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      Retired veteran and firefighter Tom Shaw isn’t afraid of anything. At least, that’s what the rest of his crew thinks. After three tours in the Middle East, he traded his camo uniform for turnout gear, earning a rep as the go-to guy when desperate measures required quick action. But what others see as dedication and daring is a carefully constructed façade to hide what Shaw fears most—the discovery of a dark secret that could ruin his career and his life.

      

      When he’s called on to talk down a suicidal teen, Shaw must confront his own vulnerabilities. Help comes from an unlikely source, changing everything he believes about courage, strength, and trust.

      

      Strong Enough to Dare is a Heart of a 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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      “Is that—” I blinked sweat out of my eyes and squinted, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

      “Mary Fucking Sunshine,” scoffed Allen Fortney, one of the guys on my crew at JFRD—Jacksonville Fire and Rescue Department—Station 22, eyes slit with disgust as he stared at the petite blonde policewoman chatting animatedly with our chief. Fortney had a chip on his shoulder the size of our ladder truck toward anything with a uterus, thanks to an ugly divorce from his third wife.

      “That’s Officer Sunshine,” I corrected, wanting to call him out on his disrespect but well acquainted with the golden rule of any brotherhood: Bros before hos. Crass way of putting it, but my first loyalty was to my fellow firefighters. It had been like that in the Army, too. “Actually, I was talking about that…thing she’s carrying.”

      “It’s a fucking rabbit.”

      “Wearing a—” I tilted my head to read the lettering on the red vest encasing the animal.  “E.S.A. What the—”

      “As if her monthly wellness presentations aren’t bad enough,” Fortney said, adding a heavy dose of sarcasm to emphasize his disdain. “Now she wants to make Bugs Bunny an emotional support animal. Chick’s loopy.”

      “Hey.” I checked him sharply. The Bro Code only extended so far.

      I wasn’t especially fond of Officer Muffy MacRae—she was way too touchy-feely and the Mary Sunshine description fit her to a tee—but she was a public servant and deserved the same professional courtesy extended to all those who served. And, if I was brutally honest, it pissed me off that the one woman to pique my dormant libido was a wide-eyed do-gooder who believed in the power of positive thinking and happy ever after.

      I admired the way her blue tactical pants hugged her ass and how her utility belt cinched her trim waist. The flare of her hips and swell of heavy tits did things to the navy police uniform that should be illegal. Taking in the neat bun at her nape, I imagined one of those chick flick scenes where the dude removes a single pin and is rewarded with a silky cascade of curls. It would be so damn hot to shove my fingers into those golden strands and guide her sweet mouth to my—

      “Hey, yourself.” Fortney threw me an offended look. “At least I’m not banging her with my eyeballs.”

      Fuck.

      Another reason to avoid Muffy Sunshine MacRae. Just looking at her was enough to lose control of the iron grip that kept my ugly secrets from spilling out like a stinking, steaming pile of innards across a fine table set with silver and crystal.

      She deserved someone like Cayson Murray, the station’s golden boy. He embodied the stereotypical fireman who rescued a kitten stuck high in a tree and returned the feline to the loving embrace of a grateful old lady who rewarded him with homemade chocolate chip cookies. MacRae would have to look elsewhere for her Mr. Right because Murray was engaged to his high school sweetheart, but it was just a matter of time before she found someone. Fortney was too jaded to appreciate her warm fuzzies, and me? My soul was nothing but a cold, black void. One look into that deep, dark well of nothingness and her rose-colored glasses would shatter.

      Grumbling under his breath, Fortney stalked off toward the firehouse kitchen. I leaned against the cool tiled wall and inhaled slowly to regain control, ignoring the fact that my eyes were still glued to MacRae’s ass.

      Captain Whelan, long and lean and leathery from decades under the Florida sun, reached out to stroke the rabbit between its ears and said something that made her laugh. Its rich sound pealed down the hallway like a beam of sunlight—pure warmth that left no room for shadows and secrets.

      My hands tightened on the ends of the towel draped around my neck. MacRae reminded me of everything I’d sacrificed to make the world a better place—innocence, idealism, optimism. Not to mention that whole American Dream thing—a cozy home with a thirty-year mortgage, a beautiful wife who carted our adorable kids around in a minivan, a golden retriever named Max, and a job I could leave at the office. But the biggest cost? My morals.

      That was a debt I’d be paying off the rest of my life, which meant I couldn’t afford Officer Sunshine.

      My hands started shaking like I’d had too much coffee and nothing to eat. The tremors spread out into my arms and legs, the muscles twitching and jerking. I blamed it on the grueling workout I’d just completed, deciding a protein shake from the fridge would help.

      Before I could turn away, Captain Whelan spotted me and waved me over. MacRae glanced over her shoulder, her smile widening as she watched me approach. My jitters doubled, like a mouse in a sack sensing it was being carried closer and closer to a snake.

      “Officer MacRae. Captain.” I avoided Muffy’s friendly gaze, forcing my rigid shoulders to relax.

      “Your shift was over two hours ago,” Whelan commented. “Why’re you still here?”

      I lifted my hands, still fisted around the ends of the towel. “Finishing up a workout, sir.”

      “Then what?” he asked, one brow angled curiously.

      “Sir?” I didn’t know what he was getting at.

      “If you don’t have anything pressing, Officer MacRae could use a hand. Shouldn’t take more than an hour or so.”

      “I’d like to help, sir, but—”

      “Great.” Whelan dismissed my feeble objection with a satisfied nod. “Sounds like fun. If I didn’t have that budget meeting with the mayor, I’d go myself. Thanks for including us, Muffy. I’m hoppy we could help.” He chuckled at his bad joke, patted the rabbit’s head, and turned on his heel.

      We stood there awkwardly, not speaking, watching Whelan exit out to the apparatus bay.

      My blood felt like sludge, sluggishly squeezing through my veins. My pulse echoed in my ears like the slow, drawn-out rhythm of a dirge. Black crept in around the edges of my vision.

      Fun? MacRae’s version of fun was licking a double-decker ice cream cone with sprinkles while riding a merry-go-round.

      I didn’t do fun. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d had fun. Mostly because I didn’t deserve fun. I was too busy redeeming myself, frantically running from sins, mistakes, and bad decisions.

      “Thanks for volunteering.” Like everything else about her, MacRae’s voice was sweet. Well-modulated and laced with patience, encouragement, and empathy, it reminded me of Miss Fisher, my first-grade teacher. I nursed a crush on her until fourth grade when Mrs. Jackson and her 36DDs came along.

      Muffy would have made a great elementary school teacher. In a way, her role as a first responder psychologist involved teaching. Those monthly wellness presentations Fortney ridiculed had a lot of good information, not just for department employees but for the people we served in the community. When MacRae did her schtick every four or five weeks, I tended to lurk at the back of the room, ready to make a quick getaway if she started asking people to share their feelings. I was open to new ideas, but my personal story was a closed book.

      “I guess it’s more like you were voluntold,” she mused, “which makes me doubly grateful for the help.”

      I grunted, unable to form a coherent sentence, wishing I’d skipped my workout. Captain Whelan should have tapped Murray for whatever fun awaited.

      MacRae turned to face me, brown eyes warm and curious, that amazing smile still in place. “I know pretty much everyone by name, but we haven’t formally been introduced. I’m Muffy MacRae.”

      “Shaw.”

      “I’d shake, but I have my hands full.” She hefted the load in her arms. “This is Officer Cottontail, but you can call him Peter.”

      I apparently did a poor job hiding my skepticism because she laughed, a full-throated rumble of amusement.

      “That’s pretty much the same reaction I’m getting from everyone.” She chuckled, nestling Peter under her chin.

      That was another thing about Office Sunshine that puzzled me. Fortney wasn’t the only first responder resistant to MacRae’s programs. Tough guys didn’t talk about stuff like stress and depression. At least, not in public. There was a place and time for therapy and counseling; in some cases, the department mandated it. I’d recommended it for some of my guys in the Army. I’d been through it myself, but for some people, talking about emotions didn’t change anything. Like Fortney, I didn’t buy into a lot of what Office Sunshine was peddling. Unlike Fortney, I kept my cynicism to myself. MacRae had to be aware of the derogatory comments whispered behind
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