


[image: 001]




Under Fire

JO DAVIS

[image: 001]





Copyright © 2009 Jo Davis

Excerpt from Hidden Fire copyright © 2009 Jo Davis


The right of Jo Davis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



First published in this Ebook edition in 2013

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Published by arrangement with NAL SIGNET, 
a division of PENGUIN GROUP (USA) INC.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 1022 7


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London  NW1 3BH


www.eternalromancebooks.co.uk

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk






About the Author

[image: Image]

Bestselling author Jo Davis is the author of the popular Firefighters of Station Five series, written as Jo Davis, and the dark, sexy paranormal series Alpha Pack, written as J. D. Tyler. Primal Law, the first book in her Alpha Pack series, is the winner of the National Reader’s Choice Award in Paranormal. She has also been a multiple finalist in the Colorado Romance Writers Award of Excellence and a finalist for the Bookseller’s Best Award, has captured the HOLT Medallion Award of Merit, and has been a two-time nominee for the Australian Romance Readers Award in romantic suspense. She’s had one book optioned for a major motion picture.


Connect with Jo online at www.jodavis.net and follow her on Twitter @JoDavisAuthor







By Jo Davis


Sugarland Blue

Sworn to Protect

Hot Pursuit


The Firefighters of Station Five

Trial by Fire

Under Fire

Hidden Fire

Line of Fire

Ride the Fire

Shado Agency 

I Spy A Wicked Sin

I Spy A Naughty Game

I Spy A Dark Obsession


When Alex Was Bad



Writing as J. D. Tyler


Alpha Pack series

Primal Law

Savage Awakening

Black Moon

Hunter’s Heart







Praise for Jo Davis:


‘Jo Davis turns up the heat full-blast. Romantic suspense that has it all: a sizzling firefighter hero, a heroine you’ll love, and a story that crackles and pops with sensuality and action. Keep the fire extinguisher handy or risk spontaneous combustion!’ Linda Castillo, New York Times bestselling author

 
‘The perfect blend of romance and suspense. Neither element overshadows the other. Jo Davis creates a great combination of romance, steamy love scenes with mystery and suspense mixed in. I was pulled right into the book, and before I knew it, the last page was turned. I wasn’t ready to let go’ Fiction Vixen Book Reviews


‘Jo Davis continues her steamy, heat-packed romantic suspense stories with Ride the Fire. This book is a great blend of hot romance with suspenseful, well-plotted action’ Fresh Fiction


‘Grab a fan and settle in for one heck of a smoking-hot read… Fiery-hot love scenes and a look inside the twisted mind of a killer make Line of Fire stand out. Add in the behind-the-scenes look at the other characters and I could read this book over and over!’ Joyfully Reviewed


‘Four stars! A totally entertaining experience’ Romantic Times


‘Hot, sizzling sex and edge-of-your-seat terror will have you glued to this fantastic romantic suspense story from the first page to the final word. Do not miss the heartstopping, breath-stealing, incredibly well-written Trial by Fire’ Romance Novel TV





Under Fire


Zac Knight fights fires and saves lives, yet his own thirst for life has run dry - until he comes to the rescue of hardheaded, sharp-tongued exotic dancer Corrine Shannon, who sparks a carnal appetite that has the normally shy hero burning out of control.


But just as they are consumed by the flames of passion, they find themselves under fire from two relentless enemies with fifty million reasons to succeed. The dangerous men will stop at nothing to get what they want, even if it means putting a permanent end to Zack and Cori’s love - or their lives. Can Zack and Cori withstand the heat, or will their newfound romance be extinguished as fast as it began?
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The back end of the SUV filled Zack Knight’s windshield before his exhausted brain jolted to awareness, screaming the belated message to slam on his brakes.

Too late, he jammed his foot hard to the floorboard. Only a split second to realize he wasn’t going to be able to stop on the rain-slickened pavement, for his stomach to plunge to his toes. One heartbeat to curse his stupid mental lapse and recognize the very real irony of a firefighter/ paramedic causing a traffic accident.

A brief, muffled squeal of tires sounded in his ears. His classic 1967 Mustang was low to the ground and built like a sleek silver bullet, and the car hydroplaned right into the tail of the SUV with slightly less force than a shot from a gun.

A loud, sickening crunch of metal, and the bone-jarring impact was over before he could blink. Just like that. One millisecond of inattention. On the job, he’d seen the tragic results often enough.

Fortunately he was alive and seemingly unhurt, if a little dazed and breathless.

Mortification cut through the shock. Good God, he’d just rear-ended someone! “Oh, Jesus.”

Unfastening his seat belt, he glanced behind him to  check for oncoming traffic in the left-hand lane, then threw open his door and slid out. Taking a couple of steps, he grimaced in pain. The impact had wrenched his back and neck. Not too bad right now, but by tomorrow he’d be damned sore. Putting aside his discomfort, he limped to the driver’s side of the SUV he hit. The sight that greeted him made his heart lurch. A woman sat behind the wheel, face buried in her hands, expression hidden by long honey-brown hair.

“Ma’am?” She didn’t move, so he knocked on the window, his pulse jackhammering. “Ma’am, are you all right?”

Slowly, she lowered her hands, raised her head, turned to peer at him . . . and the world did a funny little flip.


Wow. The lady had a lovely oval face that would make angels weep. Frigging supermodel drop-dead gorgeous. She opened her door and he stepped back to accommodate her, nervous and embarrassed. On top of everything, he’d never been good at relating to women on any level—pathetic, but true—and now he had to keep from staring like an idiot at the goddess standing in front of him.

A visibly upset, wide-eyed, long-legged goddess wearing black leather pants and high-heeled boots, a snazzy black leather coat, and a fuzzy red sweater underneath. Oh, wow.

And, holy shit, those eyes! Golden and dark-edged around her irises, like a jungle cat’s. Exotic. For a brief second, he allowed himself to wonder what it might be like to just throw in the towel and let himself get eaten.

Shaking himself from his stupor, he held out a hand. “God, are you okay? I’m so sorry. I—”

“Don’t they stop at red lights where you’re from, Forrest Gump?”

Ouch. No doubt she wouldn’t believe the man who’d just plowed into her backside—now, there was a double entendre he didn’t need—possessed a so-called genius IQ of 150.

“Like I said, I’m sorry. I’m Zack Knight, and I’m a firefighter and paramedic. Would you sit in your truck and let me check your vitals?” Oh, Christ. He’d like to check a helluva lot more than the lady’s pulse, if the stirring in his poor, neglected groin was any indication.

She laughed, a bold, brassy sound, and plenty jaded. Like life was one big, unfunny joke after another, usually on her. Zack knew the feeling well.

Her smile was breathtaking, wide and full of straight white teeth, dispelling the notion she was the frightened victim he’d first thought. No, this woman was capable of handling anything, and probably had. Twice.

“My vitals. Right. Like you haven’t done enough already? Thanks, sugar lump, but I’ll take my chances. Let’s see the damage.”

She walked to the rear of her SUV, a sporty red Explorer with the bumper and hatch door buckled inward at the bottom, the paint scratched. And wasn’t his insurance agent going to be ecstatic? This ought to do wonders for his premium, which he couldn’t afford in the first place.

Even the Mustang, built in an era when manufacturers didn’t use plastic soda bottles for bumpers, had sustained a mangled grille and buckled hood. Hundreds, if not thousands of dollars down the drain. Zack swayed a little, feeling sick.

Heaving a deep breath, he tugged his wallet from the back pocket of his regulation blue pants and removed one of his cards. He forced himself to meet her amber gaze squarely.

“This has my work and cell phone numbers on it. I’ll call the police so they can make a report, and write my insurance information on the back while we’re waiting. Sound okay?”

She nodded. “Fine.”

“Are you sure you’re all right? I really think you should go get examined.” He ought to do the same, but wouldn’t. He had to get his ass to the station, pronto, before the captain served it to him roasted on a platter.

Her mouth tightened. “Let’s just get on with it, hotshot. It’s colder than a well digger’s butt out here and the rain is getting harder.” Tucking a damp strand of hair behind her ear, she started to turn.

“Wait. What’s your name?”

Arching a brow, she gave him a penetrating look, as though deciding whether to grace him with the information. For the first time, he realized how very tall she was. In the heels, she topped his six feet by an inch or so. Without them, she’d still almost match his height.

Sensual lips curving upward, she stuck out a slender hand tipped with blood-red nails. “Corrine Shannon, exotic dancer. Cori, if you like.”

Shit, yeah, I like.

Her throaty voice flooded his mind with naughty images of her lips nibbling down his naked body in the dark—

Whoa. Down, boy. He cleared his throat and clasped her hand. “That’s nice. Company or p-private?” Immediately, he wanted to slice off his tongue. What the hell had made him blurt such a stupid question?

“Private. I work birthdays, anniversaries, bachelor parties . . . whatever. Thursdays through Saturdays, six p.m. to two a.m.” The smile became knowing, feral. Her  tawny eyes sparkled as she reached out, pushed his gold wire-rimmed glasses higher on his nose, then trailed a long nail down his cheek. “Don’t sweat it, fireboy. You can’t afford me.”

His eyes widened. “I—I didn’t mean . . . I wasn’t—”

Cori turned on her elegant heel, strode back to her vehicle, and climbed in, leaving him with his mouth hanging open, the memory of her touch scorching his skin. Until he reminded himself the woman was an admitted pro. Seduction came naturally to her, probably meant nothing more than bigger tips. And his experience with women was sadly lacking.

Just as he turned to walk off, she leaned out her open door. “Listen . . . are you all right?”

The soft question, posed with genuine concern and without a trace of her earlier attitude, almost did him in.

He managed a weak smile that felt lopsided on his face. “Yeah, I’m good.”

She frowned. “You don’t look so good, Zack Knight.”

Which made today like any other.

“I’ll be fine, but thanks.”

The extralong forty-eight-hour double shift ahead seemed an impossible feat. And when the looming bad weather finally hit, their emergency calls would more than triple. A wave of sheer exhaustion swamped him anew, with no relief on the horizon. Discouraged, he returned to the Mustang and used his cell phone to call the police. Next, he phoned the station and spoke to Eve Marshall, the station’s only female firefighter, and his closest friend.

“Zack, you’re almost an hour late! Sean’s in a shitty mood, my friend, and this doesn’t help. Where are you?”

“I was in an accident, Evie. The police—”

“Oh, shit! Are you hurt?”

“No, no. Just a fender bender.” To the tune of about a hundred wrenched muscles and a few thousand in damages to the vehicles, but he left that part out.

Eve sighed in relief. “Thank God.”

“Tell the captain I’ll be there as soon as I can, will you?”

“Huh. I’ll try, but he’s been holed up in his office since we came on shift, barking at everyone who sticks their nose in, including Six-Pack. We heard them yelling at each other earlier. It got real nasty.”

Zack closed his eyes. Lieutenant Howard “Six-Pack” Paxton and Captain Sean Tanner were tight, the best of friends. Over the years, they’d been through hell and back together, and more than anyone, Howard had been struggling to see his friend through a horrible personal down-slide. Six-Pack was as patient as they came, a solid rock of a guy. If those two were tearing strips off each other, Zack could only imagine the joyful reception he’d get later.

“Wonderful. If he asks, just let him know I’m coming. Tell Six-Pack, too.”

“Sure thing. Glad you’re okay, buddy,” she said warmly.

Her obvious concern helped, just a little, and he smiled in spite of the crappy morning. “Thanks.”

Settling in to wait for the police, he ran a hand through his short, wet hair.

Lightning flashed across the sky, stretched a bony white finger to the ground in the distance. A clap of thunder followed, promising that the steady freezing rain would gather in velocity for the fierce winter storm the forecasters had been predicting. The light and sound show was beyond strange for January.

He shivered; whether from the chill gripping his  soaked body or from the eerie disquiet an approaching storm always evoked in him, he couldn’t say.

The cop, when he finally deigned to show, proved to be a bored, sarcastic prick. In Zack’s experience, working closely with the police at traffic accidents and various emergencies, most cops were cool, if somewhat rough around the edges. This one wasn’t. Zack’s lucky day, all around.

Jerk or not, he took down the pertinent information about the accident with efficiency, and handed Ms. Shannon the promised card Zack provided with his insurance information written on it. Of course, the cop couldn’t resist a parting jab or two as he returned to conclude business.

“Nice car. A classic. In a bit too much of a hurry in dangerous weather?”

Zack made an effort to sound respectful instead of annoyed. “I wasn’t speeding.”

The cop arched a brow. “In a ’sixty-seven Mustang? Right.”

“You don’t believe me.” Big surprise.

“People yank my weenie all day, Mr. Knight. I got no reason to think you’re any different, fire department or not.” He held out a small yellow card and tapped a beefy finger at eight digits he’d written on top.

“This is the number of my traffic report. Give that to your insurance rep when you call. Bada-bing, you’re set. Try not to pulverize anyone else, will ya?”

Biting back a retort, Zack tucked the card into a pocket inside his coat to protect it from the persistent rain, which had ramped up to a downpour. He was so cold and miserable, his face had gone numb. His chest felt heavy and his body ached as though he’d been beaten with hammers, and not just because of the wreck. Worse, he was now so  late for A-shift that the captain would definitely chew his ass, spit it out, then devise some wicked method of punishment. Fantastic.

“Oh, by the way,” the cop said, rubbing his chin. “You got any business east of town, stay away from the Sugarland Bridge. I heard the Cumberland is swelling by the hour, and they’re sayin’ what with the runoff from the melting sleet we’ve had all week, the storm will have the river overflowin’ the banks by this afternoon. Hope you boys don’t get any calls out there.”

Zack nodded, somewhat revising his opinion of the man in light of his genuine concern. “Me, too. I appreciate the advice.”

The cop jogged to his cruiser and jumped in. After the man drove away, Zack contemplated the wisdom of apologizing to Cori Shannon one more time, making sure she’d be fine before he left.

She settled the matter by giving him a quick wave good-bye out her window, then rolling it up and pulling carefully into the morning traffic. So much for chivalry. With a weary sigh, he followed suit, dreading the imminent confrontation with Tanner.

Whatever he’d been expecting, the reality turned out to be much, much worse. Stiff, shivering, and saturated to the bone, he squished inside, leaving puddles in his wake through the station’s TV room. Where was everyone? He prayed he’d get the chance to grab his extra navy pants and Sugarland FD polo shirt from his bedside locker and change before facing the captain’s wrath.

Voices drifted from the kitchen, along with the rich aroma of fresh coffee. God bless Six-Pack for insisting they stock an excellent Starbucks blend. He couldn’t wait to get his hands wrapped around a hot mug. If only he  could stop shaking enough to hold it steady. Nerves had set in, and the full import of how bad the wreck might’ve been left him rattled.

In the kitchen, he found Six-Pack leaning his rear against the counter, arms crossed over his massive chest, talking in a quiet, somber tone to Eve. With his short, spiky brown hair bleached blond at the tips, his towering height, and his buff physique, Zack always thought Howard resembled an action-movie star. He and Eve were dressed in the same navy pants and polo shirt that were required on duty, except his friends’ clothes were nice and dry.

“Hey, guys.” They turned to him and he attempted a smile, but it wouldn’t materialize.

Six-Pack pushed off the counter and crossed to him in three strides, Eve on his heels, worry etched on his rugged face. The lieutenant laid a big hand on Zack’s shoulder, pinning him with serious brown eyes.

“Eve said you were fine. You don’t look fine to me.”

“Nah, not even a scratch. Where’s Tanner?” He looked around warily.

Eve scowled. “Forget Sean for a minute. I’m not talking about bumps and bruises at the moment, my friend. You’ve been walking around here like a zombie for weeks. Next thing I know, you’ve bred that car you’re so meticulous about with someone else’s. What’s going on with you?”

He shrugged, going for nonchalant. “I’ve been working a lot of doubles. Somebody has to fill in for Val on B-shift while his leg is healing. Might as well be me.”

Because he desperately needed the extra money, and none of his friends knew why. After Darius Knight’s stroke landed him in a nursing home last year, discovery of the staggering gambling debt the old man owed to Joaquin Delacruz, a dangerous Atlantic City hotel and casino mogul, shocked Zack to the core. What followed ensured a succession of sleepless nights.

Delacruz’s cold promise of bodily harm if he didn’t recoup his money launched Zack into a sick, dizzying slide into hell. He’d gone to the police and the FBI, who ceased to give a shit upon learning the debt was legal. Delacruz knew how to play the game. Threats weren’t actions, so the authorities’ hands were tied. Fine. Zack could take care of himself and if his own safety were the only issue, he would’ve told Delacruz to shove it.

But his father was completely incapacitated, in a coma and helpless to defend himself. Zack just didn’t have it in him not to care what happened to his own father . . . even if the sentiment had never been returned.

Delacruz had ruined Zack in record time.

His beloved home, gone. The life savings he’d built for his own future, gone. The Mustang, his pride and joy, he’d held on to by his fingertips.

He’d never recover from the financial blow, not to mention the physical one. God, he was so tired, most days he couldn’t remember his name, and the team had started to notice. This morning’s wreck had been a mere symptom of a much larger problem. They’d watch him like hawks now, ready to intervene if he started to sink.

They had no idea how easy giving up would be.

Twenty-six years old, flat broke, and at the mercy of dangerous criminals. How do you like those apples, genius?

Eve took his hand, her bronzed, angular face scrunch ing into a frown. Striking pale blue eyes regarded her friend with affection. “Zack, you’re freezing! Are you sure you’re all right? You look ready to pass out.”

“I’m fine. I just want to get out of these cl—”

“Knight! Where the holy hell have you been?”

The captain stepped into the kitchen from the hallway leading to the office and sleeping quarters. Tanner’s hard face was thunderous, startling green eyes snapping with fury.

Ah, fuck.

 



Cori Shannon squinted through the windshield at the sleet, fighting the steering wheel in the pissy weather. The wipers slapped to the rhythm of an Aerosmith tune as Steven Tyler shagged somebody in the elevator, the old guy getting more action than a team of Navy SEALs on shore leave. Which normally would’ve lifted her spirits, the rockin’ beat and the mental image of someone going after what they wanted, and getting it.

Dammit, she’d missed her morning class. And right before a big exam, too. Now she’d have to make time she didn’t have in her already-insane schedule later today to get two estimates to have her truck fixed, get a rental, deal with insurance. All because that guy frickin’ fell asleep at the wheel. What was his name?

Zack. The firefighter.

The cutie with the laser blue peepers hiding behind those conservative wire-rimmed glasses. Tall, lean, and fit. He’d been young, twenty-something, with soft, coal-black hair tumbling over his forehead and framing a kind face. Okay, a gorgeous face with a delicious body to match.

In truth, she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the way his rain-splattered shirt clung to the hard muscles of his chest. Had feasted on the sight of his wet pants plastered to his long legs and tight, perfect rear end.

Oh, he was a very sexy man all right, but . . . there’d been something vulnerable in his gaze. Something deep and sad that drew her, made her want to take him in her arms and hold him.

Because, shit, she recognized herself in his lost expression. Crazy, but for one split second, she’d fought the impulse to grab his hand and say, “Hey, let’s blow this place. Jump in and we’ll get the hell gone.”

Funny thing was, the man looked like he might’ve taken her up on the offer.

Not that she would’ve made it, much as the idea had merit. “You’re an upstanding citizen nowadays, Corrine, my girl,” she muttered to herself. “No more disastrous decisions for you.”

She shivered. Alexander Gunter was dead, and she’d come damned close to paying the ultimate price for giving up her dreams the first time around the block. For marrying a man wearing the guise of a savior before she discovered the ruthless jackal underneath.

Done and gone. She was so near the realization of her dream, she could taste success. In spite of the crappy start to her day, happiness curled through her belly. May graduation was a mere four months away. By God, she’d done it! A position at Sterling Medical Center, Sugarland’s new hospital, was already hers.

In a few months, once the last of her school bills were paid off and she started drawing a regular check from her new job, she’d start repaying her oldest brother in earnest for his latest “gift.” Her brother’s presents came with too many strings. She hated owing him and he knew it.

All her debts would be history.

Best of all, she’d say so long to exotic dancing for good.

Despite her distaste at using her body to achieve an end, the money was fantastic and immediate, and had served two purposes. One, excavating her life from the nightmare that was her marriage to Alex. Two, proving to her brother that she could take care of herself, despite his being royally pissed at her method.

Brows furrowed, she wondered why on earth she’d deliberately given Zack Knight a skewed impression of herself. Why hadn’t she just told him she was in nursing school? A bit of defiance rearing its ugly head, she supposed. Alex would’ve killed her had he lived to discover how she was paying for her education, if not for defying his edict in the first place.

Yeah, a secret, perverse part of her had wanted to see how Zack would react to news that would have most men panting in anticipation—however incorrect—of an easy screw.

Not this one. The memory of his blue eyes widening in innocence at the disclosure of her profession caused a weird ache in the region of her heart. No guy could possibly be so sweet and naive in this day and age.

What a refreshing change.

Rot in hell, Alex.

A crack of lightning and drumroll of thunder made Cori jump, startling her attention back to the road. The sleet drove against the windshield in sheets, lowering visibility to almost nil. Clenching the steering wheel in a white-knuckle grip, she made up her mind to pull over at the first opportunity and wait until the weather let up. Maybe park at a fast-food restaurant, sip a cup of coffee to ward off the chill. She’d already missed her class, so what did it matter?

Problem was, there weren’t any good places in sight to  stop. The Sugarland Bridge loomed ahead, a ghostly specter enshrouded in gray. The morning had grown so dark she could hardly tell where the sky ended and the river burgeoning underneath the bridge began.

Easing off the gas, she suppressed a nervous shudder. Heights scared the shit out of her, always had. Couple that fear with a seventy-year-old bridge the county should’ve replaced years ago, rising water, and a fierce storm, and you had a real bladder buster.

Glancing in the rearview mirror, she noticed a pair of headlights approaching from behind. The deluge might be distorting things, but it seemed the lights were approaching far too fast for the treacherous conditions.

Starting over the bridge, she tensed, attention divided between driving carefully and the idiot who was indeed gaining rapidly on her tail. What fool needed to be in such a hurry in terrible weather like this?

The driver was closing the gap between them at an alarming clip, rushing up until the glare from the headlights filled her back end. The jerk didn’t try to pass, but rode her tail no more than a few feet back. Too dangerous and freaky for words. Cori held steady, determined to pull off to the shoulder on the other side and let the car go around her. Just a bit farther and—

A muffled pop sounded a split second before Cori realized her SUV had blown a tire. The vehicle skidded to the right, and, panicking, she jerked the wheel in the opposite direction, overcorrecting.

On a clear day, in dry conditions, she would’ve been able to straighten the vehicle without mishap. But not on what might well be the last day of her life.

Crossing the oncoming lane, she saw the opposite guardrail approach at a terrifying speed. In knee-jerk reaction, she stomped hard on the brake, sending the Explorer into a skid there was no stopping. Too late.

Cori screamed as the SUV rocketed into the guardrail. A deafening explosion of glass and grinding metal drowned out all else. The air bag deployed in her face, saving her from slamming into the steering column or windshield, but the crash jarred every bone in her body. The awful tearing of metal that seemed to go on forever lasted only seconds.

She sat stunned, unable to move, taking stock.

Pain? Not yet. After the shock wore off, most definitely.

Dizzy? Oh, yeah. Her head spun. The vehicle, which seemed to be tilted nose down, rocked like a child’s seesaw. Christ, she must’ve really shaken her brain to be rewarded with that kind of action. At least the glaring headlights were gone.

Frowning, she turned her head to look out her driver’s window, wincing at a stab of pain in her temple. What do you know? The jerk hadn’t even stopped. Unlike the rocking.

Oh, no. The motion wasn’t from dizziness.

Hands shaking, she pushed the deflating air bag out of her face and peered out the shattered front windshield. Terror numbed her entire body like a shot of Novocain.

“Oh God, oh shit . . .”

Her Explorer tottered just a few feet above the swollen, angry Cumberland River.

Nothing between her and a watery grave except the hand of God.




2

The captain crossed to the group, his lean-hipped stride reminding Zack of a panther preparing to rip him to shreds.

Eve looked at Zack. “Sorry, bud. I tried to explain, but he wouldn’t listen.”

Tanner’s gaze briefly touched hers. “And as I reminded you, you’re not his mother. Let Wonder Boy make his own excuses.” To Zack, he said, “This is the fourth time you’ve been late this month. Start talking.”

Heat crept up Zack’s neck, but he stood his ground. “Does it really make a difference? You’ve known me for four years, Cap. In all that time, those are the only instances I’ve ever been late. I’m sorry; it won’t happen again.”

“Says the slacker who didn’t roll the hoses properly or clean the bathroom last month when his turn rolled around,” the captain fired back.

“That’s not the whole story. I asked Salvatore to—”

“Not to mention taking a week off while Six-Pack was in the hospital recovering from a fucking near-fatal gunshot wound. Your selfishness spread the whole team thin.”

Goddamn. Like he’d had a choice? “Clay covered my shifts—”

“And you failed to clean the quint before going off B-shift on Wednesday, and Clay, covering your ass yet again, washed it and got the fucking mud off by himself.”

Zack stared at Tanner, who took a step closer, getting in his grill. “I left early with the stomach flu—”

“Where’s your part of the grocery money? You still owe from last month, and the others are sick of fronting you. Either pay up or don’t eat.”

Zack wanted to die. Wished hell would open under his feet and finish the job. Did the captain think so little of him to believe he’d take what he hadn’t paid for? Hadn’t the man noticed he’d been brown-bagging it with peanut butter and bologna for weeks, when he ate at all?

He wouldn’t defend himself again. Not under pain of torture.

Eve, bristling with anger, hands fisted on her hips, had no such problem. “Hang on just a damned minute, Tanner! Zack hasn’t—”

“I’ll bring the money tomorrow.” Where he’d get it was another problem, but he’d cough up the cash somehow.

“Right.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Incredulous, Zack gaped at the captain.

“If the shoe fits.”

“Slacker” was bad enough. Of all the things he’d been called, “liar” was the worst. And in front of half the team, no less. This wasn’t the man he’d admired for so long. He stilled, unwilling to show how much the words hurt. “Why don’t we t-take this to your office?”

“Why don’t you tell me why you’re almost two hours late, goddammit?” Tanner shouted.

“I had a wr-wreck on the way here, sir. I rear-ended  another vehicle, but no one was hurt. S-satisfied?” Damn, he wished he could stop his teeth from chattering. The last thing he wanted was to appear cowed in front of Tanner, but he was so freaking cold.

Tanner stared at him a long moment, his gaze frigid. “Nobody was hurt this time, so that makes it all right?”

“Sean,” Six-Pack warned.

Ah, shit. He’d unwittingly pushed a major hot button with the captain. How to defuse it?

“No, sir. Just stating the facts. The accident was my fault, but it was minor and the lady and I are both okay.” He spread his hands, attempting to make a lighthearted joke. “I’m here now and ready to get to work, unless you’d like to spank me and send me to time-out.”

The joke backfired. Tanner grabbed a fistful of the front of Zack’s soggy shirt and slammed him backward into the kitchen cabinets. “You worthless little shit. You can look in my face and make light of the fact that you could’ve killed an innocent woman?”

Horrified, Six-Pack leapt forward and hauled the captain backward, forcing himself between his two friends. “Sean, Jesus Christ!”

Zack shook his head, heart in his mouth. “No, I—”

Tanner lunged again, oblivious to Six-Pack holding him back. “What if she had a husband and kids who loved her? She might’ve been dead and that would be on your conscience forever! Your fault!”

Zack’s mouth worked, but his voice deserted him. Six-Pack had no such problem. He yanked the captain off Zack, then pushed the center of Tanner’s chest hard, sending him backward a couple of steps.

“Shut up, dammit! Zack’s accident was nothing like the one that took Blair and the kids. You’re way off the  deep end. Calm down and apologize to Knight before I go over your head and report you to the battalion chief, and don’t think for one fucking minute I won’t do it.”

Tanner glared at Six-Pack, panting like a trapped animal. Zack and Eve glanced at each other, stunned. Hard to say which was more shocking—Howard dropping the f-bomb, his having the balls to publicly refer to how Tanner’s family died, or his very real threat to make a report. Because the lieutenant meant every word, no doubt.

Tanner shifted his stare to Zack and held it a long moment, making a visible effort to gain control. The madness faded, but there was no warmth. And certainly no respect.

“I apologize for grabbing you. Anything you screw up outside work is none of my business, unless you get arrested. On the job is a different story. I won’t yield on that point. If you can’t pull your weight around the station, I’ll find an FAO who can.”

Somehow, Zack found his voice. “Y-you’d strip my rank?”

As fire apparatus operator, the man responsible for driving and maintaining the quint, the city’s largest and best-equipped engine, he possessed a hard-earned status second only to that of the captain and lieutenant. Most firefighters would kill for the job he loved. One more blow, the one that might finish him. He’d never survive the pay cut, and besides the Mustang, his job was the sole bright spot left in his existence.

“Don’t give me any more reasons to consider it, and we won’t have a problem,” the captain muttered. “Now that you’ve graced us with your presence, find something useful to do.”

Sean spun on his heel and stalked toward the bay, leaving a vacuum of uncomfortable silence in his wake. Eve stared after him, a rare, undisguised look of wretched worry on her striking face—the look a woman gives a man, not that of a teammate for her captain.

Too bad for her, nursing an attraction to a man with a broken heart. Can you spell “doomed”? Not only her but the whole team if she didn’t get a grip. A disaster in the making.

Zack felt ill. Literally. The aches and chills were getting worse by the minute, heat radiating off his face. His body was strangely hot underneath the freezing clothes, too. Great. And he didn’t dare go home sick after the horrible scene with the captain.

He sent his friends a wan smile. “Well, that was fun. Where are Tommy and Julian?”

Six-Pack snorted. “Hiding out in their bunks like the lily-livered cowards they are.” His brown gaze softened in sympathy. “Hey, don’t worry about Sean. You know he didn’t mean any of the stuff he said. He’s not himself. His son’s nineteenth birthday is—or would’ve been—next week. Doesn’t give him the right to rag on you, but I’m just saying.”

“Ah, Jesus.” Zack sighed, hurting for Tanner in spite of the awful things his friend had said. Things he didn’t really mean, because of the terrible pain he lived with every day. It must be agonizing for the captain to see his best friend happily married to his new wife, Kat, and contemplating a family of his own.

“Why don’t you get out of those wet clothes? After you change, I’m going to check you out, since you didn’t go to the hospital,” Eve scolded.

“Don’t worry about m—” Whatever else Zack had been about to say was interrupted by three loud tones over  the new intercom system. Everyone went silent, straining to hear the call over the roll of thunder and pops of lightning rattling the windows.

As the computerized female voice relayed the emergency, the ball of dread resting in his gut since the storm began morphed into real fear. A driver had swerved out of control and plowed through a guardrail in the storm.

The SUV was hanging off the Sugarland Bridge, a hairbreadth from plunging into the rising river.

 



A-shift had worked some tough scenes over the years, had walked the razor’s edge in some gut-wrenching situations. But as Zack drove the quint past the police barricade and neared the bridge’s summit, Tanner let loose a few creative curses while Zack gaped in silence. God Almighty, this one was a real bitch.

Tanner directed the situation from his seat in the front next to Zack. At the moment, the captain was all business, their earlier unpleasantness on hold. “We’ll wrap the chain around something solid, like the opposite guardrail or bridge support, then hook it to the rear axle of the SUV, try to stabilize the vehicle. Extract the driver through the back hatch.”

“Yes, sir.” Zack frowned as the teetering Explorer came into view. Recognition dawned, hitting his gut like a fist. “Sonofabitch.”

Tanner snapped his sharp gaze to his FAO’s face. “What?”

“That’s her. The lady I hit on the way to work.”

“Keep your head in the game, kid. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

Zack’s thoughts mirrored Tanner’s. The woman might’ve been more injured than Zack previously believed. She could have passed out. Or perhaps she was rattled from being hit, and a moment of inattention resulted in her current predicament. Either way, the idea he might be responsible for a woman’s life literally hanging in the balance, even inadvertently, filled him with dread.

If what happened to Cori Shannon was his fault, Tanner wouldn’t have to fire him. He’d be finished.

Pulling the hat low over his eyes, Zack threw open the door and swung down from the quint, wincing at the pain in his stiffening muscles. The wind howled with frightening strength, the forceful gusts threatening to sweep man and machine right off the structure and into hell. Rain pummeled his body in icy sheets, soaking him to the skin once more and chilling him to the bone despite the thick coat, pants, and hat.

And in spite of the rising fever he hadn’t told anyone about. Zack trembled so hard there was no way Tanner hadn’t noticed, but the stubborn jerk never acknowledged it. He was hot and cold by turns, limbs weighing a ton. Once Ms. Shannon was safe and the situation put behind them, he’d collapse on his bunk at the station. He doubted he’d be able to drive to his crappy apartment even if he wanted to.

Opening a side compartment on the quint, he and Tanner wrestled out a thick, industrial-strength chain while Eve and Tommy Skyler ran over to the Explorer. Six-Pack and Julian Salvatore hopped out of the ambulance and jogged toward Zack and Tanner.

“Get this wrapped around the guardrail over there,” Tanner shouted at Salvatore above the thunder and lightning. “Hurry!”

After shooting the captain a grim look that spoke volumes, Salvatore nodded. Handling metal, being surrounded by the stuff in a storm, exposed on an open bridge, was a necessary risk with potentially deadly consequences. Of all the dangerous battles they waged upon occasion, Mother Nature was the most formidable opponent. Some guys didn’t face her and go home to tell the story.

As Skyler helped Salvatore, Zack hurried to the side of the Explorer, watching his footing. The driver’s door was positioned over open space, muddy water swirling only feet below them. To see Cori, he had to lean forward carefully without touching the vehicle and upsetting it, or losing his balance in the wind and falling off the bridge. With the added weight of his gear, he’d sink like a stone.

He knocked on the window as hard as he dared. “Ma’am? Ms. Shannon?” Slowly, she turned her head to peer at him through the rain-splattered glass. “Sugarland Fire Department. Are you hurt?”

“Hit my head,” she called back, voice barely audible above the storm’s racket. “Nothing’s broken.”

Thank God for that. A concussion, most likely, but she might also have some internal injuries. He tried to sound encouraging. “All right, that’s good. Listen, I promise we’re gonna get you out of there. Sit tight while we secure the back end, and then we’ll bring you out through the rear. Okay?”

After a pause, she nodded.

“That’s my girl. I’m going around to the back and—”

“No! Don’t leave me!” she wailed, shaking her head.

“I’m not leaving you, Cori. You have my word.” He put a thread of steel into his voice, using her first name on purpose. The calm assurance, the familiarity—firefighters employed these to keep a victim from wigging out. “I’m not going anywhere except through the back to meet you.” 

“Promise?” Cori pushed a wet strand of brown hair from her eyes. Even through the sleet, he could see the tension and fear etched on her white face.

Cori was terrified. Depending on him. In that moment, Zack’s problems, the sickness threatening to topple him, vanished. His whole world shrank to a laser point of purpose. Nothing mattered except keeping his promise, getting her to safety.

“Absolutely. Just give me a few seconds.”

“O-okay.”

As Zack hurried to the back end of the vehicle, he wondered if she’d recognized him. Probably not, with the storm obscuring her vision and the hat shielding his face. If she was in shock, she might not even consider how he knew her name.

Skyler and Salvatore had secured the chain to the rear axle by the large hook on one end. The other end, they’d wrapped several times around the guardrail on the opposite side of the bridge to take out as much slack as possible.

Salvatore waved a hand at the makeshift support. “I don’t like this,” he said in his clipped Spanish accent, which always grew more pronounced under stress. “The guardrail can’t take the deadweight if she shifts.”

“It’s what we’ve got to work with.” The captain jabbed a finger at Howard. “Six-Pack, you’re the heaviest. Your weight will help hold it steady while you take her—”

“No.” That single, sharp command from Zack got the attention of the entire team. Including Tanner, who gaped at him. “I promised Ms. Shannon I’d go in and get her, and I’m not about to break my word. She’s hanging by a thread, and we need her calm.”

Tanner’s face darkened with anger violent enough to rival the storm. “Knight, did you hear what I—”

“I heard, Cap, and I’m still going in. Ms. Shannon doesn’t have time for us to stand around arguing about it.” Dismissing Tanner, he turned to Skyler, the youngest team member. “Tommy, get the hatch.”

Skyler stared at him, pale eyes wide, jaw slack. To his credit, he turned and twisted the knob, opening the rear entry without argument. The door gave easily, despite being bent from the earlier wreck. Had to be done anyway, so Zack hoped Skyler wouldn’t catch hell later. His own job, however, was probably toast.

“What’s this? Look!” Crouched by the right rear tire, which was suspended a couple of feet off the ground, Eve pointed to the tread.

“Tire blew,” Six-Pack observed. “That’s what sent her into the skid.”

“Not just a blown tire. A bullet hole.” Crouching by Eve, Salvatore poked a finger at the rubber about an inch from the rim. “Where I come from, I ought to know.  Madre de Dios. Skyler, get a police officer to come take a look.”

Skyler jogged down the bridge, toward the barricade. Another wave of heat and cold swamped Zack, and he had to concentrate hard not to let his weakness show. A bullet. Jesus Christ, someone shot out her tire! Who would do such a malicious thing?

“Let’s push the vehicle down, get the back tires on the ground,” Tanner said. He positioned himself on the right corner of the vehicle, leaning just inside the hatch, Six-Pack on the left. The two men braced their hands on the lip, above the bumper. “Slow and easy.”

When the rear tires met pavement, the captain nodded at Zack. Carefully, Zack popped a latch on Tanner’s side and let down the rear bench seat to clear the path somewhat. Cori moving from the driver’s spot and climbing over the console would be the tricky part.

Pushing his hat back, he crawled inside. On his hands and knees, inch by inch. “Cori? You still with me up there?”

“Hurry!” Long gone was the cocky attitude of their earlier meeting.

His heart lurched in response to her terror. “I’m here, but you’re going to have to meet me halfway.”

“Nooo! If I move, we’ll fall!”

“If you don’t, we’ll fall anyway. You want me to get you out, right?”

“Yes, but I can’t—”

“You can. Listen to me. Unbuckle your seat belt. Do it now.”

She did, taking the strap off her shoulder. “Okay. Now what?”

“Good. Turn your body to your right, nice and slow, so you can see me.” Leather squeaked as she followed his direction, scooting around in the seat. Bracing a trembling hand on the console, she got her first good look at him. Instantly, her eyes widened in recognition.

“You!”

He tried a reassuring smile. “Must be kismet, huh? Don’t worry. In spite of earlier evidence to the contrary, you’re in good hands.”

She let out a shaky laugh that didn’t quite hide her fear. “So you’re not a complete dipstick. Nice to know, Zack.”

He grinned at her, glad she had some sass left, even if the barb was directed at his head. That meant she was thinking clearly and would help him get her out of this mess.

A groan of metal reached his ears from somewhere behind him, and a ripe curse from Salvatore.

“Move it, amigo! She’s not gonna hold for long!”

Amigo? Since when? Salvatore couldn’t stand him, so he and Cori must be in deep shit. A trickle of sweat streaked down Zack’s fevered cheek as he inched forward. Reached out a hand. “Cori, climb over the console.”

“Zack—”

“If you don’t, we’re both going to die, because I’m not leaving without you. I promised.”

She glanced at his outstretched hand. Read the truth on his face. He’d willingly give his life for hers. His resolve seemed to fortify her own, and she heaved a deep breath.

“All right. Here I come.” Wiggling a bit, she crept forward, squeezing between the seats. One hand over the other.

“Easy does it. Just a little more.”

The truck gave a sudden lurch, nose dipping downward. Cori shrieked, grabbed for him, and missed. Metal squealed, the noise deafening as the truck slid, tearing the undercarriage. He didn’t have to look to know the guardrail was giving way. Or that Sean and Howard were no longer holding down the tailgate. The SUV tilted toward the swollen river at a crazy angle.

With nothing to stop him, the momentum sent him into the back of the seats. Sweet Jesus. If he went over, he’d crash into Cori and send them both toppling through the shattered front windshield.

The vehicle shuddered and stopped.

“Zack, get out of there, dammit!” the captain bellowed. “Grab her and go!”

Leaning over the row of seats, he reached for Cori once more. “Now or never.”

Bracing her booted feet against the back of the driver’s seat, Cori pushed herself toward him in one last-ditch effort, beautiful face totally focused. Determined. When she grabbed for his hand this time, she didn’t miss.

Zack pulled Cori over the seat, practically threw her toward the open hatch. Bracing himself underneath her, he cupped her ass and shoved her hard toward his team. Toward freedom.

Several pairs of hands hauled her to safety, and he exhaled in relief. Cori was out. Following behind, he scrambled toward the opening. His fingers wrapped around the lip and he hauled himself up—

Just as the guardrail holding the chain gave way.

A terrible rending of metal filled the air. Lightning split the sky and thunder rolled as the rail snapped. The chain whipped, the backlash popping like a gunshot. A blow slammed into his head with the force of a shotgun blast, and he flew backward from the impact.

“Zack, nooo!”

Shouts, screaming. Drowned by the storm as the truck slid free of its perch. He tumbled with it, falling, falling. Saw the bridge disappear.

The rear door banged shut as the SUV hit the river, hard, and rolled. He crashed around in the interior, along for the ride, and thought, Well, shit. There goes my brand-new glasses. Will insurance cover a new pair?


Ice-cold water rushed in, filling the cabin. Dragging at the heavy protective clothing that would serve as his shroud if he didn’t get out. Before the water closed over his head, he managed to suck in a deep breath.

The Explorer lurched once more, the sideways motion  ending in a jarring halt as though it was butting up against something in the current. One of the bridge supports?

Zack’s head, the entire right side of his face, throbbed with intense agony even shock and the freezing water couldn’t blot out. Disoriented, he groped for a window or door handle.

Which way out? Where? Nothing but pitch-blackness.

He searched, running his hand along the interior. Leather. A seat, but which one? The cumbersome gear weighed him down and must come off, but his need to reach freedom pushed him dangerously close to panic.  Stay calm. Find the windshield, exit through the busted glass, then discard the coat. He shoved forward, hands out, but he was swimming blind. Totally turned around. Instead, he found a side window, the edge of a door.
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