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      I love every time I go back to Fire Beach. I had actually planned to stop this series at book six, but Deacon kept telling me he needed his own book, so he got one. I hope you enjoy the story and the characters as they are dear to my heart. If you do, please Leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.

      I would love for you to check out a sample of my newest book. Free Sample!
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            Deacon

          

        

      

    

    
      Deacon Jackson stared down at the Unknown Number flashing on his screen. He rarely answered his phone when he was out with friends unless it was an emergency from work. He liked being in the moment and not being tethered to a device that could find him anywhere. In fact, he would leave the device home if he could, but being a fireman meant he needed to be reachable in case there was an emergency. However, emergencies didn’t come from Unknown Numbers.

      He should just ignore the ringing and shove the phone back in his pocket, but something stopped him. Something told him that he needed to answer this call. His heart sped up in his chest and he glanced around. No one was watching him. After all, he was not the guest of honor. That title belonged to Luca who was about to propose to Ivy, and Deacon didn’t want to miss it, but he couldn’t dismiss the call either.

      He pressed his lips together and stared at the ringing phone, his knuckles whitening as he tightened his grip on the receiver. After a few seconds of uncertainty, he grabbed his coat and slipped quietly out of the door as he brought the phone to his ear. “Hello?” he said.

      There was a soft intake of breath and then a silence that lasted so long Deacon wondered if the caller had hung up. “Hello?” he said again.

      “Deacon? Is this Deacon Jackson?”

      Deacon’s knees buckled and he placed a hand against the restaurant wall to keep from collapsing. He hadn’t heard this voice in years. Eight years to be exact, and he never thought he’d hear it again. Not since that horrible fateful day that changed the trajectory of his life forever.

      Eight years was a long time, enough for her to have grown and changed, but her voice didn’t sound older or more mature. On the contrary, it sounded timid and meek. Scared. “Shonda?”

      A sigh filled with relief tickled his ears. “Yes. I’m so glad you remember me. I know it’s been years and we agreed not to communicate, but I don’t know who to trust, Deacon.”

      Memories that he’d locked behind a heavy door suddenly flooded his mind. Shonda Turner. The only woman he’d ever loved. The woman he’d thought he was going to marry until… He pushed the thought away. That one was too painful and he wouldn’t let it play. “It’s fine that you called me, but what’s wrong?” But was it fine, really? She’d interrupted his night, and it had been eight years. Plus, if he remembered correctly, she was the one who’d pushed him away. Although he couldn’t really fault her for that after what he did.

      “I think someone is out to get me.”

      “Whoa. Back up. Why would someone be out to get you?” The last he knew, Shonda had been training to be a nurse, and nurses weren’t high on the list for people to go after.

      “I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. Let’s just say that I saw something I shouldn’t have and then told the wrong people. They all think I’m crazy, and even though I don’t feel like it, maybe I am.”

      Deacon could hear the strain of frustration in her voice. “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

      “Neither do I, which is why I need someone who knows me, the me before all this started happening. I need to talk to someone I can trust. It’s a lot to ask, I know, but I need you. Can you get away for a few days?”

      Deacon pressed his lips together as he thought. He had spent so long trying to forget her, trying to erase the memories of their past, the guilt from his past. Shonda represented everything he had tried to move on from, every bad habit he had left behind, but she had also once been the woman he loved. Could he really deny her now? “I don’t know if I can get the time off.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but without asking the captain, he certainly didn’t know he could get the time off.

      There was a pause that stretched long enough that Deacon held the phone out to make sure he hadn't lost connection. “Please try. I’ll explain everything, but I don’t know if it’s safe to say over the phone.”

      Not safe over the phone? What exactly was she dealing with? And did he really want to get involved? Against his better judgement, he found himself agreeing. “Okay, let me check with the chief and I’ll see if I can get some time off. It’s going to be alright, Shonda.”

      “I hope so. Thanks, Deacon, for…everything.”

      He wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. “You’re welcome. I’ll see you soon.” He ended the call and stared at the phone for a moment, trying to piece together exactly what was going on with Shonda. Sure, she hadn’t been in the best place the last time he’d seen her but neither had he. He supposed making the kind of decision they had could do that to people - something no one ever talked about. His mind started to drift back to that fateful day again, but he shook his head. There was no use opening that door. Not anymore.

      “Hey, there you are. Everything okay?”

      Deacon's gaze darted up to Luca. His kind brown eyes searched Deacon's face for answers. Swallowing hard, Deacon glanced down at the phone in his hand, heavy with the weight of the unknown. "I-I don't know," he stammered, "I just got a phone call that I wasn't expecting."

      Luca scrutinized him, his right eyebrow lifting ever so slightly. “Was it from a ghost? Because you don’t look so good.” His voice was filled with a mix of uncertainty and concern, and it created an odd contrast with his large frame.

      Deacon shook his head and exhaled slowly, trying to find the right words. “No, it was definitely not from a ghost. At least not an actual ghost. It was from someone I never expected to hear from again."

      Luca tilted his head, his eyes lighting with interest. “Well, then why don’t you come back inside and tell me all about it?”

      Deacon closed his eyes and heaved a sigh, the weight of the moment heavy on his shoulders. “I don’t want to put a damper on this night. This is all about you and Ivy. Did I miss it? Did you pop the question?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

      Luca chuckled. “Yeah, but don’t worry about it, and don’t even think about not sharing. We’re family and everyone in there is going to want to know about what’s going on with you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. We’re brothers, right?”

      “Right.” The two of them might not have been related by blood, but Luca really was like family to him. Deacon had lost touch with most of his biological family over the years. Well, they’d pretty much stopped talking to him when he returned to God and started living a life for Him, and the men at the firehouse had become like his brothers. He supposed he could tell them a little, but maybe not everything. Not yet. “Okay, let’s go.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Luca said as he clapped a hand on Deacon’s shoulder and led him back inside.

      Because the rest of the group was still loud and celebratory, Deacon and Luca headed toward the back of the restaurant and slid into a booth. The soft leather seat cushioned them from the hard wooden bench, and though it was not silent, it was quiet enough.

      Luca folded his hands together and leaned forward. “Okay, now tell me what’s going on.”

      Deacon opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, Ivy appeared at the end of the booth. “There you are. Where’d you go?” The question was addressed to Luca, but her eyes shifted to Deacon as if she sensed something important was going on. “Is everything okay?”

      “Deacon was just about to tell me what’s going on. Have a seat.” Luca shifted and patted the seat beside him and Ivy slid in next to him.

      Deacon hesitated as a wave of uncertainty washed over him. He wanted to keep the night positive and ignore his past, but he also knew that if he refused, Luca would pester him until he gave in. He sighed heavily and reluctantly began to tell them his story. At least as much as he knew. “I don’t really know what’s going on. I just got a call from someone I haven’t talked to in nearly a decade. She wouldn’t tell me what the problem was over the phone, just asked me to come.”

      Ivy’s brows lifted. “She? Is there romance involved in this past?”

      Deacon took a deep breath and rubbed his hand across his chin. “There was, but it was a long time ago.” A beautiful woman with dark, almost black hair and eyes appeared in his mind. She’d been so young then, well they both had been, but he did wonder if she’d look the same now.

      “So, I guess I’m confused," Luca said, his words slow and drawn out. "Why is she reaching out to you if you haven’t spoken in so long?”

      Deacon shrugged. “She says she’s in trouble and I’m the only one she trusts.”

      "Why you?" Ivy grimaced and shook her head. "Sorry, that didn't come out right. I mean why is she calling you? Shouldn't she be calling the police?"

      "I don't think she trusts the police for whatever reason, and maybe she thinks I can help because I used to be a cop."

      Across the table, both Ivy's and Luca's jaws drop, but Ivy recovers her voice first. "You were a cop?"

      Deacon sighed and nodded. "Yes, I was. A long time ago."

      Luca leaned forward. "That’s incredible! Why'd you leave? Surely you weren't forced out?"

      Deacon waved his hand as if to dismiss the question. "No, nothing like that. I went through a hard time after Shonda and I broke up." A hard time didn't really begin to cover it, but he wasn't ready to share the rest of that story yet. It was still too painful, even after all these years.

      Ivy's gaze softened as she studied him with understanding eyes. "You’re going to go, right? I mean you can’t not go when she reaches out to you after so long.”

      Luca nodded in agreement. "If she thinks you're the only one she can trust...you should probably go check on her and see what kind of trouble she is in." He looked at Deacon intently and waited for a response.

      Deacon knew they were right. There was no way his conscience would let him ignore her plea, even though he knew it could end up being emotional for both of them. Still, he owed her at least this much - he couldn't turn away someone who needed help when they trusted him the most. “Yeah," he said finally with a deep breath full of resolve. "I need to clear it with the chief, but I guess I'm going. At least long enough to see what she wants.”

      “Why do I feel like there’s more to this story than you’re letting on?” Luca asked, folding his arms across his broad chest.

      Luca wasn’t always the most perceptive, but he was pretty good at spotting cop outs. “There is, but I’m not ready to get into it now. Let me go see what she needs, and I promise I’ll tell you everything when I get back.”

      The two exchanged a stare for a moment and then Luca nodded. “Okay, but I’m going to hold you to that.”

      Deacon took a deep breath and sighed. He wasn’t exactly hiding his past, but he had hoped he wouldn’t have to think about those days again. Too bad that was wishful thinking.
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            Shonda

          

        

      

    

    
      Shonda chewed on the inside of her lip as she checked her watch again. Deacon had texted her an hour ago with his ETA, and it should have been five minutes ago. But he was late, and the Deacon she remembered had never been late. She supposed he could have changed in that time or… No, she wouldn’t let herself think that. There could be no way they’d found out about Deacon. She’d been careful. She hadn’t called from her house in case it was bugged, and she’d gone across town to use her cell in case they were monitoring anything close to her house. So unless they’d bugged her cell phone… She pulled it from her pocket and tossed it onto the couch as if it had burned her. Surely not, but it would explain things. She’d have to get a new phone tomorrow.

      Her eyes dropped to her watch again. Ten minutes late now. Without thinking about it, she began pacing across the floor. Dante would be home in a few hours and Deacon couldn’t be here when he got home. She would have to explain eventually, but it was too much for today, for right now. Right now, she needed Deacon focused on helping her before she really did go crazy.

      A black truck slowed as it approached her house, and then it pulled into the driveway. It wasn’t what he'd driven when they’d been together, but it had to be Deacon. Still, she couldn’t take any chances. Though she didn’t own a gun, she’d found a baseball bat in the garage and now it sat by the front door. Dante either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t cared which was fine with Shonda. Explaining why she felt the need to keep a bat by the front door would be hard.

      She picked up the bat, enjoying the solid feel of its weight. Though she didn’t know if she’d ever actually be able to use it if push came to shove, she liked the way it made her feel safer. Lifting on her toes, she peeked through the peephole of the front door. The door of the truck opened, and a man stepped out. He was bigger than she remembered, a wall of solid muscle, but she imagined his demanding job played a large role in that. His face, however, was exactly as she remembered, and she quickly opened the door to usher him in.

      His gaze washed over her, his eyes widening when he spotted her weapon. “Shonda? What’s going on? Why do you have a bat?”

      She shook her head, ignoring his questions, and motioned for him to come inside. Then she shut the door, put a finger to her lips in a shushing motion, and indicated for him to follow her. With no idea if the place was bugged or not, the only thing she could think to do was take him to her room and turn on the music loudly. Then they could talk quietly and not be heard.

      She realized she hadn’t thought the plan through entirely when he followed her into her bedroom, and she was hit with memories of the past. How many times had they shared a bed together? Of course, this time would be different. This time, it would only be so they could hear each other, but it didn’t stop her heart from aching a little at the memory.

      Grabbing the remote, she turned the music on and sat on the bed, patting a seat next to her for Deacon.

      He looked at her as if she was crazy - maybe she was - but he sat and then leaned close. “What’s with the loud music?”

      “I don’t know if the house is bugged. I don’t want them to hear us.”

      “Bugged? What exactly are we dealing with, Shonda?”

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head. She’d asked herself the same question several times in the last few weeks and she still didn’t have the answer. “I don’t know but someone powerful.”

      “Can’t we just go outside?”

      “I think they listen outside too. I’m just not sure how far.”

      “Well, my truck’s not bugged. Come on, we’ll drive somewhere and then talk in the truck. I can’t think with the music this loud.”

      Of course, why hadn’t she thought of that? Probably because she hadn’t slept well the last few weeks. She was running on adrenaline, the need to keep Dante safe, and a prayer. With a nod, she followed him back down the stairs, not bothering to turn off the music. Hopefully, they would think she was still in the house.

      She followed Deacon out the front door, locking it behind her and glancing at her watch as she did. They should still have time before Dante returned home. She’d just have to be careful to watch the time. A sudden breeze whipped around her and she tucked her chin down low, burying it in the collar of her jacket to keep from shivering.

      Deacon opened the door for her and helped her inside, and the smell of him hit her like a wall. It was strong in his truck and it was the same scent that haunted her dreams, the same scent he wore eight years ago. He’d changed, but not everything.

      He shut her door and then climbed in the driver’s side, still saying nothing. Then he pulled out and headed toward downtown. She wanted to ask him where he was going, but she wasn’t sure it was safe yet. However, when he pulled into the parking lot of the police station, she shook her head.

      “Not here. Let’s go to our spot.” She wasn’t sure he would remember, but after a moment, he nodded and headed toward the park they used to hang out at. It had been so long since she’d been there that she was pretty sure whomever was after her wouldn’t know about it.

      Deacon parked and turned off the engine before shifting in his seat to face her. “Okay, now spill.”

      Shonda took a few deep breaths as she tried to put the words she wanted to say in order in her head. “A few weeks ago, I saw what I think was a fentanyl exchange. I reported it to the police, but I guess whoever I saw is related to someone very important. They assured me I’d seen it wrong, but I knew I was right, so I didn’t let up. Unfortunately, they decided to use my conviction against me and claim that I was having mental health issues. My job ordered me to visit a therapist, and while I didn’t need one, I figured it couldn’t hurt to tell more people, but then things started happening.”

      Deacon appeared to be listening intently, his face stoic and his eyes fixed on her. “What kind of things?” he asked. His truck was big, but he made the space seem small and yet somehow safe.

      “At first, it was little things like my keys not being in the place I normally put them or light switches being on that I was sure I turned off. Then, I started having blank spots in my memory - like every once in a while, it would just be black as if whatever had been there was gone.”

      “Did you tell your therapist?”

      Shonda nodded and chewed on her bottom lip. “I did with the first stuff - the forgetful pieces - but then I started to get a weird feeling about the way he reacted, so I haven’t shared anything else.”

      “What do you mean? How did he react?”

      Shonda paused as she tried to think of exactly how to explain it. “It was more of a feeling, really. When I told him about the keys and lights, he seemed too interested. Almost excited, but that’s crazy, right?”

      Deacon rubbed a hand across his chin. “Do you have reason to mistrust him?”

      “You mean other than his weird interest? Yeah, a few. The first being that nothing happened until I started seeing him.”

      Lines of confusion wrinkled Deacon’s brow. “So, why don’t you just quit seeing him and find another therapist if your job insists on it?”

      “That’s reason number two,” she said with a sigh. “When I went to my HR rep and told them I’d like to see a new therapist, they told me he was the only one approved to handle my case.”

      “Okay, that does sound fishy,” Deacon said slowly.

      “Right? I mean, perhaps she meant that he was the only one the company contracts with, but we’re a decent-sized hospital. I find it hard to believe we only contract with one therapist.”

      Deacon tilted his head and studied her. “You work at a hospital? So, you finished nursing school?”

      Shonda pressed her lips together, wondering how much of her life she should share, but he would find out eventually. If she really wanted his help, she’d have to be honest with him. “I did.”

      His lips pulled into a soft smile. “I can see that. You were always so driven and caring. ER?”

      “Um, no. Pediatrics.” She had no idea how he would respond to that and forced herself not to share more.

      His expression shifted. “Pediatrics? Isn’t that hard after…” He let the words trail off, but she knew what he meant.

      She should tell him now. It was the perfect opportunity and he deserved to know, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead she shook her head. “It’s not that hard. I love kids.”

      He shifted his eyes away from her then and stared out the windshield for a moment. “You always did.” Then he sighed and turned back to her. “So, why am I here? What exactly do you think I can do?”

      Ah, yes, that was the same question she’d been asking herself since she called him. Why had she called him of all people? But she knew the answer to the question, even if she wasn't ready to say it out loud. “I don’t know exactly. I needed to talk to someone I could trust, and even though it’s been years, I still trust you. I’m not sure who to trust here because I think at least some people in the police department are trying to cover this up. Beyond that, I guess I was hoping that maybe you could help me investigate or at least give me advice about what to do.”

      “I’m not a cop anymore, Shonda.”

      “I know, but you were, so you have a better idea of how to handle this than I do. Look, I just feel like I’m going crazy, like they’re trying to make me go crazy, but I don’t know how to prove it. I can't just sit back and wait for it to get worse. What if they come after me? Will you help me?”

      It was a lot to ask. Not only did she not know exactly what she needed, but it had been years since they’d been close. Years of separation and a shared heartache was hard to overcome.

      Deacon stared at her, and she could almost see the wheels turning in his head. “I don’t have any jurisdiction here, so I can’t investigate the crime you saw, but I might still have some friends on the force. Maybe I can meet with them and find out what they know. As for the therapist, that does give me pause. Perhaps I can come with you to an appointment and meet him and see where to go from there.”

      It was more than Shonda had hoped for, and she resisted the urge to throw her arms around him, settling instead for placing her hand on his arm. “Thank you, Deacon.”

      His gaze dropped to her hand and heat erupted under her fingertips. “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything.”

      She returned her hand to her lap and nodded, but he was wrong. He’d already done so much for her. He just didn’t know it yet.
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