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      Rookie firefighter Dominick Rizzoli is determined to prove he has what it takes to earn a place at Station 22. A dangerous rescue that almost costs him his life and that of a fellow firefighter threatens to sideline his career until his captain gives him a second chance.

      

      When he finds out redemption includes an attractive schoolteacher and fifteen kindergartens, Dom discovers bravery isn’t just about taking risks.

      

      Brave Enough to Dare is a Heart of the Hero short romance. Look for more stories about these everyday heroes and heroines as the series continues.
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      “I love a good short read that is fully developed with great characters and storylines. This one fits the bill.”

      

      “Funny with the feels. Even a short story is a great story.”

      

      “Can’t wait till the next book comes out!”

      

      “I've read several books written by EmKay Connor; she is becoming one of my favorite authors. I can’t wait to read more of her books.”

      

      “…emotionally deep, engaging, relatable, heartfelt, and well written with strong characters, instant chemistry, more. Definitely recommended!”
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      I stood at the end of the hall, staring past the station’s linoleum floor and brick walls toward the door to my captain’s office. Thank God it was closed and the hall empty, although I could hear the rumble of conversation from the apparatus bay.

      “Yer momma—” As Cayson Murray’s bellow got lost in a burst of raucous laughter, my abs clenched reflexively.

      Murray was the station’s poster boy. Six-three, two hundred pounds of pure muscle, he was the kind of firefighter we all aspired to become—fearless, agile, with a sixth sense about the capricious proclivities of fire that enabled him to predict danger before the threat revealed itself. He was the most decorated member, not just in our station, but within the entire Jacksonville Fire and Rescue Department.

      On top of that, he was a babe magnet. That’s what the Bunker Bunnies called him. I’d overheard enough of the groupies that hung out at Red’s Beach Shack gush about Murray’s long-lashed baby blues and tousled blond hair to know he was the ultimate score.

      Good luck, with that, ladies.

      Murray was a hero. The real thing. He was engaged to his high school sweetheart and never so much as eyeballed the uniform chasers who flocked to the beachfront bar.

      I’d had the privilege of seeing the flip side of his noble personality.

      Remembering how he’d chewed me out in front of everyone—the rest of the crew, nosy neighbors, and a local TV station reporter—made my skin burn with humiliation.

      He had justification, but it wasn’t his job to ream me a new asshole. That honor belonged to my boss, Captain Whelan, who awaited me on the other side of the wooden door at the end of the hall.

      Ten weeks off probation, and I’d already fucked up. Fucked up big time.

      Then I reminded myself how it felt when I slipped the squalling baby girl into her mother’s desperate, outstretched arms. Tears streaked the soot and dirt smudged on the woman’s face, her body wracked with such fierce sobs she couldn’t speak. The paramedics let her hold the baby just long enough to reassure herself the infant was okay before whisking both of them off in an ambulance, the red lights strobing against the pre-dawn gray, the shrill siren drowning out Murray’s tirade.

      Rushing into the burning house when the structure had already begun to collapse was risky. Hell, I’ll admit it. It was stupid. I didn’t do it to show up Murray or impress anyone with my bravery. In retrospect, it wasn’t even a conscious decision. It was a visceral reaction to the young mother’s panicked screams, the faint high-pitched cries of the baby, the heat of the flames on my sweaty cheeks, and the dark statue-like silhouettes of my fellow firefighters just standing there as a six-month-old baby girl burned to death.

      Not on my watch.

      If I’d died in the blaze, at least I’d have done everything possible.

      I knew the cost of regret. I’d watched my old man drink himself to death because of one really bad decision. Regrets cost me a father and a normal upbringing. I paid with five years in the foster care system, no family, no stability, and a friendless youth.

      I prayed my bad decision wouldn’t cost me the only thing that had gotten me through those difficult years. Working as a firefighter was more than a tribute to my father; it was a chance to redeem the Rizzoli name.

      Delaying the confrontation with my captain wasn’t going to change the outcome of my meeting with him. Disciplinary action was a given. A suspension less than three months into the illustrious career I envisioned would hurt more than just my pride. A black mark like that could disqualify me for promotions, but I was willing to work twice, three, four, even ten times harder than everyone else to prove myself if I had to. Termination, though?

      It would all be over before it even started.

      I disconnected from my racing thoughts and the cold dread flooding my body with adrenaline, forcing myself to go numb. Disassociation was a great strategy when entering an emotionally charged situation, like meeting the fourth set of foster parents or facing a classroom full of unfamiliar faces for the sixth time.

      No matter what Whelan came at me with, I had to stay cool. As the new guy on the crew, I was already the lowest rung on the ladder. Forcing my feet to move, I wondered how much lower I could go without going over the edge.

      I knocked on the door and twisted the knob when Whelan grunted permission to enter.

      He nodded for me to sit, mouth drooping into a frown. “How’s the arm?”

      Startled, I looked at the white bandage wound around my left forearm where I’d lacerated the skin and muscle on something sharp inside the burning structure the twelve hours ago. I hadn’t expected the man to open with sympathy.

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged as if the stitches were no big deal

      Whelan looked more like a Texas rancher than a beach-town firefighter. He topped Murray by a few inches, face craggy, body long and lean and sinewy, skin tan and leathery. He wore his brown hair, generously threaded with silver, in a shaggy cut that brushed his collar. White lines radiated from the corners of his eyes, no doubt from years squinting into the brilliant northern Florida sunshine.

      “You want to explain yourself?” Whelan rocked back in his desk chair, fingers linked behind his head as if he’d asked me who I thought would win the World Series instead of why I’d run into a burning building when he issued a directive not to.

      I resisted the urge to hunch my shoulders in a defensive posture and met Whelan’s gaze. The lack of censure in his expression baffled me. I’d expected a sharp reprimand and frank disapproval. Especially since I wasn’t the only one injured last night.

      “I accept full responsibility for my actions, sir.” I lifted my chin and moved back an inch on the uncomfortable wooden chair.

      “As you should,” he said mildly. “But that’s not what I asked.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.” My jaw knotted. “I disobeyed a direct order, and in the process, injured myself and a fellow crew member.”

      “Renski will be fine. Guy needs to lose fifteen pounds so he can move a little quicker. He’s been slacking on workouts to get home to his new bride. Doc said he pulled a muscle in his back trying to yank the security bars off that window so you could get out with the baby.”

      Hoping he wouldn’t think I was trying to redirect the conversation, I asked about the infant I’d rescued. “How is—”

      “Mother and daughter are stable. Both suffered smoke inhalation, the baby was worse. She’s still hospitalized, but they’ll recover. The landlord is being investigated for not installing functional smoke alarms in the duplex. It could have been worse.” Whelan’s eyes narrowed. “Luckily, the other tenant, another single mom with three kids, was away for the weekend.”

      I shuddered. As part of my training, I’d witnessed autopsies on burn victims. Kids were the worst.

      “Back to my original question,” Whelan prompted.

      “It was pure instinct.” I straightened my spine, a contrast to his relaxed posture. “I heard the baby crying, saw the roof sagging, and the next thing I knew I was bent over the kid’s crib.”

      “Fortney and Galanis were already pulling gear to get in through the window.”

      I looked away, uncomfortable to learn Whelan’d had the situation under control, relatively speaking.

      “Did you know I trained with your dad?”

      My head whipped around. My father was persona non grata within the JFRD. No one talked about Marco Rizzoli, but everyone knew the story of how he’d shown up for an overtime shift, drunk off his ass, and crashed the aerial truck he was driving into a school bus. There were no casualties, but the delay getting on scene resulted in the death of an eighty-year-old man.

      Three months later, my dad offed himself with a combination of vodka and sleeping pills. The coroner ruled the manner of death undetermined, but it didn’t matter if it was intentional or accidental. The result was the same.

      “We trained at the academy together. I was still living and working in Detroit when he—”

      “Yeah?” I cut him off, not needing to hear the words.

      “Your dad was a good man.” Whelan’s chair clicked hard as he sat forward, forearms resting against the edge of his desk. “He was a helluva firefighter…before your mom died.”

      I tried
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