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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

JAX MALLOY BRACED himself with a hand on the door as Tory Wilcox whipped Station 58’s big fire engine around the last ninety degree turn. They then headed down Jacobs Street toward the burning hotel just ahead of them. It was midnight and he was still a little groggy from the catnap he’d been taking, but one look at the inferno raging through the building woke him right up. The place was a nightmare come to life.

“Stations 34 and 15 are still five minutes out with their engines and ladder trucks. We’ll set our lines on the west side of the building to try to keep this from spreading until they get here,” Lieutenant Nate Boone said, glancing over his shoulder at Jax from the front passenger seat. “Malloy, you and Wilcox are on rescue until backup arrives.”

“Roger that,” Jax said, already buckling up his turn-out gear and running through a mental checklist of all the equipment he and Tory would need before heading in.

The moment the engine lurched to a stop near the west corner of the hotel, he was out of the vehicle and running for the compartments on the side of the engine. He had his self-contained breathing apparatus on by the time Tory ran around the back side of the truck. Almost as tall as Jax, he had dark blond hair and a lean, wiry build. Jax helped Tory get his pack on, then they quickly took turns checking each other’s turn-out gear and equipment to make sure both were good to go.

Jax just turned to head for the hotel when a uniformed officer ran up, breathing hard and sweating like crazy. His clothes were smudged with gray and black ash.

“There are at least three more people on the upper floors, maybe more,” the cop gasped. “I tried to get to them, but the smoke was too thick. The whole western stairwell is burning above the third floor.”

Jax nodded. “Thanks. We got it from here.” He jerked his chin at the hotel guests who had already gotten out. “Move those people across the street farther down the block. If the roof collapses, it’s gonna be bad.”

The officer nodded and took off. Jax grabbed his fire axe and slipped it into the holder on his belt, then jogged toward the building, Tory beside him. The engines and ladder trucks from 15 and 34 rolled up just as they pulled on their masks. Jax turned on his bottle and entered the building.

“Lieutenant, this is Malloy,” Jax shouted into his radio. “Tory and I are going up the east side stairwell. We have a report of people trapped on the upper floors.”

“Roger that. Watch yourselves up there.”

Running up steps while wearing a self-contained breathing apparatus, helmet, and fire-resistant turn-out suit that weighed an extra sixty pounds wasn’t exactly fun, but as a firefighter, Jax was used to it. He automatically controlled his breathing so he could conserve as much air in his self-contained breathing apparatus as possible, and kept humping up the smoke-filled stairwell. The SCBA gave him a full thirty minutes in ideal conditions, but conditions in a burning building were about as far from ideal as you could get. The fire was already eating through the walls above him, and the ceiling didn’t look like it was far behind. The hotel had ten minutes tops before it was completely devoured by flames.

He and Tory almost tripped over an older man down on his knees on the third-floor landing. His equally older wife was at his side, urging him to get to his feet. The woman’s shoulders sagged with relief at the sight of them.

Jax was all set to help her while Tory assisted her husband, but she waved away his hand.

“There’s a young woman up on the fifth floor. She helped us down, then went back up looking for other people,” she said, her voice hoarse from the smoke. “I can walk down. You go find her.”

Jax glanced at Tory to see him pressing the mask of his air pack against the old man’s face. Splitting up once you went inside a burning building wasn’t smart, but sometimes it had to be done.

“You good?” he asked.

His fellow firefighter nodded. “Go. I’ll get these two down by relay if I have to.”

Giving Tory a nod, Jax sprinted up the stairs. A moment later, he heard Tory’s voice on the radio, announcing he was coming down with two, while Jax was heading up for another.

By the time Jax reached the fifth floor, he knew the chances of finding anyone alive up there were slim. All public places like this were supposed to have sprinklers and water deluge systems, but if the hotel had them, they weren’t working. He could feel the heat from the flames even with all his gear on, and knew the air was getting hot enough to sear lung tissue. He kept going, though. He’d seen miracles too many times to give up on anyone.

Ten steps later, he almost stumbled over a woman lying on the floor. She had a wet bath towel over her shoulders, and another draped over her head. Smart girl, he thought as he crouched down beside her. He was half afraid he was too late, but then the woman coughed. Wrapping one arm around her, Jax gently pulled her up into a sitting position, then took off his mask to place it over her nose and mouth, pushing the button on the regulator to dump extra air into it.

He would have preferred to wait to see if the woman was able to breathe, but he couldn’t risk it. The building could give way any minute. So instead, he got the mask on the girl’s head as well as he could with her long hair, then scooped her into his arms and headed for the stairwell.

The smoke burned his throat like acid as he carried her down the five flights of stairs, but he ignored it. Another crew of firefighters were heading up as he came down, and he gave them a nod as he maneuvered around them, then through what was left of the lobby and out the front door. Damn, fresh air never tasted so good.

“Malloy. Out of the building with one rescue,” he called over his radio as he hurried over to the collection of Dallas Rescue vehicles and regular ambulances set up on the far side of Jacobs street. There were at least a dozen other patients already there, sitting on gurneys or on the ground. Most had oxygen masks on, getting good air into their lungs. Jax saw the older couple he’d left with Tory in the stairwell, but there was no sign of the other firefighter. He’d probably already gone back inside.

Alec McIntyre, one of the paramedics from Jax’s station immediately ran over, a green oxygen tank with a mask kit already attached in his hand. Jax gently placed the woman on the ground, then turned off the valve on the top of his tank and took the big firefighter’s face mask away. Alec quickly replaced it with the smaller medical mask. The woman was aware enough to get her hands around it and press it firmly to her face, breathing deep.

“I’ve got her,” Alec said, already checking the woman for burns and other injuries.

Jax was about to turn around and head back to the burning hotel when the woman flipped her long, brunette hair aside to fit the oxygen mask more closely to her face. Jax stared, stunned.

“Skye, is that you?” he asked.

He was sure he was wrong even as he said the words. No way could the slim, curvy girl sitting on the curb be the little sister of his best friend and fellow firefighter, Dane Chandler. Three years younger than them, Skye had spent most of their childhood running around behind them wanting to be included in everything they did. He hadn’t seen her in years, not since he’d graduated high school and moved away. Skye had only been a freshman in high school then, all skinny arms, long legs, knobby knees, and sharp elbows.

The woman blinked up at him, her big, blue eyes going wide as they filled with recognition. Damn, it was her. Little Skye had grown up, and even through all the dirt and grime he couldn’t miss the fact that she’d become one hell of a beautiful woman.

She pulled the oxygen mask away, giving him a glimpse at full lips and the cute, upturned nose he remembered. “Jax?”

Skye probably would have said more, but the paramedic knelt down and put the mask on her face again. Over the radio in Jax’s ear, the lieutenant was ordering everyone to the west side of the structure—they were about to lose containment.

All Jax could do was give her a nod before turning to race for the west side of the hotel. The flames along the roof were threatening to jump over to the next building, and two ladder trucks were using their elevated hoses to douse the upper floor. Jax quickly moved over to help two other firefighters working a two-and-a-half inch attack hose as they tried to get water on the second and third floors.

Working a hose together like this took a lot of focus at the best of times. The volume of water coming through it could throw a team to the ground if they weren’t careful. But as he synched his movements with the other two men, he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell Skye was doing staying in a hotel and not with her brother. Hell, Dane hadn’t even mentioned his sister was back in Dallas.

Jax told himself to put thoughts of Skye and her sudden appearance in town on the back burner. They had a fire to fight.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

IT TOOK MORE than an hour before they were able to get the worst of the blaze under control, and by the time Jax had a chance to check on Skye, she’d already been taken to the local hospital along with everyone else who had sucked in too much smoke.

“Shit,” he muttered.

He’d wanted to see how she was doing before they took her to get checked out. Dane had traded shifts with another firefighter so he could ride in a rodeo fundraiser for the Dallas Fire Fighters Association, and he knew his friend would freak out when he discovered his little sister had been in a fire.

“Something wrong?”

Jax turned to see Lieutenant Boone behind him, a concerned expression on his weathered face.

“The woman I pulled off the fifth floor is Dane’s sister,” he said.

The lieutenant’s hazel eyes widened. “Damn. How bad is she hurt?”

Jax shook his head. “She seemed okay, but I don’t know for sure. She was almost unconscious by the time I got to her and she definitely sucked in a lot of smoke.”

Nate frowned. “Dump your gear on the truck, then get over to the hospital and find out how bad it is. Don’t say a word to anyone else until you talk to Dane. Let me know what’s going on as soon as you can.”

Jax nodded and jogged over to the fire engine to drop off his turn-out gear. He’d just finished stowing everything in one of the equipment lockers on the side of the truck when he spotted Kole Brandt, one of the other firefighters from his station.

“Hey, Brandt. I need to run to the hospital to check on the woman I got out of the building. Can you take care of my gear?”

Kole didn’t gripe about the extra gear to clean, or the fact that the rest of the engine crew would be one man short dealing with the aftermath of the blaze, but simply nodded. Every firefighter knew what it was like to worry about someone who’d been hauled out of a burning building.

“Hope whoever you’re checking on is okay,” Kole called as Jax jogged over to where the uniformed officers were still working crowd control.

Jax had planned on asking the first cop he ran into for a ride to the station when he recognized the officer who’d pointed him and Tory toward the east stairwell earlier. The nametag on his chest read Perry.

“Think you can give me a lift back to the firehouse?” he asked the cop. “I need to get to the hospital to check on someone I pulled from the building.”

“Sure, no problem.”

Thanks to the flashing lights, Perry got him back to Station 58 in less than ten minutes. Jax wished he could grab a quick shower to get the smell of smoke off, but he didn’t want to take the time. So instead, he jumped in his pickup, then sped out of the parking lot and headed for the hospital.

He called Dane on the way, but it went to voicemail. No shock there. It was the frigging middle of the AM. Any rational human would be sleeping like a log. Not wanting to freak Dane out any more than he had to, he kept the message short and optimistic.

“Hey, Dane. It’s Jax,” he said. “We just rolled on a hotel fire on Jacobs. Your sister was there and sucked down some smoke, but she’s going to be okay. I’m heading over to see her now at Parkland Emergency. Call me as soon as you get this.”

Luckily, the roads were deserted, so it didn’t take long for Jax to get to the hospital. He found a parking space, then hauled ass for the entrance. As he ran inside, he prayed he was right about Skye being okay. Smoke inhalation was dangerous as hell, and while Skye had seemed fine when he’d carried her out of the fire, that didn’t mean she was fine now.

Jax was all prepared to sweet-talk his way past the nurse on duty to get in to see Skye, but fortunately, Emily Cartwright, the gray-haired woman behind the desk, knew him. She was used to seeing him bringing in patients, and seemed surprised he was alone.

“A woman the paramedics brought in a little while ago from that hotel fire on Jacobs is the sister of one of the firefighters I work with. I just wanted to check on her,” he explained. “Her name is Skye Chandler.”

Emily nodded. “I remember them bringing her in. Hang on a minute and I’ll take a look at her chart.”

Picking up the reading glasses dangling from a chain around her neck, she perched them on the bridge of her thin nose and moved closer to her computer. Jax had to force himself not to lean over the counter so he could see the monitor. Instead, he waited impatiently while she tapped at the keys.

“Oh yes, here she is,” Emily said. “She inhaled a lot of smoke and she’s been on oxygen since she came in, but she’s going to be fine. In fact, the doctor will be releasing her in a little while.”

Jax breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God.

“Can I see her?” he asked.

Emily gave him a smile that was all too knowing. “Down the hall. She’s in the fourth bay on the right.”

He thanked her, then made his way past the first three bays. He stopped outside the fourth and peeked around the curtain. Skye was half lying, half sitting back on the exam table, her eyes closed and an oxygen tube under her nose. She was still wearing the soot-smudged jeans and T-shirt she had on when he found her. Her breathing was so slow and steady that for a moment Jax thought she was asleep. He was wondering if he should wait outside when she opened her eyes.

“Jax!”

Skye jumped up and ran toward him, completely forgetting the oxygen line attached to her. She almost choked herself with the tubing as she got stopped short a few feet from him, and he quickly stepped forward to help her get untangled.

She laughed and gave him an embarrassed look, her face coloring. He laughed, too. Her voice was a little scratchy from inhaling all that smoke, but other than that, she really did seem fine.

The moment she was free from the oxygen lines, Skye threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. He hugged her right back. What else was a guy supposed to do when a girl he’d known since she was five years old threw herself into your arms?

But being this close to her reminded him again that his best friend’s little sister wasn’t so little anymore. Even though he was six-four, Skye came up to his chin now. She had a lot more curves than he remembered her having, too. And some of those very nice curves were pressed up against his chest, letting him know that Skye hadn’t taken the time to put on a bra before bolting out of her room during the fire. He had to admit her soft breasts felt damn nice through her thin T-shirt.

And if those thoughts weren’t distracting enough, Skye smelled amazing under all the smoke still clinging to her. Like peaches and cream. How the hell was that even possible?

Realizing his cock was starting to harden, he reluctantly took a step back. As happy as he was to see Skye, he had no desire to pitch a boner in front of his best friend’s little sister—even if she wasn’t so little anymore.

* * * * *

Skye gave him a small smile as she pushed her hair behind her ear. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to tackle you like that. I just can’t believe you got me out of that hotel. I thought…”

She couldn’t say it out loud. Knowing how close she’d come to dying in that fire made her feel lightheaded and she almost grabbed onto Jax for support. Not that she’d mind putting her hands all over him again. But she didn’t want him—or the doctor—thinking she needed to spend the night at the hospital.

Jax returned her smile with one that almost made her knees go weak again, for a completely different reason this time.

“Only doing my job,” he said. “Good thing I ran into that older couple you helped downstairs. They said you’d gone back up to look for other people.”

“I don’t even remember falling to the floor up there.” Skye resolutely pushed the image out of her mind, preferring to focus on how amazing it had felt to look up when she’d been sitting on the curb and seen Jax standing there. “But then you came swooping in like a superhero and saved me.”

Another smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I’m not sure about the superhero part. More like just a regular ol’ firefighter.”

She arched a brow. “Strong, heroic, and humble—sounds like superhero material to me.”

Jax chuckled, and Skye decided he had the sexiest laugh she’d ever heard. That made sense since the rest of Jax Malloy was equally sexy.

Skye had never told anyone—well, maybe some of her girlfriends at the time—but she’d had a huge crush on Jax since she was a teenager. Of course, the almost four years in age that separated them meant Jax had never seen her as anything other than his best friend’s kid sister. But she’d thought he was the most perfect guy ever.

And he hadn’t changed one bit. Same whiskey colored eyes; same thick, dark hair; same square jaw with just a trace of stubble that she longed to run her fingers over. Same lean muscles.

She wondered if he still rode broncos and bulls at the local rodeo like he’d done back in high school.

Skye stifled a moan at the memory. Just her luck that when she’d finally gotten old enough for things to get interesting, Jax graduated from high school and left Dallas to work on an oil rig in some other part of the state. He never got a chance to see her mature into a woman she’d like to think would have attracted his attention long enough for him to see her as something more than a friend.

Not that it would have mattered because it wasn’t long after that when her life had taken a hundred-and-eighty-degree-turn in the other direction. A few years later, she was living in New York City working twelve hour days, and Jax was off doing whatever it was that he’d done. She hadn’t even known he was a firefighter until he rescued her tonight. Especially since he and her brother probably worked together.

Then again, she and Dane hadn’t talked very much since she’d left.

Yet, here she and Jax were nearly ten years later. She was still thinking how her life might have been different if they’d been more than friends back then when she realized he was talking to her.

She reached for the oxygen tube to hide her embarrassment. “What?”

His hands were gentle as he helped her get it repositioned. “I asked why the heck you went back up to the fifth floor looking for people.”

Skye hesitated, pretending to focus on fitting the ends of the tube under nose. The truth was she’d been terrified half to death the moment she woke up and realized the hotel was on fire. She hated fire. So much so that she couldn’t even stand to have candles on her birthday cake. When she’d heard the alarm and smelled the smoke, she barely remembered to get dressed and grab her purse before she ran down the stairs and outside.
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