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Praise for the Novels of New York Times Bestselling Author JoAnn Ross

Out of the Blue


“A gripping tale of terror and suspense, as well as a heart-wrenching love story. The tension ratchets higher and higher as the dangers and problems . . . compound, while the passion sparking between [Lark] and Lucas is hot enough to scorch the pages. . . . A white-knuckle read, Out of the Blue is the best kind of romantic suspense: heart-stopping terror and a heart-tugging romance. Don’t miss it!”

—Romance Reviews Today

“A story wrought with terror and intrigue, with a love story so emotional it practically stops your heart.”

—The Old Book Barn Gazette

“An adventurous and exhilarating story. Danger and intrigue are a constant presence . . . highly passionate . . . outstanding; I could not put this book down.”

—Jaymi, Romancejunkies.com

Out of the Mist

“The story’s robust momentum and lively characters make this a fun, energetic read.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Ross weaves the search for the missing family treasure and the growing attraction between two creative spirits with aplomb in this charming romance.”

—BookPage

Magnolia Moon

“Readers seduced by the first two books in JoAnn Ross’s Callahan brothers trilogy will be equally charmed by Magnolia Moon.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Perennial favorite JoAnn Ross wraps up the hugely engaging Callahan trilogy in great style. Filled with emotion, passion, and a touch of suspense, this is just plain fun reading.”

—Romantic Times

River Road

“Skillful and satisfying. . . . With its emotional depth, Ross’s tale will appeal to Nora Roberts fans.”

—Booklist

“The romance . . . crackles, and their verbal sparring keeps the narrative moving along at an energetic clip. Readers . . . will be heartily entertained . . . delightful.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A delicious read with a vast array of zany characters to keep you glued to the pages.”

—Rendezvous

Blue Bayou

“Ross is in fine form . . . plenty of sex and secrets to keep readers captivated.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The opening chapter in what promises to be an exceptional and emotional trilogy. . . . Ms. Ross [creates] refreshing and rewarding reading experiences.”

—Romantic Times, Top Pick
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Man is the only creature that dares to light a fire and live with it. The reason? Because he alone has learned to put it out.

—HENRY JACKSON VANDYKE JR.

God gave Noah the rainbow sign;
No more water, the fire next time.

AFRICAN-AMERICAN SPIRITUAL





ONE

THE FLAMEMASTER HAD BEEN WATCHING the building for weeks, studying her, learning all her secret quirks. Even in her youth she hadn’t been all that attractive, and despite the recent face-lift, the passing of years still showed. She reminded him of a dowager who’d fallen on hard times, then gotten an extreme makeover from a quack plastic surgeon.

A couple approached his vehicle, the woman’s stiletto heels clattering on the crumbling cobblestone sidewalk.

The Flamemaster scrunched down in the driver’s seat so they wouldn’t see him. Not that he was in danger of being discovered; they were so blissfully oblivious to anything or anyone around them, they could have been strolling in the peaceful, moss-draped environs of Admiral’s Park on a Sunday morning, rather than risking this industrial waterfront neighborhood.

The man leaned down and murmured a soft something in the woman’s ear; she laughed silkily in response. They paused, staring into each other’s eyes, like some love-struck couple in a diamond commercial.

As their lips met and clung, The Flamemaster imagined a formally dressed couple in a gilded hotel room. The man opens a black velvet box, revealing an iceberg-size diamond glittering like ice on black satin. The woman instantly falls to her knees and attacks her companion’s zipper.

Two carats or more, the deep voice-over advises as violins soar. And she’ll damn well have to.

He chuckled at his little joke.

A purple cloud drifted over the sliver of moon, casting the couple in deep shadow. The only light was from the faint yellow flicker of old-fashioned gas lamps edging the pier. Music drifted from a dinner cruise ship somewhere out on the fog-draped harbor, fading in and out on the soft March air.

The guy’s hands lifted her butt; she moaned and twined like a python around him. Just when The Flamemaster was looking forward to them doing it up against the brick wall, they came up for air.

The man tucked his shirt back in. She wiggled her dress, which had crawled nearly to her waist, back down to midthigh. They shared another laugh as they entered the centuries-old pink brick building.

The warehouse, abandoned for decades, had been on the brink of condemnation when some hotshot chef from New York City bought the building for a song and turned the top floor into a members-only harbor-view restaurant and dance club.

Tonight a throng of ultra-hip Friends clones with Gucci chips on their shoulders had packed into the loft on the warehouse’s eighth floor to celebrate St. Patrick’s Day with Guinness, overpriced shots of Jameson Gold, and lethal cocktails with names like the Dirty Mick, the Belfast Bomb, and the Blarney Stone Sour.

Paddy’s Pig might be the hottest nightspot in town, but all the money the Yankee had poured into the project hadn’t transformed the sow’s ear of a building into anything resembling a silk purse.

The trendy pink and green neon lights and the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that had replaced the eroding brick was like dressing a bag lady in a designer gown; it couldn’t change the fact that she was still as ugly as homemade sin.

He’d be doing the city a favor by getting rid of it.

Hell, the mayor should present him with a good citizen’s award. A medal for beautifying Somersett.

The Flamemaster flipped open his cell phone and keyed in 625.

When he hit Send, the call triggered a remote-control device deep inside the building’s wine cellar. There was a burst of white light and a faint popping sound, like a lightbulb bursting.

The retro-eighties heavy metal band rocking the building drowned out the sound. A waiter ran in and pulled a bottle of champagne from its slot. With his station full, and more people jammed into the bar waiting for a table, he’d been on the run all evening. Which was why he didn’t notice the tiny orange flame flickering behind a row of fruit brandies.

The fledgling fire fed lazily, climbing up the wooden wine racks, twining around the studs, licking at the rafters.

Outside, observing from a public parking lot a safe block away, The Flamemaster’s pulse picked up a beat.

An orange glow flickered, changing to bluish white as the heat soared.

Bottles began to expand and break, like fireworks over the harbor during Buccaneer Days; missiles of heavy green glass slammed into pine studs that were weeping dark, flammable pitch.

The Flamemaster took his eyes off the building just long enough to glance down at the sweep hand on his watch. It wouldn’t be long now.

Expectation rippled up his spine.

The neon-lit walls shattered; deadly shards of window glass rained down like guillotine blades. Debris fell from the smoke-filled sky. A black lacquer table hit the sidewalk, sounding like a rifle retort before shattering into pieces; a trio of chairs followed, their metal frames twisted like pretzels.

Sirens wailed in the distance as a woman, her long hair on fire, her skirt blown up over her face, landed on the sidewalk with a deadly thud, bounced into the gutter, then lay still. Screams rent the night as others followed, tumbling through the gaping hole where the glass walls had once stood, legs pumping wildly, arms windmilling on the way down to the pavement.

A red ladder truck, followed by an engine, had just careened around the corner, emergency lights flashing, air horn blasting, when the explosion ripped through the block.

The Flamemaster’s vehicle rocked from side to side as a tidal wave–like force rolled beneath the tires. The night sky brightened, as if lit by a thousand suns. An instant later a dense cloud of acrid black smoke rolled down the street, engulfing everything, including the responding vehicles.

As the rigs’ Jake brakes squealed, The Flamemaster drove off in the opposite direction, away from the hell-like conflagration that had turned the warehouse into a pile of stone and twisted metal.

This had definitely gone better than last week’s rehearsal, which had been aborted when sprinklers drowned the flames as soon as the temperature hit 165 degrees. (Who’d have guessed a damn strip joint would’ve been built to code?)

Unfortunately, tonight the firefighters hadn’t even arrived at the scene, let alone set up an interior attack line, before the charges he’d so meticulously set throughout the building triggered.

He’d have to work on his timing.

Oh well. The Flamemaster shrugged. Practice makes perfect.

If it was true that the third time was the charm, his next fire would be perfect.



TWO

TESS GANNON HAD KNOWN DANIEL MCGEE all of her life. She also intended to spend the rest of her life with him.

If she survived getting married.

“Planning Desert Storm had to have been easier than this,” she muttered, as she flipped through the latest stack of magazine articles on theme weddings her mother had insisted she read.

“We could just say the hell with the bells and whistles and caterers and bands and elope,” Danny suggested.

Tess didn’t need a wedding ring to confirm their love, but her biological clock had begun ticking louder this past year and they were both old-fashioned enough to want to be married when they became parents.

“There’s nothing I’d like better.”

She frowned at one of the beautifully staged photographs. Would anyone really want a wedding cake made to look like a sandcastle? And wasn’t decorating it with real seashells just inviting a guest to break a tooth?

“But I also don’t want to break Mom’s heart.”

Bad enough that she’d followed in her dad’s big black boots and become a firefighter against her parents’ wishes. After earning a degree in fire and safety engineering technology from Eastern Kentucky University, she’d returned home to South Carolina, promptly aced both the civil service and physical fire-fighting exams, then fulfilled a lifelong dream of joining the Somersett Fire Department.

Having had a quickie “shotgun” marriage of her own, Mary Gannon had been fantasizing about her only daughter’s wedding ceremony since Tess was in the cradle. As much as Tess hated all the hoopla, she didn’t have the heart to deprive her mother of that longtime Cinderella dream.

“I thought it was supposed to be the bride’s day,” Danny said, proving himself to be as clueless as most males when it came to female rites of passage.

“Ha-ha-ha. That just goes to show how much you know about weddings.”

Not that she was completely caving in.

Instead of the traditional formally dressed couple, the miniature bride and groom who’d be topping the tiered white wonder of a cake would be wearing fire-fighting gear, right down to their shiny yellow helmets. Having found the pair on eBay, Tess had opted to wait until the last minute to spring it on her mother.

“I know a helluva lot more than I did six months ago.”

And a lot more than he undoubtedly wanted to. “And you’ve been a wonderful sport.”

Better than she’d been. Tess couldn’t count the times he’d leaped in to play referee when she and her mother were about to be gored on the horns of a serious disagreement.

And hadn’t he addressed half of the two hundred and fifty invitations? Though secretly Tess was a little concerned the post office might not have been able to decode Danny’s scrawling handwriting enough to actually deliver them.

Feeling a burst of fondness, she leaned over the table and gave him a quick, friendly kiss. He tasted of coffee and Big Red gum.

“I’ve gotta run. See you tomorrow morning.”

“Just about the time I’m leaving,” he said without rancor.

“I know.” She sighed. Somersett firefighters worked twenty-four-hour shifts with a day on the job, a day off, a day on, then four days off. Assigned to different stations as they were—with Tess working the A shift and Danny working the C—their individual rotations had them both off at the same time only a handful of days a month.

“I’m going to work on getting my schedule changed,” she promised. Right after she decided whether she was going to have the reception band play “I’ll Be Your Everything” or the old Nat King Cole standard “Unforgettable” for their first dance as man and wife.

She’d wanted Kenny Chesney’s “The Good Stuff,” but her mother had put her foot down, insisting that it’d be unlucky to have a song about a wife dying for a bride and groom’s first dance. With the wedding a mere four days away, she was running out of time.

Suspecting that actually being married was going to be a snap compared to this wedding planning stuff, Tess scooped up her car keys.

“Don’t forget, you’re supposed to choose the groomsmen’s gifts.”

He rolled his Bambi-brown eyes and groaned.

Ha! “It’s a lot easier to be blasé about decisions when you’re not the one stuck with making them, isn’t it?”

So far just about the only thing her mother had made Danny do was select the groom’s cake. Having already figured out it was easier to go with the flow, he’d instantly accepted his future mother-in-law’s suggestion of chocolate. Then had it frosted in the University of South Carolina’s team colors of garnet red and black.

Which, while not the least bit flattering to her attendants’ sea-foam green dresses, at least wasn’t nearly as bad as the groom’s cake shaped like a retriever her aunt Dixie’s duck-hunting third husband had chosen for their wedding last month.

“How about I give the guys gift certificates for lap dances at that new place that opened across the county line last week?”

“How about not. And it’s interesting that you’d know about it so soon.”

“We got called to a fire opening night, but the sprinklers had pretty much taken care of things before we arrived.” Another waggle of brows. “Guess those girls are really hot.”

Tess shook her head and refused to return that sexy, rakish grin. “I doubt either of our mothers would approve of strippers as gifts. Mom made up a list of suggestions.”

She retrieved the three-by-five card from her purse and handed it to him.

“Money clips?” he asked. “Pocket watches? Silver flasks engraved with our wedding date? Who thinks up this stuff?”

“Mom says they’re traditional.”

“They also sound like something a girly groom would buy. When was the last time you saw a firefighter with an engraved sterling silver flask?”

How about never? “Do you have a better idea?”

“Sure. I’ll get each of the guys a box of cigars.”

He wadded up the paper and tossed it into the wastepaper basket across the room, showing that seven years after graduation, he still had the moves that had made him the top-scoring high school forward in South Carolina.

“Problem solved.” He touched a finger to his tongue and made a mark in the air. “You can cross one more item off your to-do list, sugarplum.”

“Cigars are okay,” Tess decided. “So long as no one smokes them inside at the reception.”

She might have been dragging her feet about all this wedding stuff, but there was no way she was going to let a bunch of drunk firefighters light up stink sticks anywhere around her lovely tulle, pearl-studded Vera Wang knockoff wedding dress.

As she drove to the firehouse, Tess decided that wedding hassles aside, she was a lucky woman. She was in love with a fabulous guy who loved her back, she had the exciting career she’d always dreamed of, and by this time next year, if everything went according to plan, she’d be a mother.

Life couldn’t get much better than that.



THREE

HELL NIGHT BEGAN THREE HOURS BEFORE midnight with a wispy zephyr of smoke wafting from the roof of an old cotton mill in the harbor district. The acrid odor that would linger over the city of Somersett for days wasn’t initially noticed beneath the sweet fragrance of honeysuckle and Confederate jasmine perfuming the soft South Carolina air. Unaware that her life was about to unalterably change, Tess was losing at poker in the rec room of Somersett’s Harbor View fire station.

“Call.” Even knowing the odds against drawing on an inside royal straight, she tossed a chip into the center of the chipped Formica table one of the ladder guys had liberated from a Dumpster.

The scent of lasagna lingered from tonight’s dinner; coffee, which was bound to be thick as swamp pluff because Brian Murphy had made it, dripped through the Mr. Coffee. Across the room, two of the guys were playing a popular firefighting computer game while Backdraft was setting the TV screen on fire for the third time this week.

Despite the action scenes, which didn’t begin to resemble real life—no one could run through that much flame and survive—firefighters never got tired of watching the movie. Tess remembered reading it was also on most arsonists’ top-ten must-see lists.

The first alarm sounded at nine p.m.; when the big old metal bell began clanging, every head in the room swiveled toward the speaker bolted onto the wall above a Penthouse calendar. Miss April was decked out in a pair of shiny yellow boots, a black nor’easter rain hat, and a come-hither smile.

One tone signaled a minor emergency, along the lines of a cat in a tree or a medical run. Two meant something more serious.

“Engine 9, Ladder 8 for a possible fire at 1517 North Harbor Drive.”

Play continued.

Muscles untensed, nerves relaxed.

She’d been hoping Dispatch would call her Engine Company 3. Fighting a fire was always preferable to playing poker. The fact that she’d grown up at the station, where she’d been an unofficial mascot during childhood, probably contributed to her being more accepted into the testosterone-driven, smoke-eating fraternity than a lot of women firefighters, but Tess nevertheless felt the need to play the damn game to prove that she was one of the guys.

Unfortunately, not only did she lack the patience required, she’d never been any good at bluffing.

“Probably another damn fool calling in a false alarm,” Brian drawled around a fat, unlit stogie.

First-responder calls often proved to be false alarms, more so on April first. Especially during Third Watch, which was more than the name of a TV show. The last shift of the day, Third Watch was always the most active.

Along with the false alarms, they’d also been called to three Dumpster fires in the past two hours, set by kids whose embarrassed parents had already turned them in to the fire marshals.

Play continued.

Less than three minutes after the first alarm, the speaker squawked its two tones again. “Engine 8, Engine 24, Ladder 4, Engine 7, Rescue 1, report to a confirmed working structure fire at 1517 North Harbor Drive.”

A whisper of fear stirred in the back of her mind. Rescue 1 was Danny’s truck and in firefighter’s parlance, confirmed meant that a police officer or firefighter on the scene had corroborated the initial report.

Rescue suggested there were people thought to be inside, and although Danny was supposed to be having dinner with her folks tonight, he’d called earlier to say that he’d been called in to replace Mark Lambert, who’d gone home with a case of food poisoning.

“Lucky dog.” Jake Hardy, who was both Tess’s mentor and godfather, flashed a harvest-moon smile from beneath his bushy gunfighter’s mustache. His billed black cap announced A FIREMAN AND HIS RIG—IT’S A WONDERFUL THING. “They’ve been getting all the good calls this week.”

Tess had no problem running into a maw of smoke and fire herself, but she always got a knot in her gut when she heard her fiancé go on call.

When he’d first joined the department, Danny had landed in an engine company. Engines carried five hundred gallons of water, hoses, nozzles, and assorted couplings, while trucks carried aerial ladders, power saws, ropes, fans, and other tools. Her father, who was definitely prejudiced in the long-going trucks versus engines debate, insisted that ladder guys could vent until doomsday, but the fire wasn’t going to die without the engine guy’s water.

The rivalry was long-standing: engine guys liked to rag laddermen with the label firemen’s helpers, while ladder company firefighters insisted engine guys couldn’t locate their asses with both hands and would never find their way to any fires if they didn’t have trucks to lead the way.

Last year Danny had switched to Rescue, a role that, Tess reluctantly admitted, fit him to a T.

Rescue guys were the cowboys of the department: rushing into the flames ahead of the hoses like John Wayne, armed with only an ax and a Halligan—a short crowbar with a hook on the end used to break through walls and windows—searching for people who might be trapped.

Fire was more than a job to Tess. It was a way of life she’d grown up with. But to Daniel Michael McGee, it was an obsession, calling to him the same way a bottle of whiskey called to an alcoholic, a line of white powder to a coke addict.

There was no hesitation in Danny. There were times he reminded Tess of her father, although from what she’d heard, the word impulsive had never been in her father’s vocabulary, while Danny was constantly getting called on the carpet for his freelancing ways.

Still, while some men might feel conflicted about marrying off their only daughter, there were times when Tess believed her father had pushed for the marriage because with her brother Joe having crossed that thin blue line to become a cop, and Mike, the family’s former bad boy, taking Holy Orders (which just went to show that either God had one twisted sense of humor, or miracles really were possible), Captain Doyle Gannon viewed Danny as the firefighter son he’d always wanted.

“You gonna call or fold?” Jake’s gruff voice cut into her introspection.

Although she’d memorized them, Tess looked down at her cards again.

Then sighed.

“Call.”

She tossed a chip into the center of the table. It was important to be a good firefighter. More important to be a lucky one, which Tess had, knock on wood, always been. She kept hoping a bit of that luck would follow to poker. It never had, but as she threw in another chip, she reminded herself that there was always a first time.

“And raise you a dollar.”

“Shit on a stick,” Brian growled, discarding his cards facedown onto the table. “I’m gonna have to fold.”

Tess grinned. It was the first time she could remember successfully bluffing. Maybe tonight was her lucky night.

The speaker squawked again just as she began to scoop up the chips she’d won.

Three tones this time.

Which meant that there’d be lots of flame and smoke, along with oceans of steaming water backlit by fire and flashing lights! To any firefighter worth his or her shield, a three-tone alarm was like winning the Powerball jackpot.

“Engine 53, Engine 21, Engine 13, Ladder 12, Engine 15, Ladder 5, Engine 3, Ladder 6, report to a fully involved structure fire at 1517 North Harbor Drive.”

“Let’s rock and roll, boys and girls!” Brian hit the edge of the table as he leaped up, scattering colorful chips like confetti.

“It’s a big one.” Tess couldn’t recall so many trucks ever having been called to a single fire in Somersett.

There had been one conflagration back in 1974, when some hippies, who’d been using an abandoned hotel in the north part of town as a flophouse, had tipped over a candle while mellowed out on Mexican pot. The resultant fire had taken the lives of five firefighters, one of which had been Danny’s father, but that had been before she’d been born.

“Fire enough for all of us,” Jake Hardy confirmed happily, sounding like a six-year-old kid the night before Christmas.

The trucks, polished to gleaming red and shiny chrome, were parked nose out in the first-floor bays. Tess’s bunker pants were on the apparatus floor near her engine, rolled down and stuffed into boots.

After five years in the department, she had the moves down pat—left leg, right leg, yank up the pants, pull the padded suspenders (and yes, they were red) up over her shoulders, jump into the backseat of the truck where her jacket was waiting, sleeves already threaded through the harness of her air tank to save time.

Twenty seconds after they’d been called, the red aluminum doors rumbled upward and the diesel engines roared to life. Since the firefighters on Engine 3 had managed to get on board first, Tess’s rig was the attack truck, leading the others from the station as they tore over the apron outside the station, sirens screaming.

The traffic light turned red; Brian, who was driving, pulled on the air horn. The blare sent cars scattering over to the curb to get out of the way of the screeching, flashing convoy.

As they tore up Harbor Front Avenue, swinging wide to make the curve at Harbor View Drive, bumping over the old trolley tracks, Tess looked into the rearview mirror, where the sight of the red lights and wail of sirens gave a quick, extra boost to her already-high-running adrenaline.



FOUR

THE SMOKE WAS HOVERING LIKE A THICK black cloud near the ceiling, leaving a good six feet of breathing room, when Danny and his partner, John Tyler—nicknamed Ty since there’d already been two Johns at the station when he’d joined the department—entered the old mill. There weren’t any visible signs of flames.

“This’ll be a lead-pipe cinch,” Danny predicted. “Won’t even need our masks.”

Smoke from a newly ignited fire rose to the ceiling. When a fire continued to burn, the gases banked down and heated up the entire space. Danny had experienced worse heat than this just living through a Somersett summer.

“What floor is our victim supposed to be on?”

“Eighth,” Ty reported.

“It figures.”

A small army of homeless had obviously been using the mill as an unofficial shelter. Skirting around moldy mattresses, discarded fast-food bags, and empty beer and whiskey bottles, Danny headed toward where the prefire plans the first responders’ lieutenant had brought to the scene showed the stairwell to be.

By the time they’d reached the fourth floor, a feeling that something was wrong had begun to niggle at the back of Danny’s mind.

“This is almost too easy,” Ty muttered, echoing his thoughts.

Danny keyed the handi-talkie in the hand that wasn’t carrying his Halligan. “This is Rescue 1. We’re in the stairwell, on the way to the fifth floor, Chief. Any further report on our supposed victim?”

“Negative,” the response crackled. “All Dispatch received is an unconfirmed report that there’s a person trapped on the eighth floor.”

Trapped?

“No health problems? Like drugs, or a heart attack or anything?”

“Negative.”

Danny and Ty exchanged a puzzled look. The shoulders of Ty’s heavy black turnout coat lifted as he shrugged.

“Any sign of flames on the roof?”

“Negative, but we’ve got a crew from Ladder 8 up there in case we need to vent.”

“Is the reported vic male or female?”

“Sorry. Don’t know that, either.”

“Five bucks says it’s a chick,” Ty said.

“In a dump like this?” The only women who’d risk even going inside the abandoned old mill were bag ladies, addicts, or five-buck hookers. Or a combination of the three. “I’ll take that bet.”

The two men had been betting on anything and everything since they’d met on a baseball diamond in the seventh grade. They’d been on opposite teams—Danny played shortstop, Ty catcher—and in the bottom of the ninth, Danny had won the game by sliding into home plate.

The resultant collision had broken Ty’s leg. Danny had gone to the hospital to apologize, given him the game ball, and bet the injured player fifty cents that the foot-to-knee cast would earn him a lot of sympathy from the girls at school.

Which it had.

They’d been friends ever since, and so far Danny was about ten dollars ahead in the betting pool.

They’d reached the fifth floor. Danny pulled off his glove and put the back of his hand against the steel door. It was cool.

“Guess we’ll just keep going and look around when we get there.”

The stairs creaked beneath their heavy boots as they trudged up another flight. The weight of the PPE—personal protective equipment—that supposedly made firefighting safer than in the old days added up to about sixty pounds, which made just moving forward a challenge.

Six. Seven. Eight.

“Bingo.”

Danny pointed toward the wisp of smoke seeping around the eighth-floor door frame, slipping into the stairwell like a wraith. Unlike the others, this door was warm to the touch. He pulled up his mask, tightened the straps, opened the valve, and felt the familiar rush of cool air on his face.

Knowing that the fire could be lurking behind the door, waiting for a breath of air so it could come roaring out to kill in an explosive backdraft, he stood to the side.

“On three.” He held up one gloved finger.

A second.

A third.

Then both men ducked as Danny pulled open the door.

Black smoke roiled out.

Looking onto the eighth floor was like looking into the blackness of a tomb. But there were still no flames.

The lack of visibility wasn’t unexpected. One of the things movies never got right was that most firefighting was done in blackout smoke conditions. Since that reality didn’t make for very exciting viewing, special-effects guys always went for blinding orange over a sea of black.

It was important to always take the time to know—and remember—where you came into a room and how to get out. After that, firefighters were trained to know where they were at all times, by seeing with their hands rather than their eyes.

The floor was a warren of small spaces, which, in the dark, could seem as huge as University of South Carolina’s Williams-Brice football stadium.

Danny led the way, crawling down the hallway, his breathing behind the mask sounding like Darth Vader as he used his left glove to follow the wall, counting off right turns as he swept circles in front of him with his free hand.

Each time they’d leave a room, Ty would put a strip of white reflective tape on the doorway so other teams who might follow would know the spaces had already been checked out.

They were in the fourth room when Danny heard a sound, like a rafter splitting overhead. He looked up just in time to see the beam coming down toward his head. His helmet, made of high-impact plastic, wasn’t strong enough to deflect the blow.

Orange stars, like sparks, swirled in front of his eyes.

“Aw, shit,” he said just before he passed out.



FIVE

“EVERYTHING WAS REAL PEACEFUL WHEN we first arrived,” one of the ladder guys reported to Tess’s captain as her crew jumped off the rig. “Then all hell started to break loose. It was like there were crazed pyros running around inside with lighters, torching anything that was standing still. The tar’s bubbling on the roof. Axes weren’t working, and we stalled a damn chainsaw up there, but Ladder 3 showed up with a K12 that seems to be working.”

A K12 was the ultimate ladder company weapon—a power circular saw that could chew through beams and nails. It was effective. And dangerous. But it was imperative to vent the building to allow some of the heat to escape.

Like with many old industrial buildings, only the top floor had windows. Tess couldn’t see anyone, victim or firefighter, backlit by the flames. “What have you heard from Rescue 1?” she asked as she latched her jacket.

“They’re up on the eighth floor, searching for the victim.” One floor higher than the Somersett aerial ladders could reach.

As one of the windows shattered, deadly shards of glass raining down on the firefighters standing on the ground, Tess shuddered, hating the idea of Danny being up there.

“He’ll be okay,” Jake, who’d followed Tess off the engine, assured her heartily. “Rescue guys always get out.”

It was what Danny always said. The truth was, they usually did. But she’d certainly gone to more than one firefighter’s funeral growing up.

Like every other firefighter she knew, Tess was hugely superstitious, which was why she’d bought her fiancé a St. Florian—the patron saint of firefighters—medal for his twenty-ninth birthday.

Knowing that she’d only endanger herself and her crew if she allowed frightening thoughts of what could happen to take hold in her mind, Tess focused on what she was here to do as she jammed her scraped and burned yellow helmet over her short hair and cranked it tight.

She checked all her fasteners one last time; flames and heat were evilly clever about finding the slimmest gap to slip through. Then she pulled on her Kevlar gloves.

It was time to dance with the dragon.

As she entered the abandoned cotton mill, Tess had to squint against a fire that glowed so brightly it was like looking directly into the sun. The ceiling, walls, and even the floor were ablaze.

The internal engine on the pumper revved; the heavy hose stiffened and twisted in their hands when the water began pulsing through.

The plan of attack was to put the wet stuff on the red stuff. But every time she and Jake tracked down the fire-belching beast where it was hiding, it fought back like a boxer, weaving, bobbing, striking back.

They’d no sooner shove it one way when it’d whip around, growl, and begin throwing balls of flame nearly as large as a pumper engine from a different direction.

Impossibly, the flames flared higher; the ceiling became so hot that the water Jake was spraying up became heated and showered back down on them as boiling steam.

Acting on impulse as much as training, Tess dropped to her knees. The steam and smoke had gotten so thick, all she could see were the boots of two firefighters from Engine 22 who’d gone in ahead of Jake and her.

The visibility dropped to zero. Tess held tight to the hose to keep from turning the wrong way and getting lost. She could vaguely hear the clink of air tanks, the shuffle of heavy boots.

Why the hell wasn’t the captain calling in one of the ladder guys with a fan to clear out some of the smoke?

She crawled blindly through the steaming water and black smoke, the flames they were chasing so hot she could feel the sizzling heat through her turnout gear.

The air only flowed into her mask when Tess inhaled, something she’d gotten used to, but that had been a frighteningly claustrophobic feeling her first few fires. Her nostrils were streaming, making her envy the men with thick mustaches. Civilians tended to believe firemen wore mustaches to look macho; in truth they wore them as snot blotters.

That, along with being able to pee against the side of a building at a fire scene, was one of the advantages of being a male firefighter.

Jake tripped over some trash on the floor, his curse muffled by his face mask when the stumble caused him to drop the hose.

Tess dived for it, struggling for control as it twisted and writhed in her gloved hands like an anaconda. She’d just managed to pin it between her arm and shoulder when the fog steam suddenly stopped coming out of the nozzle.



SIX

“HEY, DANNY! COME ON, BUDDY. YOU’VE got to help me here.”

Ty’s voice was edged with something close to panic. He was trying to pull his partner from a pile of what felt like bricks and lumber and not having all that much luck.

Bells were ringing in Danny’s ears. “What the hell happened?”

“Don’t know. I think part of the firewall caved in. Knocked you out.”

That explained the bells. And the sledgehammer pounding in his head. And the spooky fact that he couldn’t seem to move his legs.

“There’s not supposed to be a firewall here,” he said, thinking back on the prefire plans he’d glanced at when he’d first arrived at the scene.

“The damn building’s over two hundred years old,” Ty reminded him. “There’s probably a lot of stuff that’s not on the plan.”

Good point. Danny lifted himself up by his hands and tried to wiggle free. Pain shot through him.

“I don’t want to borrow trouble, but I think my legs are broken,” he said.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Ty began flinging away bricks with his left hand. His right arm hung loosely, and crookedly, against his body. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of there.”

He shouted to be heard over the screeching of the K12 up on the roof.

“You’re hurt, too,” Danny pointed out. His mask began to vibrate against his face, warning him that he had about five minutes of air left.

Damn. He must have been unconscious longer than he’d thought.

“Even if I wasn’t loaded down with all this PPE crap, you’d never be able to drag me down eight flights of stairs. We’re going to have to call for backup.”

Firefighters saved other people. The idea of needing saving himself was flat-out embarrassing. Christ, he’d probably still be getting ragged about this screwup when he was in a nursing home for octogenarian firefighters!

“You’re going to have to go show the guys how to get here,” he told Ty.

“No way.” Ty shook his head. “Not only is it against regulations, there’s no way in hell I’ll leave my best friend alone in a goddamn fire.”

In the early days, hotshots—like Tess’s dad and the father Danny had never known—defined the machismo of firefighting. After people started realizing that such cowboy behavior was a real good way to lose valuable personnel, the industry adopted a protocol: firefighters entered a building in pairs and the cardinal rule was that you never, ever abandoned your partner.

“You said it yourself.” The alarm kept vibrating, reminding Danny that every word he spoke used up precious air. “This damn place doesn’t match the plans. We’d be putting the rescue team at risk by having them wander around up here looking for us.”

A frown as black as the smoke surrounding them darkened Ty’s face. “There’s always the PASS.”

A personal alert safety system, a bright yellow device about the size of a pack of cigarettes, was required to be attached to every firefighter’s turnout coat. The PASS was designed to trigger a piercing alarm that could cut through smoke whenever a firefighter didn’t move for twenty-five seconds.

Since they could set off a false alarm, most firefighters bucked regulations and kept them turned off. There was also a panic button that could be pushed to act as a beacon to rescuers.

“Okay, we’ll use the PASS, too,” Danny agreed reluctantly.

He’d been a smoke eater for nine years, and this was the first time he’d been forced to trigger the effin’ thing. One more humiliation he was going to have to spend a lifetime living down.

He cursed, then keyed the handi-talkie again. “This is Rescue 1. We seem to have gotten ourselves into a little trouble here on the eighth floor. A wall fell on us and I think it broke my legs. And Ty’s got a bum arm. We’re activating our PASS systems. Ty’s headed down; he can bring some guys back to my location.”

“Received,” Danny’s chief responded. “A team’s on the way up.”

“Got that. And thanks.” Danny clicked off. “You’ve got to go,” he repeated to Ty.

He suspected it wasn’t only the smoke and fumes that had his best friend’s red-veined eyes welling up behind his mask.

“It’s the best thing. Besides”—he flashed what Tess had always called his cocky-as-hell bad-boy grin—“in case you’ve forgotten, I’m going to outrank you as soon as I get the test scores back.”

Danny had always loved his job and had never been interested in the officer ranks. But this past year, after he and Tess began talking about starting a family, he’d decided that it was time to start growing up so he could be a role model to his kids. Which was why he’d taken the lieutenant’s test last month.

He held up a gloved fist. He and Ty bumped knuckles, then went through a complicated series of gestures dating back to their seventh-grade summer.

A pal was a guy who’d have a beer with you. A best friend was one who’d be puking in the toilet next to you at the end of the night. But a brother was someone who’d follow you through the gates of hell, stay right beside you, then after it was all over proclaim, “That was fucking awesome!”

Ty was the closest thing to a brother Danny had ever had. He’d walked about five steps when he turned, barely visible through the thick black smoke.

“I’ll be back,” Ty promised.

“Sure you will.”

His best friend and soon-to-be best man would never abandon him. But, as Danny’s mask continued to rattle against his face, he couldn’t help thinking that sometimes fate was a damn fickle bitch.

“We need more water!” Tess shouted into her radio, afraid she wouldn’t be heard over the screeching of the saw chewing its way through steel beams somewhere above them.

The hose had gone slack. They’d already pumped out all five hundred gallons on the truck, which meant that Brian would either have to find an unused hydrant, which was unlikely given how many engines were parked out in the street, or start sucking water from the harbor, which could take time to set up.

The steam hissed evilly around her; as if sensing its opponent’s vulnerability, the dragon went on the attack again, hurling flames that filled the air with crackling, popping sounds.

Just when Tess was certain things couldn’t get any worse, Danny’s voice managed to get through the radio’s static. She knew the calm tone relating problems on the eighth floor was forced.

No firefighter would call for help unless he believed his life to be in danger.

Especially this particular firefighter.

The mask he’d been wearing magnified what sounded like labored breathing. Doing the math, Tess knew that he had to be running out of air. Impossibly, since it had to be at least six hundred degrees inside the building, her blood chilled.

The darkness hovering over her was black as a tomb. It was also filled with poisons. As bad as it was down here on the first floor, it had to be worse higher in the building. Taking off a mask would be certain suicide.

The hose suddenly stiffened again. Bucked. Water gushed from the nozzle.

“Awright,” Jake shouted, aiming into the maw. “We’ve got the monster now!”

The smoke was turning from pitch-black to a dark charcoal gray, which was a positive sign. But something wasn’t right. Instead of trailing up toward the ceiling, it had shifted directions and was headed back into the flames.

“Jake.” Tess pointed at the retreating smoke. “Look at that.”

She’d no sooner gotten the words out than the dragon revealed it had one more trick up its sleeve.

She heard a rumble, like summer thunder. Saw the strange yellow glow through the haze. Watched it turn into a shimmering, wavy orange.

A roar like a 747’s afterburners shook the building.

“Aw, shit!” Jake yelled.

Tess threw herself facedown onto the floor, squeezing her eyes tight as the blinding bright flames rolled like a freight train over her head.

Blast-furnace-hot heat seared through the heavy bunker gear.

“Evacuate!” the chief yelled over the radio. “We’re pulling out. Withdraw to defensive attack!”

They were going to leave Danny and Ty? Firefighters never left their own inside a burning building!

As Tess reached for her radio to remind the chief of the two injured men who could be trapped upstairs, her turnout jacket burst into flames.



SEVEN

DANNY WAS STILL TRYING TO DRAG HIMSELF from the pile of rubble when he heard the air horns bellow. Three series of four sustained blasts, signaling that they’d changed from offense to a surround-and-drown defensive mode.

Where the hell was Tess? Was she safe?

He felt a sucking sound, as if he were breathing through the wrong end of a snorkel. The vibrating alarm went silent as his air cut off.

Danny ripped off the mask. The surrounding smoke was so thick and oily he could have been breathing in hot tar. He lay on his belly, sucking in what little air hovered an inch from the floor.

One of the problems with modern firefighting clothing was that while it was fire resistant, it wasn’t fireproof. Like ears of corn roasting in husks on the grills, firefighters could literally cook inside their bunker gear.

He bucked his hips, this time dislodging enough bricks to allow him to slide free. Moving at an excruciatingly slow pace, using his arms to pull himself forward, he managed to drag himself out of the room and into the hall.

His mouth tasted of smoke and burned chemicals. The carbon monoxide was making him dizzy. His head swam; his stomach churned.

He tilted his helmet to shield his face from the oppressive heat. The salty sweat streaming into his unshielded eyes felt like thousands of jellyfish stings.

Time ceased to have meaning. He could have been crawling through the smoke for a minute, ten minutes, or an hour.

Every so often, over the roar of the flames racing through the air ducts between the walls and over his head, Danny was able to hear the thrum of a pumper somewhere on the street below, the pounding of the water against the side of the building.

Every fire, no matter how small, was a personal confrontation with danger. But if you allowed yourself to dwell on the possibility of dying, you’d never climb on the engine. But it was always lingering somewhere in the back of your mind.

It was also what added to the excitement.

Christ, it’s hot!

He was steaming inside his bunker pants like a damn lobster. And God, he was tired.
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