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A Note to Readers


I have been excited to write about Siena Remington since I first met her in Bursting with Love (The Bradens). She is such a sassy and confident character. I wondered if I’d find any vulnerabilities, and I also wondered just what type of man could handle such a strong woman. The deeper I dug, the more I discovered, and her vulnerabilities made me love her even more. When I met Cash Ryder, who is equally as challenging, I knew they were the perfect match. I hope you love Siena and Cash as much as I do!

The best way to keep up to date with new releases, sales, and exclusive content is to sign up for my newsletter.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter
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About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection


The Remingtons are just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Each Love in Bloom book is written to be enjoyed as a stand-alone novel or as part of the larger series. There are no cliffhangers or unresolved issues. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth.

For free downloadable Love in Bloom family trees, publication schedules, series checklists, and more, please visit my special Reader Goodies page.

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Sign up for my newsletter to be notified of my next Love in Bloom release.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for preorders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print books, and audiobooks. E-books can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop my store: shop.melissafoster.com


In honor of those who risk their lives to saveothers



Praise for Melissa Foster


“Contemporary romance at its hottest. Each Braden sibling left me craving the next. Sensual, sexy, and satisfying, the Braden series is a captivating blend of the dance between lust, love, and life.”

—Bestselling author Keri Nola, LMHC

“[LOVERS AT HEART] Foster’s tale of stubborn yet persistent love takes us on a heartbreaking and soul-searing journey.”

—Reader’s Favorite

“Smart, uplifting, and beautifully layered. I couldn’t put it down!”

—National bestselling author Jane Porter (on SISTERS IN LOVE)

“Steamy love scenes, emotionally charged drama, and a family-driven story make this the perfect story for any romance reader.”

—Midwest Book Review (on SISTERS IN BLOOM)

“HAVE NO SHAME is a powerful testimony to love and the progressive, logical evolution of social consciousness, with an outcome that readers will find engrossing, unexpected, and ultimately eye-opening.”

—Midwest Book Review

“TRACES OF KARA is psychological suspense at its best, weaving a tight-knit plot, unrelenting action, and tense moments that don’t let up and ending in a fiery, unpredictable revelation.”

—Midwest Book Review

“[MEGAN’S WAY] A wonderful, warm, and thought-provoking story…a deep and moving book that speaks to men as well as women, and I urge you all to put it on your reading list.”

—Mensa Bulletin

“[CHASING AMANDA] Secrets make this tale outstanding.”

—Hagerstown magazine

“COME BACK TO ME is a hauntingly beautiful love story set against the backdrop of betrayal in a broken world.”

—Bestselling author Sue Harrison


Chapter One


SIX INCHES OF fresh snow covered the roads. Even with the windshield wipers set to high, Cash Ryder could barely see a few feet in front of the all-terrain vehicle he’d borrowed from his buddy Tommy. The roads appeared empty, but he knew that in a storm like this one, there could be fifty cars just outside his range of visibility. It was as if New York had been swallowed by snow, and Cash wondered how many accidents the local fire department would have to deal with. As a firefighter, he’d seen it all, from overconfident teens skidding into trees to truckers unable to stop their massive rigs from rumbling over the tops of cars that had collided on black ice. Cash was headed to his eldest brother Duke’s house, just outside of New York City, and the storm had come out of nowhere. He needed a break from the city. Hell, he needed a break from life. Visiting his brother for the evening had seemed like the perfect escape. He hadn’t seen him for a few weeks, and the last time they’d been together, Cash’s emotions had been raw. He’d laid into Duke—and everyone else who was in his path—with a venomous rage that even he hadn’t known he possessed. Luckily, Duke wasn’t a grudge holder. He understood that even the most prepared person could be knocked sideways on occasion, and Cash knew that Duke would always be there for him.

He gritted his teeth as memories of the tragic day that completely fucked with his mind played through his head like a bad rerun. His pulse quickened, chased by full-body chills. Sweat beaded his brow despite the cold. Shit. I couldn’t get to the guy. He tried to comfort himself with the last, and most difficult, reminder the therapist his chief had told him to speak with had given him. The one she felt was the most important—and the one that he could barely stomach. It wasn’t my fault.

Skid marks across the fresh snow pulled him from the painful thoughts. Not just skid marks, but thick trails, as if a car had skidded sideways. He eased up on the gas and craned his neck, squinting into the storm. Shit. Definitely recent. Definitely over the edge of the mountain. He pulled onto the shoulder, cursing under his breath. Pulling his woolen balaclava over his head, he zipped his parka, and reported the accident to 911. Then he put on his gloves, grabbed the emergency bag that contained a first-aid kit, a glass-breaking tool, and other rescue items he never left home without, and headed into the storm.
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SIENA REMINGTON’S TEETH chattered as she struggled against the airbag pressed against her chest. Okay. Okay. Calm down. Wasn’t that the key to surviving? Remaining calm? Her heart slammed against her ribs, which ached from the impact of the accident. She tried to get her bearings, but all she could see was white. The car leaned to the right, and she had no way of knowing if she was on the edge of a precipice or on solid ground. She hadn’t seen anyone on the roads, and she’d skidded off the pavement ten minutes ago. She hadn’t even told her friend Willow that she’d left the city and was on her way. Oh God. Her cell phone rang. She scanned the floor. Goddamn phone. She hadn’t even reached for it when it rang as she was driving. She’d glanced at it—for a second, maybe two—and then wham! Her car was skidding off the road toward the edge of the mountain. Now the frigging phone was nowhere in sight. And I’m going to die out here in bum-fuck New York. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Hey, you all right in there?”

A man’s deep voice broke through her worry. “Yes! Help me. Please!” Oh, thank God. “Hurry. Please hurry.” She grabbed her hat from her pocket and pulled it down low over her head, debating braving the conditions and getting out of her car. She couldn’t remember ever being so cold.

A gloved hand cleared the snow from her window; then a set of eyes pressed close, one hand shielding them as the window fogged from his breath. Siena gasped a breath before realizing that any sane person would be covered up in this weather. Her heartbeat picked up as she stared at the mask that covered everything but a swatch of skin around serious, dark eyes. Sexy dark eyes, filled with serious concern. Jesus, what am I thinking?

“Please help me.” She struggled with her seat belt.

“Are you hurt? Injured in any way?”

Siena moved her legs and arms. “No. I don’t think so.”

“Good. Your car is sideways.” His voice was muffled behind the mask and the window. “It’s stable, but when I open this door, it could jostle it into a slide, so I want to get you out as fast as possible. Can you get out of your seat belt?”

She pulled at the buckle. “Yes. Yes, I think I can.” Oh God. Please get me out. Sideways? “A slide? Like I could slide off the mountain?” Tears pressed at her eyes.

He looked away, then back through the window. “I don’t think so. You’re on a pretty flat spot. Got the seat belt off?”

“Yes. Wait. You don’t think so? What if the car slides? Am I near a big drop? Jesus, I don’t want to die.”

His eyes narrowed. “Calm down,” he commanded.

Siena clenched her chattering teeth.

“I’m a firefighter. I can get you out, but you have to remain calm. Can you do that?”

She nodded. A firefighter. Thank God. Hurry. Hurry.

He didn’t seem to struggle with the door. He opened it slowly, and his powerful arm circled her shoulder. “I’ve got you. Now slide your legs over and out of the car. You sure you’re not injured?”

She felt safer just knowing she wasn’t alone, but as she stepped from the car onto the steep incline, she slipped and reached for the first thing she could hang on to—him. She clung to the man’s thick parka as he pulled her away from the car, his arms circling her. Her legs began to shake. Or maybe they’d been shaking the whole time and she just hadn’t realized it.

“You’re okay. I’ve got you.” His voice soothed her.

He did have her. His body was so big, it practically consumed her. She opened her mouth to speak, but her jaw was shaking too much to form any words. She nodded again, looking down to keep the snow from her eyes.

“I’ve gotta get you up there.” He pointed to the road. “The emergency crew should be here soon, but I want to get you into my truck and get you warmed up.”

It was snowing so hard she could barely make out the road at the top of the hill. Her cute Burberry coat did nothing to warm her from the cold that was quickly settling into her bones. His masculine scent permeated her fear as he pressed his body against her, and the combination of being safe in his arms and his warm, earthy scent comforted her. She climbed up the bank, still within his grasp. Every time she lost her footing, he held her up.

“You’ve got it. That’s it.”

She clung to his encouragement like a lifeline.

“That’s it. Take your time. I’m right here.”

Back on the road, she focused on the headlights from his vehicle. Safe. I’m safe.

“Let’s get you into the truck.”

The tracks from her car were almost completely buried beneath fresh snow. If he hadn’t come along, she would probably still be down there.

“Th-thank…you,” she managed. He’d spoken with such care, so different from the men she socialized with. They’d never brave a blizzard to rescue her. She was sick of those kinds of men. They treated her like she was stupid and easy just because she was pretty. She wanted to be loved and cherished, romanced, not taken out to dinner with the expectation of sex. She didn’t want to be wined and dined with diamonds on every finger. She wanted a man who would look at her the way her brothers looked at their girlfriends and fiancées. Her brothers would go to the ends of the earth to rescue her or their girlfriends, no matter what the risk. Romance. Yes, that’s what I want. How much more romantic could things get than being rescued by a mysterious stranger in the middle of a snowstorm? She allowed herself to fantasize about it for a moment, giving herself something to focus on besides the fact that she’d just slid fifty feet down an embankment and had nearly frozen to death. As if the accident might have almost been worth it. As if fate had a hand in it.

The man settled Siena into the passenger seat, and she saw his eyes darken, growing more serious. Then he climbed into the driver’s seat, sighed, and cranked the heat.

She took off her thin leather gloves and put her bare hands in front of the heater. “Ahh. That’s so much better.” Her shaking calmed to a mild tremble. “Thank you for helping me.”

He shifted his eyes to hers. “I have to go back for my bag. I called 911, so the emergency crew should be here soon. Stay here, okay?” He climbed from the truck, leaving Siena to nod after him.

Now that she was out of danger, reality came rushing back to her. She was supposed to be at her friend Willow’s parents’ house over an hour ago. Damn it. She needed to call Willow. She waited for her rescuer to return, thankful for the warmth. Twenty minutes later, she wondered what was taking him so long. She could probably climb down and get her phone herself instead of making him do everything for her and, she realized, she also needed to retrieve her purse. She wasn’t hurt, and now that she knew she wasn’t going to die, she wasn’t as frightened. Siena put her gloves back on and trudged through the thick snow to the edge of the road, shivering and regretting her decision. She peered over the edge of the mountain but didn’t see the guy anywhere.

“I told you to wait in the truck.” His stern voice came from nowhere. “Visibility is near zero. If a car comes by, you could be killed.”

She strained to see him through the falling snow.

“I’m right here.” He climbed up over the edge of the road with a bag strapped to his back. “Don’t you get how dangerous these conditions are?” He grabbed her arm and dragged her back toward the truck.

Too fucking sexy, even without being able to see his face, and a big-ass chip on his shoulder. Fantasy dead. Moving on. Except her heart wasn’t moving on. It hammered against her chest.

Siena pulled her arm from his grasp. “I have to get my purse.”

“I’ll get it.”

“I need my phone.”

He opened the truck door and shoved her in, then pinned her to the seat with his dark, sexy stare. “Use mine.”

She looked down at his thick gloves, one on her thigh, one on her arm, keeping her from leaving the truck. A flash of fear shot through her. She didn’t know him, and she was no match for his strength. What if he wasn’t a firefighter at all? She took a deep breath. If he wasn’t there to help, why had he left her alone in the truck? Wouldn’t he have taken her off to some kind of rape-and-pillage shack in the woods somewhere?

I’m being stupid. Of course he’s here to help.

She pushed aside the thoughts and followed her gut instinct. Something in his eyes made her feel he was trustworthy, although she definitely wasn’t used to being told what to do. Siena was one of New York’s top fashion models. Men lavished her with gifts and went to great lengths to get her attention. She didn’t even like being lavished by the wealthy suitors who pursued her, but she definitely preferred that to the attitude-ridden rescuer before her. She dropped her eyes to his broad shoulders, square as the day was long, and she could almost hear the hot-man-on-the-premises warning bells go off in her head.

There’s one hell of a body beneath that parka. She trembled again, but she couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or the thought.

She narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing his goddamn sexy eyes again. Look away. Just look away.

His eyebrows drew together and scanned her face as intently as she had been scrutinizing his. The concern she’d seen earlier had vanished, replaced with something harder. Colder.

“What’s your name?” His voice was gruff.

She tugged off her hat, challenging him with a hard stare. “Siena Remington.” That’s right. The Siena Remington. Her snooty thought was wasted. By the look in his eyes, it was clear that he had no idea who Siena Remington was.

“Well, Siena Remington, I’m Cash Ryder. Didn’t it occur to you to put chains on your tires? Or maybe to skip your evening drive altogether?” He pulled his hat off, sending his dirty-blond hair tumbling down over his forehead. It brushed his lashes, softening his look as he raked his eyes down her trembling body.

Her heartbeat sped up again. He needed a trim and a shave, and she wished he’d put his hat back on. It was a lot easier matching his attitude when she didn’t know for sure how hot he was.

“Or maybe you couldn’t wait to show off your new designer jacket?” He smirked.

She pulled her hat back on, anger brewing in her belly. “It’s a rental car.” No way did she just almost die miles from home and then get rescued by a guy who looked like Bradley Cooper and had a chip on his shoulder as big as Charlie Sheen’s.

“Why are you out in this mess?” She was shivering inside the truck and he was solid as a rock outside, snow piling up on his shoulders. Of course he is. All that anger in his blood must keep him warm.

He narrowed his eyes again. “Visiting my brother.” He shook his head. “Didn’t you think twice when you saw the snow?”

“I didn’t know it was going to be this bad. It wasn’t this bad in the city.” She slid from the truck to her feet and stood in front of him. Jesus, he was tall. And so damn close to her that she could feel his thighs pressing against hers.

He shot her a look. “Where are you going?”

“Walking.”

He grabbed her arm. “Oh no, you’re not. I didn’t just save your ass to have you die of hypothermia or get run over by a car.” He wrapped a powerful arm around her waist and lifted her back into the truck. “Close”—he locked eyes with her—“the door.”

“No.”

“Do you want to die in the cold?”

She pressed her lips together. “I’m not going to be the damsel in distress for some cocky firefighter to brag about rescuing.” She wiped the snow from her jeans where it had blown in through the open door. Damn, it was cold. And he was so damn hot, and such an ass, that she wanted to kiss him and smack him in equal measure.

He leaned in to the truck, his face an inch from hers. His eyes darkened to nearly black, and a grin spread across his lips.

Siena could barely breathe. She tried to blink away the heat that rolled off him in waves.

“I’m shutting the door,” he said in a seductive tone, as if he’d said, I can’t wait to lick every inch of you.

Her whole body shuddered, and she wished her teeth would stop chattering, though she had a feeling it was nerves more than the cold causing it. “I’ll…call…” Shit. Who can I call? “One of my brothers to get me.”

“I already called 911, but I guess they’re overwhelmed with calls tonight.” He pressed his gorgeous mouth into a tight line, then leaned in close again. “You would make someone else come out in these conditions and risk their life when I’m already here, wouldn’t you?”

Yes! No! Shit, how did you make me sound so selfish? She slammed her back against the seat and stared straight ahead, steeling herself for what was sure to be the ride from hell back to her apartment.


Chapter Two


WHERE THE HELL is the emergency crew? The last thing Cash wanted to do was babysit Siena Remington for the next hour. Goddamn city girls were never prepared, and it pissed him off. Cash was always prepared—ready for anything. He had great instincts and lightning-fast reflexes. Neither of which did a damn thing for him a month ago when he couldn’t get to the third floor of an apartment building that was engulfed in flames because of some careless tenant who’d left a newspaper too close to the stove.

Even through his parka he’d felt the curves of Siena’s body when she clung to him like he was her only hope of survival and looked at him like he was Superman. She felt damn good, and he was far from Superman. The combative emotions slammed together and rattled his nerves. She was so damn bullheaded that in less than five minutes she’d already made him crazy, and despite that, he was drawn to her like a kid to candy. He was too damn attracted to her. He had to get away from that truck. Anything to break the connection.

He opened the door and stepped out of the truck. “I’ve gotta get your stuff. Promise me you’ll stay put. It’s too dangerous out here for you to be traipsing along the road.”

Siena stared out the window. “Fine.”

He glanced at her profile. She had a perky nose, high cheekbones, and almond-shaped eyes that were narrow and angry at the moment, but when he’d first pulled her from the car he’d seen them full of vulnerability and something more—determination? Hope? He wondered what they looked like when they were in the throes of passion. Christ. What am I doing? As he made his way through the thick snow and back down the embankment, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d seen her before. He couldn’t place where, and he was too frustrated to think about it. His mind drifted to when he’d leaned in close to her. She smelled fresh and clean, and her skin looked so damn soft that he’d had the urge to stroke her cheek and to kiss her and he had no fucking idea why. Jesus, he needed to get laid. He’d been out of the game for too long, but even as the thought entered his mind, he cringed. That would have been his go-to fix for any frustration a year ago, but lately, getting laid wasn’t anywhere near his agenda.

Cash pushed his thoughts aside as he slid down the last ten feet of the embankment to her car. He had to get his arms around whatever was driving him to think of kissing Siena Remington. The last thing she—or any other woman—needed was a firefighter who took unnecessary risks on the job. Jesus. I’ve turned into the kind of guy I hate.

Pathetic.

When he returned to the truck, Siena was staring straight ahead. She didn’t turn when he placed her bags in the back or even when he handed over her purse.

“Thank you,” she said curtly.

After contacting the emergency dispatcher and updating them on the situation, Cash focused on getting back on the dangerous highway and navigating the snowy conditions as they headed toward the city rather than making an effort to ease the tension that had thickened between them. Visibility was poor, and even in the city, cars were moving at a snail’s pace. What was she thinking going out in this? By the time he pulled down Siena’s street, he thought the smoke had finally stopped steaming from her ears. He’d tried not to eavesdrop when she’d called her friend Willow. Willow? But how could he tune her out completely in such a confined space? She hadn’t mentioned him by name. Someone driving by stopped to help me. She made no mention of dealing with her car or getting checked out by a doctor.

“You should call someone to get your car.”

“You think?”

Her sarcasm didn’t escape him. “And maybe get checked out by a doctor.”

“I’m fine.”

“When people are in emergency situations, their muscles tighten up. You could have jarred a shoulder, or your elbow or wrist.”

He threw the truck into park and opened his door.

“You don’t have to get out. I’m fine,” Siena said as she climbed out.

“Let me get your bags.” He reached behind him as Siena opened the back door and reached in, dragging her bags from his grasp.

“Thanks for rescuing me,” she said without even looking at him; then she closed the door and he watched her walk inside.

Cash drove to the firehouse with the radio blaring, trying to get Siena out of his mind. He was ready for a beer, and he knew that not only would there be no beer, but that Tommy was working, so he wouldn’t have anyone to join him out at a bar.

“Tom?” Cash called as he walked through the firehouse door. It smelled like chili, and he heard the guys talking in the other room. He went to the kitchen and grabbed a soda from the fridge, wishing it were something stronger to erase the sting of the evening.

“Hey, man, that was a quick visit.” Tommy Burke, Cash’s closest buddy for the last ten years, came into the kitchen and smacked him on the back. At six four, Cash had an inch and about twenty pounds of muscle on Tommy. Tommy grabbed an apple and bit into it. His thick, dark hair curled up at the edges, which Cash knew meant he’d spent enough time outside to get soaking wet. “Crazy out there tonight. We’ve already been on three calls.”

“Yeah? All end okay?” Cash pulled off his parka and hung it over a chair at the table.

“Yeah, man. It’s always okay.”

Cash narrowed his eyes. They both knew that wasn’t always the case.

Tommy slapped him on the back again. “I know, man. I know. C’mon. There’s a John Wayne movie on. Some Western shit.”

Tommy knew Cash hated television, just as Tommy knew Cash hated walnuts, didn’t prefer blondes, could kick his ass in ice hockey, and thought sports figures were overpaid losers who played games for a living and reaped enormous salaries while firefighters scraped by on pennies. Tommy also knew that Cash had been taking too many risks since he dragged Cash away from that goddamn apartment fire. The rescue that changed everything Cash believed in and had turned his behavior upside down for the past three weeks. They’d met when Cash had first come to New York ten years earlier. At twenty-two, he’d graduated college with a degree in fire protection engineering and zero interest in doing anything except fighting fires. They’d gone through training together, pulled each other through the shit and laughed at the ridiculous. Tommy was like a brother to Cash, as were many of the guys. But he was closest to Tommy and their buddy Boyd Hudson, who was away for training. Most people thought Cash had four brothers and a sister, but in his mind, brotherhood ran deeper than bloodlines.

“How was Duke?” Tommy asked as he settled onto the worn brown couch in front of the television.

Cash sighed and lowered himself onto a recliner. “Never got there.”

“No?”

Cash shook his head and picked up a magazine from the coffee table. “Rescued some woman from the side of the road.” He shook his head again, wondering what would possess anyone to get behind the wheel unprepared for the weather.

“Bad?” Tommy asked.

“Nah. Slid off the road and over the embankment. The car didn’t roll.” He flipped through the pages, not paying attention to either the television or the magazine. “Where’s Kelly tonight?”

“I can’t seem to get anywhere with that woman.” Tommy threw his head back, and his thick dark hair fell away from his face. He closed his eyes and groaned.

“You still haven’t made any headway with her?” Cash asked.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that. We’re great friends.”

“Dude, the friend zone? You gotta cut that shit. Nip it in the bud. Let her know how you feel. You’ve been playing this game with her for years.”

“It’s not a game, and I have.” Tommy grabbed a can of soda from the table beside the couch and took a drink. “I don’t want to talk about Kelly.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “When are you gonna stop being a hotshot and get your shit together?”

Cash shifted his eyes away from him.

“Cash, you gotta rein in that shit.” Tommy spoke just above a whisper. “The chief’s not going to let it go on forever and the guys?” He shook his head. “Man, they’re pissed.”

Cash ran his hand through his hair, listening to the other guys in the hall. “I’ll figure it out, Tom. Back off.”

“Hey, I’m trying to save your ass. Chief Weber will put you on the desk, and you know it. You can’t take risks in the field. Shit, you used to be the one to drill that into the rookies’ heads. You don’t even use your breathing pack.”

Cash stood and paced. “Jesus, I came here to escape this bullshit.”

“Hey, whatever, man. I just want to help.” Tommy finished his soda and crushed the can in his palm. “You can live in your guilt-ridden place for as long as you want, but I can’t imagine the chief is going to let you risk our lives long before you’re on desk duty.”

Cash slid him a look, and Tommy raised his hands in surrender.

He flipped a page in the magazine and froze. Holy hell. No freaking way. He squinted at the gorgeous, nearly naked body covering the entire page. The model’s eyes were closed, her right arm covered the center of her right breast, the angle of her body covered the left, and she had nothing on but a silky pair of pink, lacy panties. He tore his eyes from the panties and back up to her face. Siena Remington’s face.

“You might want to wash your hands after touching that page. Joey had that mag in the bathroom with him for way too long this afternoon.” Tommy laughed.

Cash couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

“Did you even notice the Johnnie Walker bottle?”

Cash shook his head. “What?” He blinked several times, trying to clear his head. She’s a model. A smoking-hot model.

Tommy leaned forward and pointed to the bottom of the page. “The ad’s for Johnnie Walker.” He laughed again. “That magazine’s made the rounds, and I have no idea where it even came from.”

“I bet it has.” Cash rolled up the magazine and headed for his locker.

“Hey, don’t get the pages sticky.”

He’d make sure no one got the pages sticky. He shoved the magazine into the top of his locker and went to take a shower. A cold fucking shower.


Chapter Three


FROM THE SIXTH-floor window of Siena’s agent’s office, the city looked crisp and beautiful. With the thick window between Siena and the noise below, the streets even looked peaceful, despite the number of cars shuffling along, bumper to bumper. She loved the feeling of being separate from the noise almost as much as she loved being part of it. Between the sun and the plows, the streets were once again black, mounds of snow piled along the edges, and despite the people hurrying down the sidewalks, the snow looked peaceful and pretty rather than scary and chaos inducing as it had the night before. Siena loved living in the city, and unlike her older brothers Sage and Jack, who longed to live in the woods somewhere, she wouldn’t trade city life for anything. She and her twin, Dex, were alike in that way, while her other older brother Kurt, a writer, never left his home office. She thought he could probably live anywhere and be happy, as long as he had access to a keyboard.

“Siena, you look lovely.” Jewel Wells had been Siena’s agent since Siena turned eighteen, when the agent who had represented her as a child referred her to Jewel. As Jewel air-kissed each cheek, Siena was glad she’d opted for Chanel instead of her jeans.

“Thank you.” She lowered herself into a chair across from Jewel’s desk wondering why Jewel had requested the meeting. “Your message said there was something important you wanted to discuss?”

Jewel ran her hand along the side of her needle-straight blond hair, which swung in a blunt cut just above her pearl earrings. “Yes.” She inched her chair closer to the desk and clasped her hands together. “Siena, honey, you know how important image is in this business.”

“Yes.” Oh God. Image is everything. Siena held her breath and quickly went through her memory of the last few days. She hadn’t been seen with anyone inappropriate; she hadn’t gotten drunk and made an ass of herself. She hadn’t gotten a DUI. Oh God. The accident. “If this is about the accident—”

“Accident? Should it be about an accident?” Jewel arched a slim brow.

“No. I was going to meet Willow at her parents’ house outside the city last night and I ran off the road.” And met a hot asshole firefighter that I can’t stop thinking about.

“I’m sorry. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Yeah, me too. I was driving a rental, and it was towed last night. Apparently, it wasn’t totaled, so that was good.”

Jewel nodded. “Yes, that is good. Siena, in the past eight years, I’ve never steered you wrong, have I?”

Siena sat up straighter at the seriousness of her tone. “No.”

“And I’ve led you to elite model status and guided you to a secure seven-figure income, which I think you enjoy.”

Shit. Where is this going? Siena’s stomach tensed. “Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I know how you feel about some of the men we’ve encouraged you to go out with in the past, but I think it’s time to up your exposure.” Jewel lowered her chin and smiled, a look that Siena recognized to mean Take this very seriously.

“But I’m one of the top models at the agency. My exposure is high.” Siena sat up straighter. “What exactly do you mean by upping my exposure?”

“We’ve been following the careers of Kristi Samington and Chloe Terlson, and since they began dating athletes, they’re in almost every magazine on the planet on a consistent basis, which translates into more deals, higher offers, and greater longevity.” Jewel’s eyes widened as she spoke, and excitement surrounded her words.

Siena shook her head. “So…you want me to date an athlete? Like a football player or something?”

“Well, we’ve chosen a few for you. And you don’t have to really date them, but we’d like you to be seen with them enough for the press to speculate.” She pushed four head shots across her desk.

Siena picked up the photographs and leafed through them. Four thick-necked athletes stared back at her. Muscle-head clones. She was so tired of being told whom she should date that she really didn’t feel like dating at all.

“But if the press thinks I’m dating one of them, then what happens if I actually go on a date with someone else?”

Not that there was a chance in hell of that happening. She’d basically sworn off men. Until she found a guy who knew what romance meant—holding hands, thinking about the other person’s hopes and dreams before their own, laughing at stupid things even if it made them look silly—she was very happy sitting at home reading at night, or hanging out with Willow, or going dancing and then going home alone. Anything other than poking at a salad while the guy across the table undressed her with his eyes. Is it too much to want a guy who pays attention to more than my looks? Who picks up on the little things? Unsaid things?

A smile spread across Jewel’s coral lips. “Well, then, that just raises the controversy, doesn’t it?”

She winked, and Siena’s stomach clenched. “Jewel, how vital is this? I mean, if I choose not to do it…”

“Well, let’s just say that we wouldn’t want to see your next contract go to Kristi or Chloe, now, would we? Oh, and, Siena, you know how these things work. You can’t tell a soul that you’re not really dating them. We can’t take a chance of the press disbelieving their own eyes. We want them to eat the stories we feed them.” Jewel rose to her feet. “By the way, don’t forget the annual calendar shoot tomorrow at three. Willow will be there, of course, and Trey is excited to make this year’s calendar a little racier.”

“Great.” Siena forced her best smile and pushed the photographs across the desk.

“Let me know by the end of the day which one of these guys you want to go out with and I’ll arrange it. And of course, I’ll tip off the paparazzi, too.”

The idea of going out with an athlete turned her stomach, but not as much as knowing that Jewel, whom she trusted with her career, was the one pushing for the date. Jewel had never made dating the men she suggested feel so critical before. She’d never tied it in as blatantly to Siena’s future success. She valued their relationship, and she believed that Jewel had always been looking out for her best interests, but now? She wasn’t so sure. “You pick and let me know.”

[image: * * *]

CASH STOOD OUTSIDE Vetta Miller’s apartment with a bouquet of daisies and a fresh bowl of spaghetti with meatballs, one of the few dishes Cash knew how to cook. He adjusted his long-sleeve shirt and cleared his throat before knocking. He listened for Vetta’s slow shuffle, heard the click of the dead bolt, the slide of the chain, and the click of the second dead bolt. The door opened slowly, and Cash waited for Vetta to lift her gray eyes and meet his gaze.

“Cash,” she said with a smile.

Always with a smile, which tugged at his heart and tightened the noose of guilt that hung heavily around his neck at all times. Her silver hair was twisted into a loose bun. Her deeply wrinkled round cheeks trembled a little with her smile. Vetta shuffled to the side of the doorway in her slippers, allowing Cash to enter the small apartment.

“Come in, sweetie. You look so handsome today.”

“Thank you, Vetta.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek as he walked into the apartment. Cash had been visiting Vetta for the past few weeks, and he still couldn’t nail down the smell in her apartment. It was a cross between mothballs and chicken soup. Every surface in the small living room was covered with doilies. Much of what Vetta owned had been lost in the fire, and though she was now living in a different apartment, the sofa, upholstered chair, and coffee table looked like new teeth in an old mouth.

Cash looked away as he passed the black-and-white photographs of Vetta and Samuel hanging on the wall in the living room.

“I’ve brought you spaghetti and meatballs. Would you like me to put it in the kitchen? Heat it up for you?”

Vetta settled into a thickly upholstered chair beside a reading light. “How lovely. Thank you, but I’m not very hungry. Perhaps you could just put it in the fridge for me?” She made a little humming sound as he opened the fridge and put the dish inside. He noticed that there weren’t many groceries in the fridge.

“Do you need me to make a run to the grocery store for you?” He returned to the living room and sat on the couch, feeling Samuel’s eyes on him from his perch on the wall. He lifted his gaze to the old man’s portrait. Samuel was ninety-two years old when he perished in the fire that would haunt Cash forever. He swallowed against the lump in his throat.

“Aren’t you a dear for offering, but no, thank you. I have enough for the week.” The sleeves of her black sweater fell to the middle of her thickly veined hands. She lifted a shaky hand and settled it atop Cash’s hand. “How are you, Cash?”

She held his gaze, and in her silence he heard a million accusations. Vetta had never blamed Cash for Samuel’s death, but that didn’t mean that Cash didn’t blame himself, or assume she secretly did as well. He drew his eyes from the picture on the wall to her heavily hooded eyes.

“I’m well. How are you, Vetta? Is there anything I can get you? Do you need the trash taken out? Your heat adjusted?” It was always too warm in her apartment. Cash didn’t know what Samuel had taken care of before the fire, so he tried to do as much as he could to help her. Vetta didn’t have any children, and he hated knowing she was alone. No matter what Cash did, it would never be enough to fill the void of losing her husband of sixty-seven years.

“Oh, you know, there is a box of pictures in the bedroom closet that I would love to see, but they’re too heavy for me to take down. And the heater in there seems to be stuck on high.”

Cash was on his feet and across the room in seconds. “I’ll fix that right up.” He stood at the edge of the bedroom, staring at the double bed, and felt his heart squeeze. Anger clawed at the back of his neck. He pushed himself to enter the bedroom and check the heater, which clicked down to low without hesitation. Then he opened the closet doors, where a handful of clothes hung from wire hangers, two pairs of orthopedic shoes neatly placed beneath them. He grabbed the cardboard shoe box from the top shelf and hurried back into the living room.

“You are such a doll. Just set it down here.” He put the shoe box on the coffee table. The box was filled with envelopes of all sizes and colors. “Would you be a dear and hand me the envelope there? The blue one?”

He grabbed the blue envelope nearest the top. Handwritten in pencil on the front of the envelope was 1967. He handed it to her.

“Ah, yes. Each of these envelopes represents a year we were together. Some of them have a few years, because you know, it’s hard to catalog a year. Some years only have three or four pictures, and honestly, some years aren’t even in there. Life goes by so fast. Sometimes twelve months would go by in the blink of an eye, and we’d realize we hadn’t taken a single picture.” Her arthritic fingers wrestled with the photos as she withdrew them. “In 1967 Samuel was still working as a doctor at the hospital. That was before his eyesight began to fail. He cared for a boy—Paul was his name.” She handed Cash a photograph of Samuel with a little boy. Dressed in a lab coat, Samuel was wearing a wide smile, his arm draped over the little boy’s shoulder.

“Paul’s cute.”

“Yes, he was.” She caught Cash’s gaze and held it. “Paul’s heart was bad, and there was a procedure that might or might not save him. Samuel and Paul’s family had to make a very difficult decision.” She paused and shifted her eyes away, as if she were watching a scene unfold before her eyes. “Funny how pictures can jog a memory.”

Cash’s muscles tensed.

“They proceeded with the surgery, and Paul made it through, for a day or two, and then his little heart gave out.” She knitted her brows together and lowered her eyes to the photograph. “Samuel was eaten up over his passing.”

Cash dropped his eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, honey, there was nothing anyone could do. Samuel did the best he could.” She covered Cash’s hand with her own. “That’s all anyone can ever ask.”

I didn’t do the best I could. I should have fought harder to get into the apartment and save him. Cash had a stellar record. Nobody died on his watch. Until Samuel. Cash’s pulse sped up. He sensed that she was telling him the story to make him feel better, but guilt gripped his chest, heavy and dense, just like the beam that had kept him from making the rescue. Inescapable. Cash took a deep breath. Samuel was trapped. Anger and guilt coalesced, sending him to his feet.

She squeezed his hand as he rose.

“Vetta, I’m sorry…”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, dear. Samuel believed strongly that when it was time, it was time. Everyone has an expiration date, Cash. We just don’t know when it is.” She smiled, and Cash choked behind a cough. “Goodness, are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.” He coughed again, trying to dislodge the lump that had settled in his throat. “I…uh…” He eyed the box. “Would you like me to put these in an album for you? Something you can flip through, maybe?”

“You don’t have to do that, Cash.”

“I’d like to.” She’d lost her husband because he’d been weak, unprepared. He should have anticipated the beam burning through and moved faster instead of taking the time to look up and assess the ceiling. The least he could do was make it easier to keep Samuel’s memory alive. “I’ll bring these back as soon as I can. Are you sure you don’t want me to warm up that spaghetti?”

“No, thank you.” She rose to her feet, pressed her thin lips together, and her gaze softened. “Cash, tell me about your work before you go. Did the storm bring many emergencies?”

He clenched his jaw. “I wasn’t on duty.”

“So you didn’t have to rescue anyone?” Her gray eyes didn’t stray from his.

“Yeah. I actually did. A woman ran off a back road just outside the city. I rescued her.” And she was a big pain in my ass.

“With your unit?”

“No. I was on my way to see my brother. It was after my shift.” My shift. Cash took pride in being a firefighter, and he knew that Tommy was right. The guys had been giving him shit for taking unnecessary risks and going too far during rescues. It was only a matter of time before the chief put him on desk duty to handle administrative paperwork, supplies, coordination of schedules. It just about killed him thinking about the very real possibility. He had to pull his shit together. The thought of the alarm sounding and the clamor of the men slamming their feet into their boots and shouting to one another and knowing he wouldn’t be leaving with them made his gut burn. But he’d be damned if he could stop taking the risks that—ever since Samuel’s death—seemed vital. He had less to lose than the other guys. Almost every one of them had a girlfriend or a wife, and they risked their lives every day because it was the nature of their job. Lately, Cash had taken that to the extreme, leaving his partner behind and ignoring orders to evacuate when there was still a victim inside. And now, standing with Vetta, he felt the air being sucked from his lungs. He had to get out of there. He picked up the box and she touched his arm.

“Cash, I’m sure that woman was very thankful.”

He thought of the venom in Siena’s eyes when he’d told her to get back into the car, the way he could barely think when he was leaning over her in the truck, and the way she thanked him without even meeting his eyes. She’s anything but thankful. “She’s unharmed. That’s all that matters.”


Chapter Four


NIGHTCAPS WAS AS busy as ever when Siena arrived. She wasn’t a big drinker, but after the day she’d had, she jumped at the chance to meet her brothers Dex and Sage and Sage’s girlfriend, Kate, for a good, stiff drink. She weaved through the crowd and found them at a booth in the back of the bar. Dex waved and she felt instant relief. Her brothers had that effect on her. They’d always been there for her, and tonight she could think of no place she’d rather be. She hung her coat on the end of the booth and slid in beside Dex.

“You look determined.” Dex scanned her face. “Bad day on the runway?”

“Ha-ha. Hey, Sage, Kate. Where’s Ellie?” Dex had recently been reunited with a friend from their childhood, Ellie Parker, and Siena had been the only one in the family not to know they’d been madly in love with each other for years. Well, Siena and apparently Dex, but he figured it out pretty fast, while Siena was left dumfounded. She adored Ellie, but as Dex’s twin, she was shocked that she didn’t have some sort of twin intuition. A sixth sense or something.

“She’s working with the other teachers on the software project.” Ellie was a teacher who specialized in education for low-income kids. She’d won a grant to develop an educational software program specifically aimed toward low-income children. She and several other teachers were working with Dex and a few of his employees to develop the program.

“Wow. She’s working late. She’s really jumped in feet first.”

“What’re you drinking?” Sage asked. He’d cut his dark curls when he’d gone to Belize, where he met Kate, and now they were growing back, framing his handsome face. Siena had always been envious of his thick, curly hair. And now, watching him with his arm around Kate, she was envious of their relationship, too. Their love was a painful reminder of what Jewel was making her do.

“Something strong enough that you guys are going to have to walk me home.” Siena picked up Dex’s beer and took a sip.

“That bad?” Kate’s long dark hair fell over her shoulder as she reached across the table and touched Siena’s hand. The sleeve of her navy-blue sweater flared at the end and covered all but her fingertips. “Anything Sage and I can do?”

Kate had been living with Sage since they returned from Belize, where Kate had been running a nonprofit program for artists to aid newly developing nations. Sage had joined the project, and recently, they had founded their own nonprofit. Siena had never seen her brother look happier, and Kate had already become like a sister to her. She was warm, friendly, smart, and industrious, but what Siena loved most about her was that she was as genuinely caring as Sage was, and completely disinterested in his wealth. She longed to find someone who would love her for who she was and not what she had.

“Not unless you can erase the memory of a really handsome asshole from my mind, convince my agent that I shouldn’t date an athlete, and explain to the rental car company…Oh, never mind.” She sighed and rested her head on Dex’s shoulder. “I’m glad you guys are here.”

Sage returned with a shot of tequila and a glass of sangria. “To soothe my baby sister’s soul.” He leaned over and kissed her head.

“Thanks, Sage. I can’t do a shot by myself.” She eyed each of them, and they all held their hands up.

“I’ve got a meeting with Mitch and Regina in about an hour, and I’m three beers deep already.” Dex’s hair hung over his eyes. He wore a black T-shirt emblazoned with some PC game character on the front.

“Lightweight,” Siena teased.

“I’m painting tonight, so one more beer and Kate and I are out of here.” Sage shrugged.

She should have guessed. He had on one of his many paint-streaked long-sleeve shirts. “So I’m on my own?” Siena sighed. “Fine.” She sprinkled salt on her hand, licked it, then sucked back the tequila and chased it with sangria. “Ah. That’s a start.”

“Wanna tell us about the handsome asshole?” Dex pulled her close. “Want me and Sage to take someone out?”

“Ugh. I ran off the road last night in a rental car, and—”

“Wait. Stop.” Dex pulled back from her with an angry look in his eye. “You were out in that storm? What were you thinking?”

“Siena, really?” Sage took a swig of his drink.

“Sage, don’t be so judgmental.” Kate crossed her arms. “Siena, really?”

Siena laughed. “Okay, so it was stupid. Willow called me from her parents’ house and invited me for dinner, and I’d just gotten home and had three messages from that jerk I went out with last week. The snow wasn’t that bad when I left…” The snow wasn’t that bad when she’d rented the car, but it was definitely bad within minutes of leaving the rental car parking lot.

Kate shook her head. “That’s really dangerous.”

“Thanks. I wish you would have told me that before I went over the edge of the road,” Siena said with a sigh.

“But you were okay? Jesus, Siena.” Dex pulled her close again.

“Yeah, fine, until this smart-ass fireman rescued me.”

“You were rescued by a smart-ass fireman? Sounds good to me.” Jack’s fiancée, Savannah, pulled up two chairs to the end of the booth. She was tall and slim with thick, auburn hair that cascaded over her shoulders. Savannah was an entertainment attorney, and she must have come directly from the office, because she wore black slacks and a white silk blouse beneath a tailored jacket.

“Hey.” Jack towered
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