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      Nearly dying can make a girl want things she’s never wanted before.

      

      Environmental engineer/architect Sophie Alexander’s life blueprints have always centered on being solo, professionally and personally. Thanks to a less-than-stellar (a.k.a. majorly dysfunctional) family, she trusts no one and prefers to be alone…until she nearly dies alone.

      

      Firefighter and eternal bachelor Nate Rottinghaus falls for Sophie the minute he lays eyes on her—while rescuing her from a burning building. Her defenses are down, but are his feelings enough to help her move beyond her past and embrace a future together?

      

      Fire Within is a stand-alone novella with a heartwarming happy ever after in the Island Fire series.
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      Sophie Alexander was going to die alone.

      While she had long ago made the choice to live by herself, to be independent and self-sufficient in every way, dying alone was different. Creepy. Unnerving.

      Okay, terrifying.

      She was in her office — she knew that much. But everything else was confusing, including the layout, which she’d thought she knew back and forth and upside down. She should, as much time as she spent here. But the heat and the thick, lung-scorching smoke had sent her internal GPS powers to hell. Plus, the throbbing, swelling knot on the side of her head hurt so badly she couldn’t think straight.

      Ironic that her life’s mission was to make the world greener, safer, and she was going to be asphyxiated by vile, poisonous gases in a fire.

      Irony could suck it.

      Her mind was scrambled like an egg, like the frog her satan-spawn brother had run through their mother’s good blender when he was thirteen. No. She was not going to waste a single thought on him, especially if these were among her last.

      And she was definitely not going to just lie here and give up. Giving up went against everything inside of her. She’d never been a quitter, and lying in a stifling, smoke-filled sweatbox, coughing her brains out, was not going to change that.

      She didn’t want to die. She had too much to live for. She had a company to run, buildings to improve, personal goals to kick ass at, literally and figuratively. Lying here and giving up was not an option.

      Sophie pulled her smoke-saturated shirt over her mouth and nose, as if that would help much, and fought hard to stop coughing with every inhale. She hoisted her concrete-heavy body up on all fours as best she could and crawled a few feet, unsure of the direction she moved in but thinking if she kept going, she’d eventually run in to something. Preferably an exit.
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      Heavy, blinding smoke was a bitch. One of the worst parts of being a firefighter, in Nate Rottinghaus’s opinion. Masks were a pain in the ass, but he couldn’t imagine doing the job without one, the way they had just a couple decades ago. He adjusted his again, praying his supply would last.

      He was deep inside the second level of the two-story office building, crawling as low to the floor as he could get. Visibility: zero. Status quo. He continued to navigate by touch, blindly searching every inch in front of him with his gloved hands. Hoping.

      One of the tenants from the first floor of the building, who hadn’t been present when the fire had broken out, reported that the tenant in the upstairs office on the north end — this one — might be inside. A thirty-something female who practically lived in her office. Her Lexus SUV was in the lot, and the downstairs tenant had heard her footsteps above his office just a couple of hours ago. No one had seen her leave.

      Nate was all business when he was working a fire. Couldn’t afford not to be. Two years ago, he’d learned the up-close-and-personal way that lives could be altered in a millisecond in the heart of a blaze. Thank God for Faith Mendoza, his former colleague and now the chief’s wife, who’d saved his sorry ass.

      Nate was still waiting for his opportunity to pay it forward.

      As the minutes ticked by, his adrenaline pumped even harder. She had to be in here somewhere. His optimism had soared when he’d located a couch, thinking maybe she’d fallen asleep there, but there was no one on it or near it, and now time was running out. His air supply must be close to empty — he expected to get the five-minute warning vibration any second. But he couldn’t quit until he ran into Evan Drake, his colleague who’d gone left when Nate had gone right, in the middle. Until they found the woman or verified there was nobody inside.

      Keep it together, he told himself. Gotta be getting close.

      A few seconds later, his left hand ran into something soft, pliable. A foot?

      Pulling himself along by the elbows, he scooted closer and took his left glove off with his teeth. A leg, he verified as he groped his way over a muscled calf, a knee, a thigh. A short leg. Feminine. He thought he heard a moan, but it was hard to tell, between all his gear and the sounds of the others actively fighting the blaze about twenty feet to the south. Too damn close.

      He eased himself alongside her and fumbled around for his flashlight, breaking out in a sudden sweat that had nothing to do with the hundred-plus-degree heat in here.

      People depended on him to be a professional and to keep his shit together, in every way, when he was inside a burning building. Doubly so when there was a life at stake. Normally, he was cool under pressure. Able to think straight about whatever situation was at hand. Systematic. Practical. Experienced.

      So when he shined his light into this woman’s face, it defied all logic and acceptability that the first thing that went through his mind was that she had the most compelling brown eyes he’d ever seen.

      The second was that those eyes were staring back at him with a certain measure of awareness. Relief. She was conscious, if disoriented. Scared as hell, understandably. The urge erupted in him to assuage that fear, to put his arms around her and reassure her — on a personal level. And that was messed up.

      Those were some powerful eyes.

      Nate grabbed his radio and reported in: “Female victim located. Conscious. Bringing her out.”

      He propelled himself the last few inches until he was even with her head, taking a final deep pull on his air supply. “Everything’s gonna be okay,” he told the woman as he pulled his mask from his face and opened himself up to the chemical-laden smoky air. She responded only with a wicked cough. She’d no doubt taken in a shit-ton of the potentially deadly air. Nate eased the mask over her nose and mouth, standard operating procedures be damned, coaching her to get some of the purified air into her system, which he knew was easier said than done in her apparent condition. Time to get her the hell out of here stat.

      “Can you walk with me?” he asked next to her ear.

      The woman coughed repeatedly as she tried to inhale from the mask … but she nodded.

      He frowned, not convinced. “Let’s give it a try. Stay low.”

      They made it three steps before her coughing and wheezing overtook her.

      “I’m going to help you,” he said, leaning close. He thought he saw a minute nod, but he didn’t spare the time to analyze.

      He hoped like hell she didn’t have any unseen injuries as he hoisted her into his arms. She weighed next to nothing; if he hadn’t looked into her eyes, he’d think she was a child by her size.

      The smoke was already burning the inside of his nose and all the way down his air passages into his lungs. Which meant the vic must be in a hell of a lot of pain.

      Nate kept as low as possible, focused on finding the most direct way back out — not an easy task when he had crawled methodically back and forth over every inch of space looking for her, the smoke messing with his orientation, and couldn’t see two inches in front of his face. He suspected — hoped — the door was about fifteen feet ahead, on the other side of the couch.

      The woman tightened her death squeeze on his neck with surprising strength, which was a good sign. Her will to survive was strong. She was likely going to need that in spades once he got her out of here into the paramedics’ hands.

      As he made his way around another piece of furniture, something popped in front of his face and would’ve drawn a curse from him had he had oxygen to waste on it. A split second later, he realized it was his mask. She was offering him a fresh breath. His heart pounded in gratitude that was probably less than heroic, and he held it to his face, not stopping their slow progress as he sucked in one long breath of clean air. The very second his lungs were full, the low-air warning beep went off. Five minutes left on his supply. He paused long enough to make sure the mask was over the woman’s face again and then set off, knowing they had to be close to the place he’d entered, trusting his instincts, praying they were right and he wouldn’t let this woman down.

      They made it out in less than four minutes — the most excruciating four minutes of Nate’s life. Rafe and Niko, two of the paramedics, were waiting with a stretcher a few feet from the building. Nate paused in front of it, looked down into those brown eyes that seemed to implore him not to desert her. For a crazy second, he didn’t want to let her go.

      “Rottinghaus?” Rafe shouted loudly enough to be heard over the racket.

      It was enough to snap him out of his stupor.

      “These guys are the best medics you could have,” he told the woman. “They’ll take good care of you.”

      He lowered her to the stretcher, and they rushed her off before he could say another word.

      Paige Hegel, another of the EMS team, hurried over to Nate and tried to usher him toward another ambulance.

      “I’m fine,” he said, fighting not to cough, knowing it wouldn’t take much to get sent off to the hospital. “Just need to catch my breath.”

      Chief Joe Mendoza approached with concern and purpose blazing from his eyes. He gestured to Nate and then to the ambulance, yelling something Nate couldn’t hear over all the commotion.

      “He said you need to be checked,” Paige shouted, even though she was right next to him, her arm looped around his.

      Nate opened his mouth to tell her what he thought of that, and damn if he didn’t start coughing.

      He spotted a group around the brown-eyed woman he’d carried out, next to the first ambulance in line, and decided allowing Paige to smack some O2 on him would give him the chance to see how she was faring, check to see if she was still conscious or if her condition had worsened. He only wanted to check because she was his first rescue ever. Professional concern.

      As Paige sat him down, hooked him up with a mask, and checked his vitals, he helplessly watched the paramedics work on the nameless woman about twenty feet away. He could only see the top of her dark head. Couldn’t tell whether she was moving or not.

      His heart hammered, and he tried to convince himself it was just the rescue and the adrenaline rush that went with it. But as they loaded her in the box, their frantic pace telling him that every second was crucial, all he could see in his mind were those beautiful, terrified, determined eyes.
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      The next day, Nate made it almost three hours lying to himself after his shift ended at seven a.m. Telling himself he wasn’t going to check on the woman he’d helped out of the fire. Pretending he could get those brown eyes out of his mind.

      Sophie Alexander. Age thirty-one. Owner of Green Systems Inc. That was the lump sum of the info he’d managed to glean between the time the crew had returned to the station after the fire and now. Not nearly enough. He was compelled to find out everything about her.

      Dude, you sound like a psychopath or a stalker. Rein it in.

      He entered the main door of the hospital instead of going through the ER department he was much more familiar with. No reason to call attention to the fact that he was visiting a woman he didn’t know. Sure, he’d heard of guys following up on the victims they rescued, but… He was afraid maybe he was too interested in seeing Sophie again. Nothing going on inside of him felt normal or acceptable. The need to see her again made no sense, at least not to the extent he felt it, and it meant one of two things: either he was acting like an overenthusiastic rookie about his first rescue, which wasn’t cool at all, especially for a guy who’d been fighting fires for fourteen years, or he had half a raging crush on a woman he’d never even had a conversation with before, which was, well … weird.

      At the info desk, Nate whipped out his badge and flashed it at the fragile-looking but eager volunteer manning it, a woman who looked to be in her eighties. “I rescued a young woman from a fire last night and was wondering if you could give me her room number so I can check on her.”

      The woman grinned warmly, as he’d expected. “I certainly can. Her name?”

      Once he had the information he needed, he headed up to the third floor, wondering how many of Sophie’s family members and friends he’d have to reckon with. If her room was crowded, he’d just poke his head in, reassure himself that Sophie was okay, and get the hell out.

      He needn’t have worried about it. Sophie’s room was empty of visitors.

      He was momentarily stunned by that revelation, and it took him a good three seconds to focus on Sophie’s face and realize she was out cold. He backed out of the room, alarmed. Had she lost consciousness and failed to come to yet?  He hadn’t had a clear view of her at the scene, only of the people surrounding her, working on her. How serious was her condition? Smoke inhalation could be damn serious, but he’d assumed her case wasn’t critical based on the sole fact that she’d been conscious when he’d gotten her out of the building.

      Moronic assumption on his part.

      When he was nearly to the nurse’s station to inquire, he stopped.

      Dumb ass. If she weren’t conscious, she’d likely be in ICU.

      The lone nurse at the station, a brunette wearing scrubs with cartoon frogs all over them, looked up at him and smiled. “Hellooo,” she purred. “Something I can help you with?”

      Nate flashed a smile and shook his head, then backed away. He returned to Sophie’s room, more confident that she was only napping.

      He stopped a couple of feet from her bed and stared, finally taking in the sight of her, the details he’d missed when he’d flipped out before. The bed dwarfed her, and the white sheets somehow made her skin look even paler. She was connected to oxygen and monitors and hadn’t moved a muscle since he’d barged into her room the first time, as far as he could tell.

      Her head was propped up about thirty degrees, and the blankets hit her mid-chest, revealing a stiff-looking mint-green hospital gown that did nothing for her complexion. Sophie’s dark, shoulder-length hair was a mess, sticking every which way on her head, fanning out on the pillow.

      And yet his heart pounded.

      He shook his head against the reaction. Sauntered toward the large window that would likely show a distant view of San Amaro Island if there weren’t layers of buildings in the way. It was only a half thought, though, as his mind and his gaze veered back to Sophie Alexander.

      She hadn’t stirred, and he should probably get the hell out of here, give her some privacy. Get some sleep himself, as he’d been up for going on thirty hours now, with the exception of finally drifting off about thirty minutes before he’d had to wake up at the station this morning. Maybe sleep would cure the fucked-up compulsion in him to touch this woman, to pull her into his chest and protect her from further harm.

      Fucked. Up.

      He turned to walk out. Made it almost to the door but then stopped, the need to check one more time whether her eyes were open too overwhelming to ignore.

      They weren’t.

      The modest-sized room swallowed her up, and Nate couldn’t stand the idea of her waking up all alone. He picked up a wood-framed vinyl chair from the wall, set it down at the foot of her bed, and settled into it to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Awareness licked at Sophie’s mind. Pain. Her head ached, and her throat burned like it was on fire.

      Fire. The memory bounced around her brain, expanding to take up all the space. An acrid bitterness filled her mouth, her nostrils. Seemed to permeate all the way down to every organ inside of her.

      She’d been in a fire. Could’ve died in a fire. An image of thick smoke made her heart lurch in fear.
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