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      For those of you who risk their lives for others

    

  


  
    
      Ce que tu as perdu dans le feu,

      tu le retrouveras dans les cendres

      

      What you lost in the fire,

      you will find in the ashes.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you doing here? Are ye daft, lass? It’s nae safe. I could’ve run ye over!” a male voice bellowed behind her. Hayley blinked as she turned around, barely able to see the truck’s headlights through the dense cloud of smoke just metres away. The man got out and rushed toward her. Relief washed through her when she recognised the firefighter’s helmet and gear. She didn’t have to wonder how she looked—smoke stung her eyes, soot clung to her clothes, and though she’d grabbed a surgical mask before she left the consulting rooms, she still struggled to breathe. But she couldn’t panic now. And she definitely didn’t have time to be polite.

      When the man reached her, Hayley grasped his arm, desperation clear in her voice. “Please, you need to help me. My friend is at her house. I need to get to her. I tried to contact the fire chief, but it was chaos there. I had no choice but to come here to find help.”

      She couldn’t see his face, but his strong Scottish accent cut through the smoke. “Yer still crazy. But where’s yer friend? Is she alone? Can she walk?”

      His questions came rapid-fire, urgency in each word. Hayley knew time was running out—otherwise, she wouldn’t have come. The wind had shifted, and the fire had jumped the firebreak. Only a few miles now separated the blaze from Courtney’s home. Hayley pulled out her phone, struggling to see the screen through teary eyes. “Here are the coordinates. She’s alone.”

      He studied the coordinates and tapped them into a small tablet he’d pulled from his pocket, muttering, “We were there yesterday. No one answered.”

      “She came out this morning to collect stuff. She’s pregnant, in her last trimester, and has low blood pressure. She passed out, and when she came to, she called me. Please, she’s still there. I spoke to her not even an hour ago.”

      The man muttered something under his breath and pulled a phone from his belt. He didn’t give the person on the other end a chance to speak before he ordered, “Mike, prepare for an emergency evacuation. Pregnant woman in the house. Get the team ready. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      He ended the call and looked at Hayley. “Get in.”

      Hayley didn’t wait for a second invitation—or command. She scrambled into the seat next to him, her hands shaking so badly it took her three tries to fasten the seatbelt. He manoeuvred the truck around, speeding back towards the control centre. Hayley hadn’t been far because of the heavy smoke, but it might have taken her much longer if she hadn’t met him. She couldn’t see a metre ahead through the haze.

      He brought the truck to a stop and jumped out. Hayley fumbled with the door, but he was already barking orders to another man, “Make sure she stays put.”

      “Please, can’t I come with you …”

      “Are ye nuts?! Ye stay where ye are, do ye ken? Under nae circumstances will I allow ye to come with us. Stay!”

      “Okay, damn it. I’m not a dog!” Hayley snapped back, but he didn’t respond. He was already on his radio, striding off.

      The rookie firefighter walked around the truck as Hayley climbed down. When he recognised her, his mouth dropped open. “Doctor Evans? What are you doing here? Your father will go mad…”

      “I know, Mark, but I didn’t have a choice. Courtney had it in her head to come home and collect more clothes for the baby and other personal stuff. I swear, those pregnancy hormones are messing with her brain cells,” she muttered as Mark led her toward a tent where volunteers had set up a coffee and snack table. Hayley declined the offer of coffee. She was running on enough adrenaline and didn’t need more caffeine. She accepted a bottle of cold water, gratefully letting the moisture slide down her parched throat as she settled in to wait. The sun, barely visible through the thick smoke, was sinking fast, and soon it would be dark. She hoped they would return quickly.

      Mark kept checking on Hayley, making sure she stayed put as instructed. But Hayley wasn’t reckless—she knew better than to interfere in a rescue. She just hoped they’d find Courtney in time.

      “The Overseas Fire Rescue Team, led by Officer Mackenzie, will bring Courtney back safely. Don’t worry, Doc,” Mark assured her, his voice steady with confidence. Hayley suspected Officer Mackenzie was the brusque man who had come to her aid. Young Mark clearly had a lot of respect for him.

      Oddly, Hayley too felt a strange trust in the man. She closed her eyes, whispering a silent prayer to keep fear from overwhelming her.

      
      For a moment, Stuart froze when her words registered. Pregnant woman.

      Panic surged through him, but training and instinct overrode it. He wanted to tell the woman to calm down, to reassure her—but all that mattered now was getting the woman and her unborn child out safely. This was why he did this job—why he’d stayed in this line of work. He couldn’t afford to fail.

      By the time they reached the assembly point, his squad was already in position, just as Stuart knew they’d be. Years of working together meant he could count on them, even in the worst conditions. He briefed them quickly, then headed for the house. The dirt track was rough, the smoke thick, and Stuart could feel the clock ticking.

      As they neared the house, Stuart turned to Mike, his second-in-command. “You take command. I’m going in.”

      Mike frowned. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “I have to. Ye know I have to.”

      Mike exhaled heavily. “I know, Stu, but...”

      “There are
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