guys boogied once they got past the “And what do you do for a living” stage. Guys could be such jerks. But the Dallas/Ft. Worth metroplex was huge with almost seven million people. Surely there’d be at least a few adventurous men who’d take a chance on her.

“Since your shift doesn’t technically start until tomorrow, you need to skedaddle.”

Kit startled at the gravelly voice. Assistant Chief Richard “Sandy” Sanderson stood in her doorway. Chief Sanderson was her immediate supervisor and she fought the urge to sit a little straighter. The man was a legend in the fire service and one of the toughest instructors she’d ever encountered, his voice rough due to burn injuries received back when he was a new firefighter. He’d saved a family injured in a small plane crash and as soon as he’d come out of the hospital, he’d become an ARFF at Love Field, the original Dallas airport. “Come back tomorrow when you’re supposed to be here. And catch a ride. You’ll be issued a department vehicle for your round-the-clock use.”

“Yes, sir. Just a few last things to finish up so I can hit the ground running in the morning.”

He laughed, the sound more like rocks shaking in a cardboard box than a human chuckle. “You won’t be here in the morning. You’ll be at the training academy. After you get your ride, you have to pass an airport driving course.” He held up his hands. “I’m aware you know the protocol, but this is DFW. We’re talking seventeen thousand acres and you gotta learn your way around all of it. Now get out of here.” Kit opened her mouth and he growled. “Don’t sir me, just do it.”

She nodded and got to her feet, snagged the backpack which contained her camera gear and the now-empty gym bag she’d used to lug in the few personal touches she’d brought to decorate her office. “Doing it, sir.” She snapped off a salute as she ducked past him.

“Smart ass,” he grumbled, but Kit caught the smile on his face before it disappeared.
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Chapter 2
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Now...

AS ORDERED, Kit arrived at Station 4—the fire training center at 0700, arriving by Uber. She located the property officer, Major Reece, who was a middle-aged woman with short hair and steely eyes. She’d brought two fire equipment bags for packing her gear, plus the backpack holding her camera and gear.

She offered her hand with her introduction. “Hi, I’m Kit Carson. It’s—”

The major cut her off, staring for a long, uncomfortable moment at her extended hand. “Yeah, and?”

“Well...” Her voice trailed off and then she couldn’t help the snark spelling from her mouth. “I bet no one fucks with you. Ever.” Yup. Major Reece would never accept bullshit excuses for lost, missing, or destroyed equipment.

Without further conversation, the woman turned the bunker coat around. The back had a panel reading: DFWIA RESCUE FIRE. The tail of the coat had Kit’s initial and last name: K CARSON. Bunker pants, boots, a helmet, along with everything else a firefighter would need was neatly piled on the counter.

“Regular structural SCBA masks might melt under our conditions. Same with boots and gloves. You won’t answer every incident in silvers but sometimes, things go boom, and you’ll be glad you have the extra protection. Trust me.”

“You are aware that I’ve been an ARFF for over five years, yeah?”

“You are aware that I don’t give a crap, yeah?”

Kit couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing. “I have the strangest feeling that I’m going to like you and enjoy working with you despite the attitude.”

Reece rolled her eyes. “That’s what all the new hires say. I’m like that internet cat. I disabuse them of the notion quickly.”

Okay, Kit thought. Anyone who would compare themselves to Grumpy Cat was a little bit all right in her book.

After signing all the paperwork, which Kit read to make sure she wasn’t giving up the life of her firstborn should she lose or damage something, her next stop was the motor pool. She hadn’t realized one of the perks would be her own FD vehicle—one she got to take home. It had to be better than the piece of shit she was currently driving. With the increase in pay and driving a department vehicle, she might finally amass a down payment for a house with some land around it. Owning her own place with room for a horse and big dogs had been a dream for as long as she could remember.

“Yo, Carson!”

Oops. Dan, the driving instructor had caught her daydreaming. Not her finest moment but the manual was as thick as her fist and boring beyond belief. She’d always been a hands-on type of student.

“When can I drive the map? No offense, but I’ll learn it much faster that way.”

The instructor curled his lip into a snarl and threw a set of keys at her. Kit caught them deftly in one hand and he quirked a brow. “You play?”

She quirked a brow back. “Depends.”

“Fast or slow?”

That earned him a snarl. “Nothin’ but fast.”

He grinned. “Position?”

“Catcher and third.”

The guy was positively beaming at her as he stowed all her gear into the Explorer’s cargo area. “Do you play in a league?”

Kit slid into the driver’s seat of her shiny new-to-her day-glo-yellow Ford Explorer, buckled up, and waited for him to settle into the passenger seat as she started the vehicle. “I played travel ball then D-one at OSU. I’ll admit it was mostly beer league up at OKC.  I was mostly working on my certs. Didn’t have much free time.” 

“In that case, I have a proposition for—”

An explosion rumbled in the distance and almost immediately alert tones filled the parking lot and all movement stopped as personnel of every kind waited.
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