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About the Book




A Texas blaze has a killer sweating bullets. And where there’s fire, there’s smoke… 


Mineral Wells, Texas – 1925
Lady Anne Worthington, an English countess and brilliant inventor, has traded London society for a fresh start in Texas. Living at the grand Crazy Water Hotel, she tinkers with gadgets, courts the whisper of romance with a Texas Ranger, and battles small-town rumors that see her as aloof. But when the night explodes in smoke and flames, survival becomes her biggest concern.

Trapped behind a door purposely jammed shut, Lady Anne barely escapes the inferno with her life. Amid the smoldering ruins, the body of the missing fire chief is found, leaving the town wondering, was it a tragic accident, or did someone use the blaze to cover cold-blooded murder?

With the town founders quick to dismiss her suspicions, Lady Anne teams up with Ranger Ty Steffanelli to unearth the truth buried beneath smoke, ashes, and small-town secrets. But every clue sparks new dangers, and every ally might be hiding their own matchbook.

Can she uncover the truth before the fire consumes everything she holds dear? Or will the flames of deception burn away her chance at belonging? 
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Sparks of Invention





Mineral Wells, Texas – March 1925 

Smoke clawed down my throat before I was fully awake.

I jerked upright in the chair where I’d fallen asleep mid-thought, surrounded by evidence of a tinkering mind—brass shavings, a coil of wire, a half-sketched mechanism gone crooked in the margin of my notebook. My rumpled trousers, my unlaced boots, my frazzled, unladylike hair. None of it mattered.

I snatched my Stetson, jammed it onto my head, and lurched for the hotel door.

It refused to budge.

I tried the handle again, harder, as if oak and stubbornness might yield to polite insistence.

They did not.

I threw my shoulder against the barricade, bouncing off like a rag doll. Everything had a pressure point. The trick was finding it. I flung myself at it a second time. The frame rattled but held. I rubbed the stinger racing up my arm.

A hotel door bolted only from the inside should never stick like this…unless someone wants it this way.

The irony would have amused me under less flammable circumstances.

Only a few days earlier, Texas Ranger Ty Steffanelli stood in my workshop explaining that Mineral Wells’ fire chief vanished without warning. A man beloved by the community and inconveniently absent the night Jed Jackson’s barn went up in a lightning blaze.

Ty called it fishy. I called it suspiciously tidy.

Three days. Nothing. No trace. No clue. His wife was out of state. No signs of a mistress. No enemies anyone would admit to.

Now someone had locked me inside a burning hotel.

Either the universe possessed a grim sense of humor, or someone preferred their investigators roasted.

I dropped to my knees and squinted at the narrow crack at the bottom of the door. Smoke slid through in restless ribbons, determined and decidedly uninvited.

And there—beneath the haze—was the unmistakable edge of a wooden wedge, driven in tight.

My pulse kicked like a backfiring mule.

Hotel doors did not obstruct themselves. Somebody barricaded me in. On purpose.

The air turned sharp and metallic in my lungs. I staggered to the window and flung it open. A breeze rushed in, thin and hazy, but a blessed momentary relief.

I leaned out.

No fire escape. Only a long, unforgiving drop from the third floor of the Crazy Water Hotel.

Mineral Wells roared awake. The water tower’s siren wailed, joined by church bells and shrill whistles—every alarm meant to summon the volunteer brigade. Somewhere in that rising chorus, Rhett McCray would be hauling on his gear, jaw set, boots half-laced.

A woman’s voice shrieked from the floor above. “Help! I can’t get out!”

Her words tangled, whether from terror or from the thriving underground trade in ‘medicinal’ spirits, I could not say. I gripped the window frame and leaned out as far as I dared, the heels of my boots lifting off the surface. Before I managed to yell back, her words dissolved into coughing, and she disappeared back inside.

Had someone trapped her as well?

My stomach did a slow roll as I peered down at the dizzying fall.

Below, the street was a boiling sea of chaos. Guests poured from the front doors, clutching valises and handkerchiefs to their faces, while neighbors spilled out to gawk. The volunteer firemen looked like tiny, frantic toys, their brass helmets glinting as they wrestled with bulky canvas hoses. But the blaze continued to eat through the first-floor windows.

From my vantage point, I took in the terrible truth they couldn’t yet grasp from the sidewalk: the fire wasn't just in the basement of the Crazy Water.

I craned my neck to the right. Thick, orange-bellied embers bounced toward the neighboring building. Greedy. Hungry. The heavy smoke, a slate-gray curtain, rose in roiling columns, obscuring the sky. If the firefighters weren’t careful, the flames could leap to the rest of the block.

I looked up again, squinting through the stinging haze. The woman’s shriek had bellowed from directly above on the top level. I caught a glimpse of her in the window frame, but the roofline's architectural ledge blocked my view.

The wind shifted, slamming a wall of soot into my face. I pulled back, coughing. The realization landed cold in my chest: the building was a chimney, and we were the fuel.

I leaned out and cupped my hands. “My door’s jammed!”

A harried fireman waved me off without looking up. “Lady, stop panicking. We’re getting everyone out!”

Panicking? Do give me some credit.

It was a fascinating bit of gymnastics he performed: leaping straight over the evidence to land squarely on the assumption that I was a fainting socialite. But this was not hysteria; it was information. Valuable, time-saving information.

“Sir,” I called again, forcing calm into every syllable. “My door is wedged from the outside.”

And…now he’s ignoring me.

My mind ticked through possibilities. Their ladder truck couldn’t get close enough, not with flames licking at the very foundation beneath my window.

A pulley system, perhaps? But only if I had rope and someone below willing to trust that an Englishwoman in trousers might rig her own rescue. Someone who knew I was an inventor, not a hysteric.

A person other than the man with the gleaming helmet and selective hearing.

Where were Rhett and Ty?

And then I spotted him. Cowboy hat at the cocky angle, unmistakable even through the smoke. Ty burst from the front doors with a man slung over his shoulder, deposited him across the street with efficient precision, and turned straight back into the flames before I managed to draw breath to call his name.

Trust a Texas Ranger to argue with fire itself.

Now what?

A soft knock rattled at my door.

“Lady Anne?” A child’s voice, thin and frightened, drifted over the commotion.

“Molly? Is that you?”

“Uh, huh.”

The twelve-year-old girl stayed in the Presidential Suite with her grandparents.

I pressed against the door, now warm to the touch. “Are your grandfather and grandmother with you?”

“Lady Anne, I can’t find them.”

My pulse sharpened. Heat surged through the floorboards, warming the soles of my boots.

The woman upstairs.

Her grandmother.

“Molly,” I said, my tone calm so as not to worry the girl. “Can you see your way to the stairs?”

A raspy cough escaped. “It’s too smoky.”

I couldn’t simply crawl out my window and abandon her. The hall door became my only exit. “Do you see something stuck under my door?”

“Uh-huh. A doorstop. Wedgey thing.”

“Can you pull it out?”

“I tried. It’s jammed.”

I scanned the room. No crowbar. No screwdriver. My gaze landed on the solid four-poster bed. Perfect.

I braced my boots and drove my heel into one of the bedposts. Once. Twice.

Old pine, anchored by dowel and pride, finally surrendered with a crack.

“Molly, back up! I’m going to smash the door.”

I gripped the sturdy post and calculated the appropriate impact spot. The door swung outward, complicating leverage. Heavy oak. Reinforced hinge. But everything possessed a failure point. The trick was knowing where to strike.

On the fourth shove of the battering ram, the door crashed open, smoke billowing in like a living thing.

Molly coughed, crouching low on the floor, overcome by the haze. I hurried to my bathroom and soaked two towels. I wrapped one around Molly’s face and head. “Breathe through this.”

“We need to find my grandparents.” Molly’s coughs grew weaker, her fragile frame trembling.

As we plunged into the choking hallway, the smoke swallowed us whole.

One thought burned hotter than the flames. I didn’t know if the fire had been set on purpose. With a missing fire chief, a deliberately wedged door, and the woman investigating his disappearance now conveniently trapped, coincidence slid off the table.

Sabotage had just taken the lead.
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No Way Out





“Grandma!” 

The hallway did not burn so much as roar.

Flames chewed through the far end, devouring the wallpaper in greedy bites. The once-cheerful yellow blistered and peeled, curling into blackened tongues. Electric sconces sparked and spat as if protesting their own demise.

Smoke pressed low and heavy. It did not drift; it conquered.

I dropped to the floor and pulled Molly down beside me before she bolted toward the fire. “We are not running to the blaze,” I said, keeping my voice steady, though my lungs tightened.

“But what about my grandma? I’m not leaving without her.”

“I know, sweetheart. But we won’t be able to reach her if we pass out from the smoke.” I tugged Molly down again. The carpet runner smoldered beneath our knees like a fuse racing toward a powder keg. “We must crawl. Follow the wall. Keep your head low. And do not release my hand for any reason.”

She swallowed hard but nodded. Her red hair came loose from the braid, and soot streaked across her freckled cheek, but her chin lifted in stubborn resolve that reminded me painfully of myself at that age.

“How did you get separated from your grandparents, Molly?”

“I went to get rock candy,” she blurted as we moved. “From the general store across the street. I saw the smoke and came back. The firemen tried to stop me, but Grandma and Grandfather weren’t outside. They have to be upstairs.”

Of course, she had come back inside.

“You came in alone?”

“Yes, ma’am. I didn’t see them anywhere.” Her voice trembled but did not break. “Grandma would never leave without me. Not on my birthday.”

I thought about the confused woman shouting above us and considered sharing the information with Molly. But I worried it might lead to questions I couldn’t answer.

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll find them.”

We crawled forward, smoke clawing at our eyes. The service stairwell loomed ten yards ahead. A clean line of escape.

“It appears clear…”

The words barely sputtered across my lips when the ceiling groaned.

The sound was not loud. It was worse than loud.

With no time to react, I dragged Molly sideways and covered her head. A beam tore free and crashed down where we crouched seconds earlier. Sparks burst around us. The heat kissed my cheek like an oven door flung open too quickly.

Molly gasped. “Lady Anne, I’m afra—”

“I know.” I brushed ash from her hair. I kept my hands steady. My heart was not. “Bravery is simply doing the next sensible thing. We shall continue.”

Splintered timber now blocked the stairwell.

Before I did anything else, I had to get Molly out.

I pivoted toward the servants’ linen alcove. The door stood ajar, shadows within unlit. “In here.”

We stumbled inside, and I shut the door behind us. Smoke slid under the frame, but the room itself remained untouched by flame. Neatly stacked rolls of linens lined the wooden shelves. I doused a towel in the sink and shoved it under the door.

“Molly,” I said, crouching to her eye level. “Did you see anyone suspicious in the hallway near my room when you returned?”

She blinked. “Suspicious how?”

“Anyone lingering. Anyone who did not appear to belong.”

She shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so. But everyone ran in every direction. Debris blocked the top floor, and I couldn’t get to my grandparents.”

The mystery of the wedged door could wait.

I moved to the narrow service panel set into the wall—the dumbwaiter. The small brass door gleamed faintly through the haze. “Have you ever seen this?”

“Grandma forbade me to go near it.” Her eyes brightened despite everything. “I wanted to send my doll down to the kitchen, but she said it is for laundry, not toys.”

“Just this once, it's okay to break the rules,” I said, lifting the hatch. “But you shall go instead of your dolly.”

Before committing to the plan, I extended my hand into the shaft to confirm the stone-and-brick design, fire-resistant like a chimney. The air was warm, but not searing.

Molly twisted her head as she peered inside. “Is it safe?”

“Heat rises. If the lower floors were fully engulfed, the shaft would tell us.” Not wasting another second, I boosted her into the dumbwaiter. “You will go down slowly. If you feel an intense temperature, you shout, and I will stop you. Understood?”

Her chin trembled, but she nodded. “What about Grandma?”

“First, we secure you.”

That was when my own fear threatened to surface—not of the fire, but of lowering a child into a dark shaft and trusting my calculations.

I buried it and trusted the science. It hadn’t failed me yet.

I wrapped a fresh, dampened towel around her mouth and positioned her carefully in the small compartment.

“You are braver than most grown men I know, Molly.”

A tiny, shaky smile appeared. “You too, Lady Anne.”

I released the brake slowly, feeding the rope through my blistering palms. The shaft swallowed her inch by inch. “Talk to me, Molly.”

“I’m all right!” her voice echoed faintly. “It smells like bread down here.”

Excellent. That meant the kitchen was intact.

The rope slackened as she reached the bottom. “There’s a fireman here! He says to hurry! The building isn’t safe.”

No kidding.

“Find the Texas Ranger in the cowboy hat,” I yelled down. “His name is Ty. Tell him your grandmother is upstairs.”

“You’re going to get her?”

“Yes.”

I closed the shaft. It was too small for me to fit anyway.

Molly was secured.

My relief lasted precisely three seconds before I refocused.

I leaned back against the stone wall and shut my eyes long enough to steady myself. I tried to ignore it, but even the stubbornness of an Englishwoman was no match for smoke inhalation. The edges of the room blurred. My arms felt weighted, as if dipped in lead.

“Fainting is frightfully inefficient.”

Upstairs.

If Molly had not seen her grandparents outside…

Which meant the woman screaming from above was almost certainly her grandmother.

I squared my shoulders and stepped back into the inferno.

The hallway shrunk in the heat. The smoke occupied every cubic inch, crowding me with a physical presence that made the walls feel miles away and yet far too close.

The down stairwell was no longer a possibility; flames licked through the splintered wreckage like teeth testing bone.

I wrapped the damp towel tighter around my mouth and mounted the service stairs two at a time. The wood shuddered beneath my boots. Smoke thinned slightly as I climbed, but the air turned thin and metallic, scraping the inside of my throat.

Do not think about breathing. Think about direction.

When I reached the fourth floor, the corridor opened before me in an eerie half-light. Fire had not yet claimed it, but the sconces flickered weakly, illuminating gilded frames and stiff portraits of long-dead hotel founders who seemed quietly offended by the commotion.

The Presidential Suite stood at the far end.

I rapped hard. “Mrs. McDougal?”

No answer.

I pressed my palm to the door. Warm, but not blistering.

“Grandma McDougal? Molly is out. She’s safe.”

A faint moan answered.

That was enough.

I stepped back and drove my shoulder into the wood. Once. The latch strained. Twice—and it gave.

Thick smoke curled through the suite. Curtains began to curl at their edges, silver trays abandoned mid-supper turned dull and blackened.

And on the carpet, in the center of the room, lay Matilda McDougal.

Her white-blonde hair spilled around her like spun silk gone gray with soot. For a fleeting second, I thought she had simply fainted.

Then she lifted her head.

“Molly,” she breathed.

I dropped beside her. “She is safe.”

Relief flooded her pale features for a moment until pain registered.

Blood traced a dark path from her hairline, slipping down toward her temple.

“Hold still,” I said, shifting closer. In the dim light, I parted her hair gently. A gash, shallow but messy, oozed steadily. Scalp wounds always looked worse than they were. Still, enough blood loss and smoke together would turn the sharpest mind into a fog.

“How did you manage this?” I asked, tearing a strip from the bed sheet and pressing it firmly to the wound.

“The sirens,” she murmured. “I jumped up too fast. Tripped on that infernal rug. Dorsey always said it was too thick for a room this size.” A faint, crooked smile tugged at her mouth. “I suppose he was right, for once.”

Even concussed, she had opinions.

“Where is your husband?” I asked, knotting the cloth into place.

“Out,” she said vaguely. “Business. Something about a tenant.” Her brow furrowed as though the thought slipped from her grasp. “He said he wouldn’t be long.”

A business meeting. At this hour?

Smoke worked its way into my skull, shifting the room slightly around me.

Focus.

“We cannot go down. The lower floors are compromised.”

Her eyes glazed like cloudy glass. “Up then?”

We had reached the end of the vertical options. Only the roof remained—and the hope that the fire brigade’s ladders could actually reach it.

“The roof it is.” I looked up at her, considering the physics of the task.

Matilda was a tall, formidable woman, nearly a head above me and built with a sturdy Texas constitution. Carrying her would be less like a rescue and more like a feat of structural engineering.

A heavy thud vibrated through the floorboards, followed by the screech of a protest from the door’s hinges. I instinctively pulled Matilda back, my heart hammering against my ribs. I wasn't sure if the ceiling would collapse or if the person who wedged my door had returned to finish the job.

The wood groaned under a second, more violent impact.

The door swung inward, cutting a path through the roiling smoke. A broad-shouldered figure stood in the breach, his silhouette unmistakable even through the gray haze. He heaved for breath, his face streaked with soot, but his blue eyes scanned the room with the frantic precision of a man who’d been searching every floor.

Ty.

“Well,” he drawled, though his chest rose fast from exertion, “I leave you alone for ten minutes, Annie…”

I did not realize how tightly I had been holding myself together until I crossed the room and collided with him.

He steadied me without comment, one hand firm at my back.

“Molly found you?” I asked.

“She did,” he said, brushing soot from my cheek with his thumb in a gesture far too intimate for a burning building. “Gave orders like a general. And I couldn’t very well decline the assignment.”

I smiled, picturing the scene.

Ty’s gaze shifted to Matilda immediately, assessing. “Ma’am.”

Matilda squinted up at him. “Are you the Ranger Molly’s been bragging about?”

“That depends,” he flashed that sideways grin that instantly charmed every woman, young and old. “Did she describe me as devastatingly handsome?”

A ghost of a laugh escaped Matilda before it dissolved into coughing. “She said you wore a hat indoors.”

Ty tipped the Stetson. “Guilty.”

“She has a head wound,” I whispered. “She is lucid, but fading.”

He crouched beside her without hesitation. “We’re not going down. The stairwell’s a furnace.”

“You will need to explain how you managed to find your way up here,” I said. “So, we go to the roof?”

He met my eyes. No argument. Just an agreement.

“The hatch is still clear,” he said. “For now.”

The word settled heavily between us.

Ty slipped one arm beneath Matilda’s shoulders with surprising gentleness. “Can you stand, ma’am?”

“I have survived two Texas droughts and a Ferris wheel in Dallas,” she said, blinking through the haze. “I suppose I can manage a few stairs.”

“That’s the spirit,” he said.

As I moved past the window, I chanced a glance. The glow below intensified; flames crawled up the building’s exterior like ivy made of light.

We did not have long.

I took two steps to the door and pivoted. I grabbed the rest of the bedsheets, wadding them into a ball to carry. Something told me we might need them.

As we slipped back into the corridor, smoke invaded the fourth floor. The air tasted wrong—heavy, sweet, dangerous.

My head swam for half a breath.

Not now.

I gripped the banister and focused on the rhythm of steps.

Duty first. Fear later.
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Flaming Tarzan





The roof hatch gave way with a shriek of metal. 

Cold night air struck my face like absolution. The sky above seemed impossibly calm—twinkling stars, romantic moonlight, tranquil and unbothered. While beneath us, the hotel raged like a furnace door flung open.

We stepped onto the tarred roof, already softening under our boots.

Mineral Wells had assembled in force. Lanterns swung wildly as men shouted and dragged hoses into position. The effort had shifted from fighting the fire to minimizing the damage.

Ty strode to the building’s edge, scanning with quick efficiency. “The fire isn’t as bad here.” He waved his arms and hollered down. “Bring the ladder up the north side!”

Rhett McCray made a valiant effort to organize the chaos. In the absence of the fire chief, the town’s safety now rested on the man who usually spent his days untangling the delicate springs of pocket watches. It was a rather significant promotion for a volunteer, but I knew he would handle the transition.

Within moments, a ladder clattered against brick.

It fell short.

By a good twenty feet.

The crowd below murmured, the ripples of voices rising.

I slipped near the parapet and gauged the angle.

“Rhett!” I called. “Can you shift to the mound on your right?”

He shook his head. “Ground collapsed! We can’t move closer.”

The tar beneath us let out a soft, ominous crack.

Matilda inhaled. “That doesn’t sound promising.”

Flames licked higher up the outer wall. Heat radiated through the soles of my boots.

We were running out of options as the roof degraded by the second.

“If we can get lower…” Ty’s gaze flicked upward—to the flagpole mounted near the center of the roof. Coils of halyard rope hung slack in the smoky air. “…Even halfway.”

Lower.

The word struck like flint against steel in my mind.

“The flagpole can serve as an anchor point,” I said. “The bulwark will act as a natural guide.”

His mouth curved slightly. “Just tell me what I need to do, Annie.”

I pointed and shouted instructions over the chaos. We moved like an efficient machine. Ty wrapped the halyard around the base of the pole, testing its integrity with a violent tug. It held.

“A rope will get us to the ladder, but Matilda is in no condition to shimmy down,” Ty whispered.

“And that’s where the bedsheets come in handy,” I said, already folding and knotting. “We fashion a sling with weight distributed under her arms and knees. We lower her to the ladder’s reach.”

Matilda blinked between us. “You two look entirely too pleased with yourselves for the situation. What am I getting myself into?”

“Ma’am,” Ty said gently. “We’re about to ask you to trust some questionable engineering.”

“I stopped looking for guarantees the moment the hallway turned into an oven,” Matilda said. “If you’ve got a plan, Ranger, I suggest you execute it before I lose my composure.”

Even in smoke, she had steel.

I reinforced the sheet with a secondary loop and tested the knots twice. My hands trembled.

Ty noticed.

“Annie.”

I looked up.

His expression was steady. Grounded.

“I’ve got the weight. You handle the brains.”

We positioned Matilda at the edge of the roof. The pitch cracked again, louder.

“We don’t have long,” I said.

Matilda hesitated on the ledge and tugged on the sling. “I’m not a small woman.”

“Ah, you aren’t big either,” Ty said. “Trust me. I got you. I used to toss steers around for a living.”

She chuckled, but I made a mental note to pull Ty aside later. Comparing a woman of standing to bovine—or any farm animal—was a habit he really had to break. Preferably, before he attempted to use it on me.

Ty lowered her carefully over the edge while I fed the rope through the railing, controlling descent inch by inch.

The crowd below erupted in shouts of warning and encouragement.

“Steady!” Rhett hollered to the men keeping the ladder in place.

Matilda’s nightdress streamed in the heated wind. Her mouth popped open, but she did not scream.

Halfway down, the rope strained.

Ty’s boots slid against the bubbling tar.

“I’ve got her,” he growled.

“I know,” I said, adjusting tension.

For a heartbeat, physics teetered.

My breath caught and held until Matilda’s slipper found the top rung of the ladder.

A fireman looped an arm around her waist, secured her, and unhooked the rope from the sling.

Cheers thundered upward.

I glanced over my shoulder at the cowboy. “She’s safe!”

The relief barely registered before a gunshot crack split the roof. A beam beneath the tar gave way with a groan.

“We aren’t.” Ty’s muscles strained as he yanked the rope back up and thrust it toward me. “You first.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Annie. I can lower you. This doesn’t work the other way around.”

The inferno sizzled all around us. We did not have time for gallantry, but we had less for debate.

I swung over the parapet and gripped the rope, boots searching for a foothold against the brick. The angle was steep, and it felt steeper without a sling to support my weight. My arms ached as I struggled to hold on. Heat clawed at my back.

Ty fed the line smoothly, muscles taut but controlled. The descent was nearly as quick as my heartbeat.

The ladder’s top rung brushed my heel. Then the next. Then my hands. I released the rope and scurried down, not allowing myself to focus on anything other than the next rung. The night breeze flapped into my Stetson, but it remained on my head.

Muddy ground met my boots seconds later.

I turned and squinted up at the roof. Ty wrapped the remaining rope around his forearm.

“What are you—”

He leapt.

Not wildly. Not theatrically.

Deliberately.

The rope stretched tight, and he swung in a controlled arc toward the ladder, cowboy boots braced against the brick as he redirected his momentum.

He caught the ladder cleanly and scampered down with infuriating calm.

When he reached the mud, the crowd roared.

He tipped his hat as if he had merely dismounted a horse.

“Texas ingenuity,” he said with a wink.

Before propriety intervened, I seized his coat and kissed him.

A proper English lady did not kiss eligible bachelors in front of half the county.

A woman who had nearly died did not much care about propriety.

Wolf whistles erupted.

Ty’s hand lingered at my waist a beat longer than necessary.

“Cubbie insisted I see that new Tarzan picture at the theater,” he murmured, low enough for only me. “Figured I could manage a similar swing through the jungle.”

I stepped back, suddenly aware of all the eyes on us. “Is now a bad time to remind you that the cinema is purely fictional?”

His grin faltered for half a second, replaced by an entirely too serious face. “Just don’t make a habit of giving me reasons to find out if I’m as sturdy as the leading man.”

The Crazy Water Hotel loomed against the night like a cathedral built of fire. Flames pulsed behind the arched windows, devouring velvet and varnish alike. The sign that had once shimmered like gold now hung crooked, half-lit, its proud name dissolving into sparks.

Ty’s arm came around my shoulders. “We made it.”

I watched the roof sag inward.

“Someone tried to ensure I didn’t.”

His hand tightened. “What?”

“There was a wedge beneath my door. Hammered in from the corridor side.” I kept my voice steady. “It was not an accident.”

The last of the roof collapsed in a shower of red embers.

Ty’s jaw hardened. “Then this wasn’t just a blaze.”

“No.” I studied the fire, the ladders, the chaos. “The chief vanishes. The hotel burns. A woman concussed in her own suite while her husband attends a midnight business meeting…”

The firefighters abandoned the nearly toppled Crazy Water and turned their efforts to protecting the block.

I exhaled slowly. “Either Mineral Wells is having a spectacular run of misfortune, or someone decided to tidy up loose ends.”

Ty's gaze narrowed to a suspicious squint. “Including you.”

The fire roared higher, consuming the shop next door.

I straightened my scorched sleeves, finding it impossible to ignore the smell of a crime that was even more acrid than the burning pine. “And we still haven’t found Fire Chief Booley Trask.”
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Ashes to Ashes





Smoke clung to every inch of my body—my hair, clothing, the inside of my throat. It hung low over Mineral Wells like a stubborn memory. 

My best friend, Marigold Colbert, stood before me with a basin and a soft cloth, wiping soot from my cheek with brisk efficiency. “You gave everyone quite a scare, Anne.”

“I do try to remain interesting.”

She huffed at me and scrubbed harder.

Around us, the morning light revealed what the flames chose to spare only in shadow. The entire ‘Crazy’ block no longer stood. The grand hotel, its pavilion, the adjoining shops—consumed. The brick façades that remained leaned inward like exhausted men.

Mineral Wells was not merely a town, but a destination. Visitors came for the mineral baths, the promises of health, the spectacle of luxury in the Texas dust. The Crazy Water Hotel had been its crown.

Now the crown was ash.

“Am I presentable?” I asked, with a hand on my hip.

Marigold wrung out the cloth and draped it over the basin. “Not by your usual standards, Countess. But satisfactory enough to dig for clues in the rubble.”

“Splendid.”

She moved through the wreckage with the authority of a field marshal disguised as a homemaker. She had commandeered tables from the church, stationed kettles across the street, and organized an orderly queue for coffee and sandwiches. Firemen accepted her direction without protest.

One unfortunate youth gave her lip about the long line and the lack of sweets. Marigold leveled him with a stare so precise his complaint turned into a compliment.

Even catastrophe had its order, if she could help it.

Banjo, the cocker spaniel who split his loyalty between Ty and me, pressed against my leg and licked my wrist. He smelled faintly of smoke and bravery. He worked up quite the appetite chasing after us all night.

I squatted beside him and pinched off a corner of my sandwich. “Be easy,” I murmured, offering him the crust from my bread. “Don’t gulp.”

He gulped and wagged his tail as if to say, Give me another chance. I’ll chew the next one.

The shopkeepers gathered in uneven clusters along the intersection. Walter Henderson stooped before the blackened remains of his barber shop, hands folded behind his back as if at a funeral. Claudette LeClerc leaned against him, weeping softly for the Paris gowns that would never again grace her window. Insurance would come. Perhaps. Tourism would not recover for some time.

A town built on visitors would not recover quickly with limited places left to stay.

Across the street, Dorsey McDougal balanced on his cane. Commodore to the entire county. He stood immaculate amid ruin. His three-piece suit bore no soot. His gold watch chain gleamed defiantly in the sun.

His wife and granddaughter had nearly died in that inferno.

He had not been there.

Even now, with them at the hospital, he remained on the sidewalk—composed, observant, issuing quiet instructions I could not quite hear.

Commodore huddled with a tight semicircle of men: Grayson Gerhardt of First National Bank; Ace Cutler, rancher and landowner; Wesley Rhodes of the Texas Palace Vaudeville. They formed a neat line of authority, polished boots against muddy ash.

The Town Founders.

They called themselves that with pride. Though none of them had been present when Mineral Wells first drew breath, they owned its pulse now—its buildings, its loans, its entertainment, its influence.

One seat among them belonged to Chief Booley Trask.

Empty for more than a week.

Commodore’s gaze drifted toward Ty and me. He tipped his hat—just once—before turning away to resume his quiet summit beneath the bank’s stone arch.

I didn’t need a thank you for saving his wife and granddaughter, but I found it odd he didn’t even address it.

Ty stepped beside me. “We were lucky.”

“Yes,” I said with a soft nod. “Have any fatalities been reported?”

“Not that I’ve heard.” Ty gulped the rest of his coffee. “I spoke to the hotel manager, and all the guests and employees are accounted for. We’re not sure about the neighboring businesses yet.”

I tightened my lips. “Hopefully, your forensic skills won’t be necessary.”

He jutted a chin to the firemen still hard at work. “It will take some time to sort through the rubble.”

He squeezed my hand briefly. Banjo abandoned me for his lap.

I watched the Town Founders confer in low voices.

Power gathers quickly in the wake of disaster.

The question is always who reaches first.


      [image: ]The morning wind shifted, carrying the scent of drenched timber and something darker, stronger—singed varnish and mineral pitch. Smoke still coiled from the Crazy Water’s ruins, thin and stubborn as gossip.

Rhett McCray stood near the collapsed entry, issuing quiet instructions to his men. He did not raise his voice. He didn’t need to. The deep, steady timbre carried regardless, like a hymn sung low.

Ty and I crossed toward him, our boots crunching over charred glass.

Sheriff Pickett intercepted us with deliberate ease, eager to hear the preliminary report. His badge gleamed bravely above a belly that refused to retreat, and his mustache twitched with anticipation of commentary.

“Well now,” he drawled, tugging his brim. “If it ain’t our English firebug turned savior. Lady Anne, you know how to start a day off smokin’. Everyone’s talking about your dramatic rescue. I sure hope you won’t be running for my seat next election cycle.”

He intended the comment to sting, a typical poke at my habit of meddling where not invited. But the man was transparent; his swagger couldn't quite hide the realization that the townspeople started to listen to me more than they listened to him. I was one more heroic rescue away from being a genuine threat to his badge, and he knew it.

“I assure you, Sheriff, I prefer my sparks confined to laboratory settings.”

Ty’s grin flickered briefly before he masked it. “You'd better hope Annie here doesn’t get any ideas about running for your seat, Pickett.”

I angled away from the boys and shifted my focus to the smoldering remains of the Crazy Water Hotel. “What do you have for us, Rhett?”

He tipped his scuffed fireman’s hat back. “Fire’s mostly quiet now.” His eyes rimmed red from smoke but stayed sharp. “We’re dampening the hot spots.”

Pickett gestured toward the rubble. “My deputy interviewed just about every witness on the block. All say the same thing: the first flames came from the apothecary.” He kicked at a tin can. “Probably ignited on the medicinal stock, which might as well be ninety proof. Just plain bad luck afterward. Ran straight up the wall and into the hotel. Accidents make fine bonfires.”

“No need to guess when a little bit of investigating can tell us the exact trail of the fire.” Ty crossed his arms. “Go ahead, Rhett.”

He motioned for us to follow. We moved carefully through the wreckage as Rhett indicated the burn path. Ash lifted in soft spirals around our boots.

The destruction buried so much potential evidence. Where do we even start?

My mind automatically drifted to a solution, an efficient way to sift through the charred remains of the hotel. I’d been following the work of a man named Fischer, who was experimenting with disrupted radio waves to locate metal hidden in the earth. It was a fascinating evolution of Alexander Graham Bell’s induction balance—the device he’d scrambled to build in 1881 to find the bullet in President Garfield.

Fischer’s concept was brilliant, but it lacked a certain finesse for portability.

I spent the next several minutes mentally recalibrating the coil alignment, wondering if I could refine his theory into something light enough to carry into the ruins.

Ty placed a hand on my shoulder, interrupting the designs. “Annie, did you hear Rhett?”

“No, I’m sorry…My mind wandered. Please continue.”

Rhett crouched beside a warped beam and nudged it aside with his boot. Beneath lay a crescent of deeper char. “Fire set her teeth in the drugstore. Caught the spirits first. Then she followed the draft into the kitchen. Grease drums gave her appetite. By half past ten, she had the whole block.” He stood. “So far, it looks like an accident.”

Pickett spread his hands. “There you have it.”

I studied the pattern of blackened tile and blistered wood. “So the likeliest explanation is negligence.”

Rhett inclined his head. “Likely. But I won’t sign off until we scrape the basement. Fire’s still talkin’ down yonder.”

Pickett groaned. “Lord, McCray, you’re thorough as an accountant. Folks already pegged this as a fluke. Why ruin breakfast with what-ifs?”

“Because a week ago, the fire chief vanished.” Ty snorted. “And now half the town he oversaw is gone.”

Pickett scratched beneath his mustache. “You two are some pair. Lady Macbeth here jumps to a conclusion, and you follow headfirst. It ain’t a big conspiracy, folks. Booley ran off to California.”

“Without telling a soul or sending a wire?” Ty asked.

“Or taking his suitcase,” I added.

Pickett swiped his meaty hands, stirring dust. “Man’s got a new wife and new teeth. He’s living large. Romance outruns responsibility sometimes.”

“That is an unsubstantiated assumption,” I said.

“It’s an educated one.”

Rhett’s silence carried more weight than Pickett’s entire speech. I trusted his evaluation, but ‘accident’ left too many things unexplained.

“If the fire began on the first floor, in the drugstore, and spread as you describe… then it may well have been accidental.”

Pickett smirked in victory.

I held up a finger. “However, someone drove a wooden wedge beneath my hotel door from the hallway, trapping me inside.”

Rhett pivoted toward me, forehead wrinkled. “You’re sure that was the intent?”

“Well, I didn’t put it there. And I can’t imagine what other reason someone would have.”

Pickett waved a hand. “Doors swell in heat.”

“The fire had not yet reached my corridor,” I said. “I had to hit the frame with a battering ram to escape.”

Ty shifted his weight. “Does that change anything, Hoss?”

Pickett shrugged.

Rhett considered the new information. “If somebody locked the Lady Inventor in her room, then that’s separate from the fire’s origin.”

Separate.

The word lodged uncomfortably in my mind.

Pickett shrugged. “Maybe some porter propped it earlier, and it slid wrong. Doesn’t mean arson.”

“No,” I said. “But it does mean intent.”

Rhett’s eyes drifted toward the basement opening. “I haven’t filed my official report. We’re still checking for accelerants and forced entries. But so far, I see no evidence of arson.”

If the fire was not sabotage, then the wedge was…an anomaly? Personal?

And somehow, that made it worse.

A shout cut through the air.

“McCray! We go somethin’ down here!”

The word somethin’ carried more dread than precision.

Rhett moved first. Ty took a shortcut, hopping over what used to be a kitchen island. I did not wait for an invitation and followed, close on their heels.

The rear staircase had collapsed inward, forming a shallow basin of soaked debris. Steam rose in slow coils as the volunteers cleared timber aside.

“Looks like we got our first fatality,” the volunteer said.

“Careful.” Rhett slid his hands into thick leather gloves. “Easy now.”

A glint of brass surfaced through ash and mud. Ty and Pickett helped two men lift the charred beam.

What lay beneath was not immediately a body.

More of a shape.

A fireman’s coat, blackened and stiff, clung to it. Brass buttons caught the sun. The helmet rested askew nearby, its paint blistered but intact enough to read the raised lettering.

Chief Trask.

No one spoke for several seconds.

The wind shifted, carrying the smell of wet char and something heavier.

Pickett cleared his throat. “Well. There you are.”

Ty crouched without touching anything, eyes sharp and clinical. Not the cowboy. Not the charmer. But the Marine who spent the Great War doing exactly this.

“It’s Chief Trask,” Pickett said. “What more proof do you need?”

“The gear identifies him,” Ty said. “The body does not.”

Rhett’s jaw tightened. “Booley knew this building better than anybody. I can’t see him getting trapped in a crawl space.”

I nodded. “Anyone could don a helmet.”

“You think someone borrowed his coat for the occasion?” Pickett huffed. “That’s the most likely situation?”

“We shouldn’t make any assumptions,” I said.

Ty rose and dusted his hands. “If that’s Booley Trask, I’ll know soon enough.”

The fire chief had vanished a week ago.

Now a burned body lay beneath the hotel.

And the fire, accidental or not, had begun to feel like the smallest part of the mystery.
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