
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
WILDFIRE’S HEART




When you wish upon a wildfire…

 


Hot Shot Saif al Nar is a natural when it
comes to fighting fires. As an Ifrit—a fire djinn—there’s no one
better. But he doesn’t anticipate the local residents being
suspicious and afraid of his ethnicity when his crew comes into
town from the fire line for some R&R. Add some unexpected
backup in the form of a lovely djinn and Saif is ready to set the
town on fire.

 


A djinn might get burned…

 


Raihana Nejem retired from being a genie in a
lamp centuries ago and now works for the U.S. Forest Service. Fires
are devastating her field area, but the sexy firefighter djinn
might just be more dangerous. Her people believe Ifrits to be evil
demons and Raihana can’t be sure Saif isn’t responsible for the
arson fires cropping up in town.

 


Or they could set the night on fire…

 


Is Saif behind the arson or is something
darker and more dangerous going on? With hearts and lives on the
line, Raihana must decide if she can stand the heat that comes with
loving a man like Saif.
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Dedicated to all the wildland firefighters who stand
in harm’s way when the flames get close. Thank you.
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 Chapter One

 


 


“Get some water on that pile, MacLachlan. I
don’t want anything to reignite.” Capt. Halmi’s voice came through
the radio clearly. “Al Nar, how is the blaze in the gully?”

“Damn near dead, Captain.” Saif shifted his
gear on his shoulders as he made the hike up the incline. Xiaoming
Kim, his partner for the recon of the gully gave a thumbs-up from
the other side. “No hidden hotspots here.”

“Good. We’re finishing the mop up here.
Bring it in when you finish your recon.”

Saif nodded and caught Xiaoming’s eye. The
Chinese Salamander nodded and they finished their sweep. Gods of
the Furnace, I’m ready to be done. They’d been fighting this
fire for ten solid days and he was exhausted. Normally, fire
energized him, filling up his reserves and freeing him from the
drudgery of the off-season. But lately the fires had been short,
small, and dull. And he hadn’t gotten the usual boost.

“Bringing it in, Captain.” Saif headed for
the rim, but paused to allow his fire-senses flood the area one
last time. He didn’t want to be the one who missed a hotspot after
he called all-clear.

He pulled off his helmet and closed his
eyes, allowing a partial shift into his elemental Ifrit form. As a
fire-djinn, he had the innate power to control and sense fire, but
it also meant he could be seduced by the element until he gave in
to play with it. He always had to keep a tight rein on his
control.

Everything appeared quiet or dying, and he
stuffed his senses back into his human disguise before retreating
back to base with Xiaoming. The Salamander was hard to read, but as
a partner in the field, he kept everyone on an even keel. Saif
didn’t know how he remained so stoic in the face of a roiling
blaze, but he appreciated the cool head at times.

Which is saying something about a fire
elemental.

Unfortunately, Saif hadn’t been as cool when
he’d heard how the fire started. Some jackass had retreated into a
shack in the drought-afflicted woods and shot up heroin. He’d
apparently fallen asleep with a candle burning, probably to
disguise the reek of rancid piss in the shack, and it had caught on
some old newspaper. The fire did the rest. They were left to clean
up his mess and find his charred remains. As much as Saif loved
fire, he hated finding bodies. It was a horrible way to die, almost
as bad a drowning for an Ifrit, their fire snuffed out. Saif shook
his head. Stupid bastard.

They joined the other crews at the trucks,
and Saif sighed in relief as he shed his gear. They’d have to clean
and inventory their gear before they were done, but he could look
forward to a hot shower, a good meal, and some baklava from the
local bakery. He’d discovered it when they first arrived in
Gunnison.

He checked everything for tears, breaks, or
damage caused by the fire, but found all his gear in good
condition. He loaded it into the truck, storing it for easy access,
and rolled up the sleeves of his yellow fire shirt. It looked more
the color of dusty sand from all the sweat, dirt, soot, and smoke
in it, and he smelled like a charred forest. Gods of the Furnace,
he was tired of stinking.

“Bring it in, guys. Let me get your
sitreps.” Captain Halmi settled back against the truck, his arms
crossed over his chest.

Saif suspected Halmi knew more about the
forest’s status than they did, given his abilities as a Zomok, a
Hungarian Forest Dragon, but with so much terrain to cover, their
leader liked to hear what his crew had to say. Then he’d check the
problem spots rather than sift through the chaos of a cooling
forest.

Each pair of partners reported on their
various segments of the fire. Lt. Sophie Forrest, a weather witch,
and her partner Thomas Redfeather, a Native American Thunderbird,
reported the high ridges clear. Connor MacLachlan, a Boobrie water
elemental shaped like the Loch Ness Monster, reported that his
partner Moriah Neill, a Banshee, found a few hotspots in the
lowlands near the lake, but they put them out. Saif’s cousin
Khalid, another Ifrit, worked with Mason Rockwell, a Stone Giant,
to clear the approach to the trucks.

“And the gully, al Nar?”

“All clear, Captain. Xiaoming and I reconned
the gully and found all hotspots dying or out.” Saif shot a look at
the Salamander and he nodded. “We’re good to go on our end.”

“Good. I’ll write it up. Y’all check your
gear one more time, then you’re free to go. See y’all back at the
hotel.”

The captain’s Texas accent always amused
Saif. For a dragon as old as he was to have acquired a Texas accent
that wouldn’t quit seemed odd. On the other hand, maybe he likes
it. It certainly impressed the ladies when he came in with his
‘y’alls’ and ‘darlin’s’. He never lacked for feminine
companionship. Hellwinds, even some of the gay guys fell for his
good ole boy routine. They never grokked his Hungarian origins.

“Anyone need to go to the grocery store?”
Mason asked as he rolled his head on his shoulders. His neck
cracked like boulders shifting together. “I gotta get something to
eat before I starve.”

“I need to go.” Saif raised his hand as he
headed for the passenger side of the truck. “I really want some
cold Chai and lox tonight.”

Moriah snorted as she headed for the back of
the truck. “You and your obsession with smoked salmon. We used to
have that all the time at home. I can’t believe you’ve never had
it.”

“You do know I’m from the desert, right?”
Saif snorted as Khalid laughed. “Not very many salmon runs out
there in the dunes.”

“A wise man knows when to accept treasures
from his adopted land, Moriah. Just be grateful he doesn’t like
Haggis or lutfisk.” Xiaoming smirked and opened the back of the
truck. “That stuff smells awful.”

“All right, it’s time to go. Get your butts
in the back. I’m hungry.” Mason slammed the driver’s side door and
started the engine.

The others laughed and climbed in. He pulled
out and headed along the forest road toward the highway. Saif
watched the forest roll by glad they’d managed to save some of it.
The weather remained so dry here it would take damn near a century
before the forest fully recovered. Not long in his life, but long
enough the humans wouldn’t see it. Another reason to hate the
junkie.

They made it into Gunnison in about
forty-five minutes and stopped at the local grocery store. Saif
hated to bring the stench of fire into the store with him, but was
too hungry to wait until they cleaned up at the hotel. They
unloaded, still joking about salmon in the desert, as a truck
sporting over-sized tires and filled men in tank tops pulled into
the parking lot. Saif swallowed against the gut-reaction of unease
and shoved it aside. He was a firefighter as well as an Ifrit.
Hopefully they’d leave him alone despite his Middle Eastern
heritage, although that hadn’t been his experience.

Khalid strode beside him, his shoulders
tight and his expression shuttered. Both of them knew the dangers
of their heritage in this country’s current political climate. So
much anger and hatred toward those of Middle Eastern descent fueled
people’s reactions, and even firefighters weren’t spared from the
danger.

Just like the Japanese Americans during
World War Two.

Khalid had been in the United States at the
time, and he’d seen how the people were treated just because they
looked like the current enemy. He hadn’t protested then, and now it
was their people’s turn to be criminalized. He didn’t agree with
the Islamic terrorists and the harm they’d caused, both overseas
and in the U.S., and he didn’t want to be lumped in with them. But
his face matched the enemies on the news and he had to be extra
careful. He wasn’t sure his firefighter’s dirty yellow shirt would
protect him. He took a deep breath, smiled at a smart-ass remark
Mason made, and headed into the store.

The group split up, each grabbing a cart or
basket to collect their food items. Saif filled his cart with fresh
vegetables, two different kinds of bread, some of his favorite goat
cheese, and ambled over to the seafood section to peruse the fish.
As he stepped out of an aisle, he almost ran into another person,
but stopped just in time.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He stepped back and met the
angry gaze of a man wearing a plaid shirt with the arms cut off,
and baggy, faded jeans.

“Fuckin’ terrorist.” The man scowled from
beneath his reversed camouflage baseball cap. “You should get the
fuck back to your own country.”

Saif raised his eyebrows. “This is my
country. I pay taxes and vote and everything.” While he could speak
with his native accent, he could also adapt any local accent he
chose. “And I just finished saving your town from being overrun by
fire, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna get my shopping done.”

“Fuckin’ goat herder.” The man and his
friends cackled at the insult, but Saif walked away.

Racist rednecks were a dime a dozen in small
rural areas and he’d met a lot of them recently. It didn’t used to
be that way, but with the current political climate, hate oozed
closer to the surface than it had in the past. Still, he kept his
senses open just in case the stupid humans took a shot at him.

He arrived at the seafood counter and met
the gaze of the young man behind it. He had light brown hair and
pale skin peppered with freckles, but his mouth was drawn tight as
his jaw clenched.

“I’m real sorry about that, sir. They
shouldn’t treat you like that. Not after you saved our town and
all. What can I get for you?”

“What’s fresh for today?” Saif straightened
his shoulders as he looked over the fillets lying in ice.

“We have steelhead in and trout. We also
have Tilapia fillets, but they are frozen.” The young man bit his
lip. “I’m really sorry about those assholes. Most of us here aren’t
like that. Firefighters are honored in our town. Seriously.”

Saif’s initial response urged him to say it
was all right, but it wasn’t. Instead he shrugged. “Thanks for your
appreciation. Do you have any smoked salmon?”

“Only the packaged stuff in the cooler,
there.” He pointed to an open cold bin.

Saif looked it over, but shook his head. “I
think I’d like to see the trout.”

“Buy the steelhead, it’s better this time
around.” A new voice intruded on Saif’s awareness and he focused
his attention on the owner. “And thank you so much for saving the
town and the forest. I appreciate it.”

Fire licked up his arms and legs to pool in
the center of his chest around his heart as he took in the glorious
vision standing beside him. Rich, dark hair bordering on black
flowed down the woman’s back in a thick tail. Emerald green eyes
looked out over a hooked nose and elegant lips. She wore a
dry-wicking field shirt and olive green cargo pants, but he could
see the lush curves and nipped-in waist through them.

“You’re welcome. The team is grateful for
the
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