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			Prologue
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			At the wedding of Sabina Jones and Chief Rick Roman . . .

			Derek “Vader” Brown could bench-­press nearly twice his own weight and heave an unconscious fire victim of any shape or size over one shoulder, but weddings turned him into a ball of mush. When a bride walked down the aisle, he might as well be some mutant combination of puppy dog and marshmallow, especially when that bride was his best friend, Sabina Jones, joining in true love and matrimony with Chief Roman.

			If only Sabina hadn’t begged Vader to be her “man of honor.” If only he hadn’t invited Cherie Harper, the girl he’d been seeing off and on for a year, the girl he couldn’t stop thinking about even during those “off” times. If only he hadn’t happened to glance her way while the preacher discussed good times and bad.

			But he did, and the dreamy smile on Cherie’s face was the nail in the coffin of his dignity.

			Blame it on the orange blossom high. Blame it on the look of rapture on Sabina’s face as Roman claimed his first married kiss. Whatever the reason, soon after the “I do’s” had been said, Vader found himself circling the dance floor with Cherie in his arms, blurting words he hadn’t consciously decided to utter.

			“Marry me.”

			Cherie stumbled. Not a good sign, since she taught dance. Her gray eyes flew to meet his, and all he read in them was wariness. “What did you say?”

			Slightly shocked, Vader replayed the words in his mind and decided that he stood by them. Despite their ups and downs, he loved Cherie passionately. He knew she loved him too, even though she fought against it.

			“Marry me. Be my bride.” His heart swelled. This was right. It felt right. Saying those words aloud made all his confused emotions about Cherie settle into place, like puzzle pieces fitting together. Cherie was the right woman for him, the only woman for him. “I promise I’ll take care of you and make you happy, all that good stuff.”

			But Cherie seemed to be going through an entirely different set of emotions, judging by the anguish on her face. “Honey, you know how I feel about you. But I can’t marry you,” she whispered gently.

			Vader’s world went still, as if a bubble had dropped around the two of them. Outside the bubble, everyone else grooved to the tune of “Love Will Keep Us Together.” Inside, things were a lot more confusing. “Why not? I’d be a great husband.”

			“You’d be the best husband in the world.” Tears welled in her eyes, turning them silver. “But I’m not interested in getting married to anyone. Please just believe me, Vader, please?”

			She seemed so upset, he swallowed back his protest. He looked away, only to encounter one blissful ­couple after another. Captain Brody and Melissa glowed with the joy of brand-­new parents. Ryan Blake and his wife, Katie, were cracking up as they tried out some complicated new dance step. Thor and Maribel, who had flown down from Alaska for the wedding, beamed with their own good news: pregnant with twins. Captain Jeb Stone was whispering something to his brand new fiancée, Nita Moreno. Everywhere Vader looked, happy faces stared back.

			Except for the one in front of him. Cherie had gone pale with distress. “Can we just erase the last two minutes?” she asked in a pleading tone. “Go back to how things were?”

			Erase his proposal? He wrestled with that one for a long minute. Granted, he hadn’t exactly meant to propose. It was a spur-­of-­the-­moment thing, and obviously a huge mistake. Why did the thought of marriage get her so upset? Didn’t most ­people want to get married?

			He squinted at her, slightly dizzy from spinning across the dance floor under the influence of many champagne toasts. He hated upsetting Cherie. He’d jumped the gun and fucked this up. He had only himself to blame.

			Even though it hurt his heart, he forced himself to nod. “Forget it. Weddings always mess me up. Now what were we talking about? Grey’s Anatomy, right?”

			Her face lit up and she threw her arms around him. The feel of her curvy body, so warm and womanly, took some of the sting out of the moment.

			He gathered her close and rested his cheek on her soft hair, which was currently blond with pink stripes. He inhaled a deep breath of lilac-­scented essence of Cherie. They’d survive this. He didn’t give up that easy. At the right moment, he’d try again. In the meantime, he’d stay away from weddings.

			Four months and twelve days later, from the wedding of Patrick Callahan IV and Lara Nelson . . .

			The ring of her phone startled Cherie awake. Disoriented, she scrambled for it, squinting at the name that flashed on the screen. Vader. What in blue blazes? Vader was in Loveless, Nevada, at the wedding of his friend Patrick. And it was three in the morning.

			Oh, sweet Lord. A wedding. She’d nearly forgotten what happened at the last one. The smart thing would be to ignore the call in case Vader did anything reckless like throw their relationship into chaos again.

			Still, it was Vader, her own personal version of catnip, the only substance in the world she couldn’t resist for long. “Hello?”

			Vader’s deep voice rumbled from her phone, sending the usual shivers down her spine. “We should get married, Cherie.”

			Crap.

			“I mean it,” he continued. “Why don’t you fly down here right away and I’ll pick you up in Psycho’s tractor and we’ll get ourselves hicced. I mean, hitched.”

			“Vader, are you drunk?” Was Vader drunk-­dial-­proposing to her? Despite her sinking heart, a little snort of laughter escaped her.

			“Oh come on, Cherie. You know we’re meant to be together. You know it. Hang on. Some dude’s banging on the door.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Bathroom.”

			“You’re proposing to me in a bathroom?”

			“Dude! Find yourself a bush. Toilet’s taken.” He returned to her. “Some guys have no manners. Frickin’ embarrassment.”

			Cherie clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling out loud. “Let’s talk later, okay?”

			“I can’t stay in here all night. ­People won’t like that.”

			“No, I mean, let’s talk tomorrow. When the wedding’s totally over and you’ve had a good night’s sleep.”

			Vader went quiet. Then, “Aw, hell.”

			“What?”

			“I proposed again, didn’t I? And you rejected me.”

			“Vader. I didn’t reject you because you didn’t propose. You’re a little buzzed, and I’m half asleep, and none of this counts.” Please, just let him forget the whole thing ever happened.

			“You wanna erath . . . erase it, don’t you? Just like last time?”

			Cherie groaned silently. “Could we?”

			“Guys don’t like having their proposals erased. Feels bad.”

			No, no, no. Cherie hated hurting anyone, but hurting Vader was the worst of all. She couldn’t bear it. “Please don’t feel bad, sweetheart. You know how I feel about you. This is just bad timing, that’s all. We’ll talk about it later.” She cast around for a distraction. ”How was the wedding?”

			“Beautiful. That’s the problem, right there. Weddings. I can’t take it. They’re too freaking beautiful. The way Lara looked at Psycho, like he’s made out of stardust or something . . . and the llama . . . the cute little llama had the ring tied to her collar and she trotted up right when she was supposed to, and—­” He broke off.

			“Vader? Are you okay?”

			“I better go.”

			“Are we cool? Still friends?”

			Vader let out a long groan. “We are what we are, tha’s all. Whatever that is. And don’ ask me to figure it out. I’m done trying, Cherie. Done.” And the connection ended.

			Cherie dropped back on her pillow, then grabbed another one and clamped it over her mouth so she could let out a frustrated scream. If only she could explain everything to Vader . . . but she couldn’t . . .

			This was a disaster. Vader had now proposed twice. In the morning, he’d probably hate her. What if he hated her so much he decided to call it quits, for real? The thought gave her a horrible chill. Life without Vader . . . she didn’t want to think about it. Vader was too important to her.

			They’d survive this. She didn’t give up that easily. At the right moment, she’d try to get their relationship back on track.

			With her natural optimism flowing back, she searched for a bright side and finally found one.

			Vader was one of the famous Bachelor Firemen of San Gabriel. Bachelor Firemen. As in, single. Surely that meant no more weddings for a while. If the Bachelor Firemen would just stop getting married, Vader would forget about proposing and they could go back to normal. She floated a tiny prayer into the heavens. Let the Bachelor Firemen curse last just a little bit longer.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One
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			Vader, wearing firefighter’s pants, suspenders, and nothing else, bent the giggling blond girl backward over his left arm, flexed his right biceps, and grinned for the camera. “How does that look?”

			Stupid, mouthed Fred, also known as Stud, who was manning the Firefighter Photo Booth.

			“Perfect,” squealed the girl. “It looks like you’re saving me from a fire, right?”

			“Well, I normally wouldn’t fight a fire without my shirt on.” He lowered his voice to Elvis Presley range and wiggled his eyebrows. “Except on certain special occasions.”

			She laughed and playfully swatted his chest, letting her hand linger. Vader plastered the grin back on his face, added a little Elvis lip curl, and jerked his head for Fred to take the photo. As soon as the telltale click had sounded, he dropped the pose and planted the girl back on her feet.

			“Whew,” she said, a little breathless at the speed with which she’d been righted. “You sure are strong. Do you work out?”

			Vader caught a spluttering sound from Fred’s direction.

			“In our job, it pays to be fit,” Vader told the girl. Her gaze drifted back and forth over the musculature of his torso. He fought the urge to say, Eyes up here. “The better to rescue pretty girls from all those fiery infernos.”

			She sighed at the prospect of a fiery inferno. But Vader wasn’t paying attention to her anymore; Cherie was somewhere in the crowd. He knew it, even though he couldn’t exactly say how. Maybe he’d caught a glimpse of her red hair, the color of Hot Tamales, through the throng of visitors. Maybe he’d heard a thread of her voice, that silvery, tender, maddening voice of hers, between the shouts of the Muster Games participants scrambling to don turnouts. Or maybe it was his sixth sense that always responded whenever Cherie was near.

			Stud brought the photo to the blond girl, who by now had realized that Vader’s gaze had wandered. She shifted her attention to Fred.

			“Hey, you’re kinda cute too,” she told Stud. “Are you a Bachelor Fireman?”

			“We don’t really call ourselves that.” Fred reddened. According to local legend, a volunteer fireman from the 1850s, thwarted in love when his mail-­order bride ran off with a robber, laid a curse on the station. Since, in the time-­honored tradition of firemen everywhere, his fellow firefighters had relentlessly teased him about his broken heart, he’d vowed that every San Gabriel fireman forevermore should suffer in love the way he had.

			The curse certainly seemed to apply to Vader and Fred, both of whom were still single.

			“You want a picture with Stud too? I’ll take it,” offered Vader. Normally he liked feminine attention. In fact, he loved it. But this thing with Cherie had been knocking him off his game for a while. Two failed proposals took it out of a guy. He’d been avoiding her since Psycho’s wedding two weeks ago. He wasn’t sure what she was doing here. Hope for Firefighters was his turf.

			He realized the girl was waving a hand in front of his face. “You all right there, big guy?”

			“Sure. Little thirsty. Hot day, huh? Hey, you have fun today. Thanks for supporting the San Gabriel Fire Department, we sure do appreciate it.” He moved her away from the backdrop under the guise of reaching for a water bottle. With a sulky pout, she snatched up her photo and wandered to the next booth, where Ace, the blond surfer-­boy rookie, was serving up his mother’s Southern fried chicken.

			“I need a bathroom break,” said Fred, slapping a “Closed” sign on the photo booth. “Be right back.” He hurried away as Vader slouched against one of the sawhorses that partitioned off their area. Three city blocks had been cleared of cars for the Hope for Firefighters event. White canopied stands lined both sides of the street, and happy crowds of sweaty San Gabriel residents strolled from one to the next. Vader loved this event, because he actually got to talk to ­people when they were in a good mood, rather than terrified, traumatized, or unconscious.

			He tilted his head back and let the water flow into his mouth. It was a scorching hot August day. The force of the sun overhead was nearly physical, reminding him of the way air heated by a fire beat against his body. A few stray drops of water rolled down his throat and chest, offering some welcome relief. He should have signed up for the dunk tank. But since he, more than anyone else at the station, fit the image of a macho, ridiculously muscled superhero-­type, once again he’d been given photo booth duty.

			Last year. He swore it. He was becoming a cliché.

			“Isn’t that your friend, Cherie?” A smirky male voice caught his attention. “I think he’s trying out for a Crystal Geyser ad. Hand me the camera, Nick.”

			Vader groaned. He knew that voice. While he didn’t hate anyone—­it wasn’t in his nature—­if he’d hated someone, it would be the owner of that voice, Soren. He was one of Cherie’s housemates, the other being Nick. Soren and Nick had an emo-­goth-­trance band called Optimal Doom, which for some reason they thought was super-­hip.

			Vader refused to say what he thought. Cherie’s housemates were friends of her brother Jacob, and she was fiercely, unshakably loyal to her brother.

			Reluctantly, he turned his head. And there she was, standing just behind the two weedy guys in their black T-­shirts, her cinnamon-­red hair in a haphazard pile, a little sundress the color of pink lemonade skimming her generous curves, looking so delicious every muscle in his body clenched.

			She smiled uncertainly at him and gave a little wave. He frowned at her. How dare she smile at him, after shooting him down a second time?

			She lifted her chin and intensified her smile. That was Cherie. Always determined to make the best of things and stay friends, no matter what. “Yes, that’s my buddy Vader.”

			Buddy? Buddy? Vader saw red. She didn’t call him her “buddy” when she screamed his name in mid-­orgasm, she didn’t call him “buddy” when he tied her to the bedposts—­granted, she’d been pissed that he’d used his socks, but that hadn’t stopped her from coming three times and . . .

			He shook himself to attention just as Soren took a picture of him, most likely looking like an idiot as he gaped at them over an empty water bottle. “That’ll be five dollars for the photo,” he told Soren.

			“But I didn’t pose with you.”

			“Doesn’t matter. If you want a picture of me, it’s five dollars.”

			“Dude, get real. This is a public place. I can take whatever pictures I want.”

			Vader’s jaw tightened. “This is a charity event. It’s five dollars.”

			“Then I take my picture back. Here.” He deleted the photo from his camera. “Gone.” He smirked. “No more Poland Springs ad for you.”

			“Hey,” Cherie protested. “Was that necessary?”

			Vader would have liked to pick the loser up and launch him toward the dunk tank, but he reminded himself that Cherie appreciated Soren’s prompt rent payments. “Let me guess. You guys have been walking around here, taking pictures and making fun of stuff, and you haven’t bought one thing yet.”

			The two guys looked at each other, smirking. “Yeah, pretty much.”

			He shook his head, disgusted, and turned away. They weren’t worth his time. He didn’t know why Cherie put up with them. Maybe it was just one more indication of how wrong for each other he and Cherie were.

			Too bad the rest of him didn’t seem to believe that. Even now, a little current of electricity was racing through his body.

			“Don’t you worry, I’m spending enough money for all of us,” said Cherie, with a trace of a Southern accent and another determined smile. “I got a Sloppy Joe from Ryan that was pretty much out of this world. I bought a whole strip of those raffle tickets. They said the prize was a Firefighter for a Day.” She gave a nervous little laugh. “No wonder they’re going so fast.”

			Cherie was always innocently making comments that others could interpret as lascivious. Then she’d realize it, and two spots of pink would appear on her cheeks and . . .

			Vader didn’t want to look back at her, fought not to do so. He fixed his gaze on the orange and black swirls of the photo backdrop, but damn it, when it came to Cherie, his willpower evaporated faster than mist in the August heat. He gave in and let his eyes travel back to her. She was digging in her little silver purse, the one that was shaped like a dog bone. She triumphantly held up a twenty-­dollar bill.

			“And now I’d like a photo with San Gabriel’s sexiest fireman.”

			“You’re going to pay twenty bucks for a picture of you and your ex?” Soren laughed.

			Nick chimed in. “Maybe he’ll make his pecs do a little jig for the camera.”

			Vader clenched his hands into fists so tight, they could have broken through steel. Sure, he played the clown sometimes. He liked to bring a smile to ­people’s faces. That didn’t give them the right to—­

			A soft hand on his forearm interrupted his train of thought. “Ignore them,” Cherie whispered. The scent of lilac, her favorite, surrounded him, making him feel as if he’d just lain down in a spring meadow, with Cherie beside him. “They’re just being jerks. Because they can. Now come on, let me make it up to you. Twenty dollars for a photo.”

			He pulled his arm away from her touch. “I don’t think so, Cherie.”

			“Why not, for mercy’s sake? It’s for charity. Think of all those widows and orphans.”

			He pulled her aside, well out of earshot of her housemates. “Why did you come here?”

			Her lips parted, as if he’d taken her off guard. They were distractingly curvy, just like the rest of her. She studied him with serious gray eyes. They weren’t really gray, he knew. One afternoon, during a picnic, he’d spent a long time studying them, noticing concentric rings and identifying their colors. The shimmery green of dew-­covered grass, the deep gold of an antique picture frame, the gray of evening fog over a lake. “Vader, please. I support the fire department just like everyone else here. I support you. And I wanted to see you. I . . . I missed you. Vader, you’re . . . well, you’re very dear to me. You know you are.”

			He groaned out loud. No freaking willpower. “You turned me down, Cherie. Twice.”

			“I thought we were going to erase all that. Besides, I wouldn’t put it like that. What I said was that I wasn’t interested in getting married. Lots of ­people aren’t.”

			“Yes, but your eyelid twitched.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Don’t you know that your right eyelid twitches when you’re not telling the whole truth? I’ve really got to get you to a poker table one of these days.”

			Her hand flew to her right eye. “It does not.”

			“Fine. Five-­card stud, dollar a point.”

			Just then Fred came back and flipped the sign back to “Open.”

			“Hey, Cherie.” He glanced at Vader, clearly looking for a cue as to how friendly he should be to her. Vader shrugged, and Fred’s smile broadened. “Great to see you. Ready for your close-­up?”

			“You know it. Now, Stud, I’m paying extra for this baby, so make it good.”

			He handed her a helmet. “Why don’t you put that on? It’d be cute.”

			Vader knew plenty of girls who wouldn’t have wanted to mess up their hair with a clunky, heavy old fireman’s helmet. But Cherie was game for anything. She grinned at Fred, then gave Vader the helmet. “Hold it for a sec, please.”

			She reached into her pile of hair and pulled out the pins that were holding everything in place up there. A torrent of spicy, sun-­spangled hair came tumbling down over her bare shoulders.

			Vader ground his teeth against the inevitable hardening of his body. Did she have to be so damn sexy? She planted the helmet on her head, and he lifted his eyes to the heavens, wondering just what he’d done to make the Almighty torture him like this. She looked . . . adorable. And he adored her. That’s all there was to it.

			And that’s all there’d ever be. Him, adoring her. Her, back and forth about him.

			He took a deep breath and stepped toward her. He could suffer a little more, for charity. Widows and orphans. Widows and orphans. “Come on. Let’s get in front of the backdrop.”

			Cherie glanced at the sheet of plywood behind them. It featured dramatic flames and billowing smoke taken from a close-­up of an apartment fire. “The photo’s going to show a fire raging behind us?”

			Hopefully it wouldn’t also show the fire raging inside him. He wondered if she felt a fraction of the lust scorching through his veins.

			Soren hooted with laughter. “That’s called the fire down below, babe.”

			She shot her housemate a scathing look. “Shut up, Soren. You’re acting like an idiot.”

			Instantly, the guy piped down. Vader rolled his eyes. Cherie loved to mother ­people, and in the case of her housemates, that included trying to correct their rude manners. Maybe he should let her boss him around too. But no. He had too much leader-­of-­the-­pack, take-­charge, tough-­guy in him. He’d tried to tone it down, but what was the point? He’d never be the emo type. He’d never be Nick.

			Which gave him an idea. In one swift motion, he swept Cherie into his embrace, one arm under her legs, the other supporting her back. The breath whooshed out of her in a gasp of surprise. Her hands clutched his shoulders. Cherie was tall and she was all woman, an overflowing armful of warm flesh. He’d bet anything not many men would try to carry her like this. He, on the other hand, barely noticed the weight. Those workouts sure paid off when he wanted to sweep a woman off her feet.

			He stepped in front of the backdrop, where he braced his legs apart in a heroic stance and bent over her. She stared up at him, her pupils widening until her eyes were storm cloud gray. He knew this look. He’d seen it many times, in the throes of arousal. It meant she wanted him. It meant if they weren’t in the middle of a crowded charity event, they’d be on each other in a millisecond.

			That look made hope pound feverishly through his veins. She still wanted him, no matter what she said.

			He leaned his head close to hers, so mere fractions of an inch separated them. At this distance, he saw the tiny pulse that beat at her temple, the glimmers of moss green in her irises, the dimple by her chin, the hint of sunburn at the peak of her cheekbones. He felt her heart skitter, her body tremble. Deep satisfaction settled in his gut. No doubt about it. She felt the pull just as much as he did. She might try to hide it or deny it or laugh it off or any of the other wacky things she’d done since they’d met. But he knew their crazy chemistry worked both ways.

			Mutual knowledge hummed between them. Both were attracted; both were aware the other was attracted.

			Cherie splayed her hand on his chest, as if to push him off. But the hell if he’d let her. He was tired of that inevitable arm’s length she kept putting between them. She’d come here, into his territory, and she could damn well deal with the consequences. He tightened his grip.

			“What are you doing?” she whispered fiercely.

			“Giving you your money’s worth,” he growled. “Now smile for the camera.”

			She started to look toward the camera, but he shifted her so she was angled his direction. “For the camera, not at it. Look at me. I’m the one rescuing you from certain death.”

			She regained a bit of her usual bravado. “Certain death? My, my. That does sound dire.”

			“Oh, it is. You see, we were making love in the third floor bedroom. We were a little distracted.” He adjusted his grip so one of his hands cradled her head. He knew how much she loved his hands.

			“Let me guess. Things got so hot there was a spontaneous combustion.”

			“As soon as I saw the flames, I leaped into action.”

			“And put a helmet on me?”

			“Sure. And some clothes. That part was a mistake.” He let his eyes rake down her body and caught her shiver.

			She swatted him on the chest, exactly how the other girl had, but with completely different results. Under his padded firefighter’s pants, he went rock-­hard and aching. If only they were alone, if only he could turn this little scene into something real, something that involved nothing but their two naked bodies and lots of moaning.

			He bent his forehead to hers, fighting to get a grip on his hot need for her. “What is it? Why do you keep running away from me? It’s like you’re afraid of something.”

			“I’m not—­”

			“Are you afraid of someone?”

			“Of course not,” she said quickly.

			Her right eyelid twitched.

			The camera clicked.

			“Awesome shot,” said Fred. “We should put this one in the calendar.”

			“No,” said Cherie quickly. “It’s strictly personal.” Her eyelid twitched again.

			Vader knew he was on to something. Cherie was afraid . . . of something or someone.

			As Vader let her slip back to her feet, he decided that one way or another, he was going to get the truth out of Cherie Harper. Once a man had been turned down twice, he deserved some answers. It was time to haul himself out of his funk and take some action.

			He was damn tired of being underestimated.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two
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			By the time they reached the Muster Games, which were being held at the small park at the end of the street, Cherie finally managed to get her breath back. Every time she stole a look at the photo Fred had taken, her breathing did more funny things, like make her voice sound strange and her cheeks go hot.

			Vader had that effect on her. Every single time. It was the most impossible situation.

			In the photo, he looked like a cartoon image of male hotness, like an old weight-­lifting advertisement a scrawny kid might gaze at longingly, wishing he could someday look even a little like that. Cradled in his strong arms, she looked positively tiny. No mean feat.

			She tucked the photo into her purse. It had cost her twenty dollars, a fight with Optimal Doom, and two weeks of trying to forget Vader. If she was smart, she’d use it as a reminder to avoid him. But she’d probably just drool over it like a lovesick idiot.

			One whole section of the park had been set aside for the Muster Games. Firefighters in San Gabriel Fire Department T-­shirts were yelling and clapping for the daring civilians who were trying to pull an old-­fashioned wooden cart with a hose coiled inside. Everyone was laughing and hooting and hollering.

			“This is weird, man,” said Nick, aiming his iPhone at the scene. “I didn’t know they did this shit anymore.”

			“They don’t, that’s the whole point,” said Cherie, more sharply than she’d intended. “That’s old-­school equipment. That’s how they did it back in the old days.”

			“Check you out. Been boning up on firefighters? Or just boning ’em?” Soren snickered.

			Cherie set her jaw. Soren and Nick were at their most irritating when it came to Vader. “Leave it alone, why don’t you? Can’t you just enjoy the sunshine and the pretty park and all the families having fun?”

			They both looked at her as if she was nuts. “We’re creatures of the night, Cherie,” said Soren. “If we could be vampires, we would be.”

			Nick added, “Too bad that kit we ordered on the Internet didn’t work. Or did it?” He bared his teeth, Dracula-­style.

			She shuddered. “You guys are weird enough without going supernatural.”

			“That’s why you love us, right?” Soren winked.

			Right now, she wasn’t so sure. Soren and Nick were friends with her brother Jacob. When Jacob had enrolled in Santa Cruz College, he’d insisted she find suitable housemates to take his place. For six years, ever since they’d left Arkansas, they’d stuck together and protected each other. He refused to let her live alone. But then he found a problem with every candidate she interviewed. Female housemates might bring unvetted guys around; male housemates might come on to her. Finally Jacob had solved the whole dilemma by picking Soren and Nick, who inhabited a sexually ambiguous, body-­pierced, spoken-­word gender nether land.

			For sure, it wasn’t safe for her to live alone, though she wasn’t sure how much help Soren and Nick would be if the man she still had nightmares about—­Frank Mackintosh—­showed up.

			“I think I’ve had enough for one day. You guys ready to roll?”

			“No, wait. I can’t leave until I see how many ­people that dude manages to spray with the hose.”

			The hose had now been dumped off the cart, and an older man was aiming it at an orange cone. Water sprayed everywhere, but the cone remained stubbornly standing. To the side, a ­couple of firemen—­she recognized Vader’s friend Ryan Blake—­laughed so hard they had to bend over and rest their hands on their knees. The sight gave her a pang; Vader laughed like that too, with wholehearted joy and fun, the life shining from his eyes.

			Forget about Vader.

			She checked her watch.

			“I have to get going, guys. Tango class. And Nick, you promised to help me.”

			Every Saturday, she taught a Singles Tango class at the Move Me Dance Studio. So far, the class had produced three engaged ­couples and countless successful dates. Word had spread, and her classes had gotten bigger by the week.

			“Oh fine,” Nick grumbled. “Pick on the one-­sixteenth Colombian guy. We don’t even do the tango.”

			“I’m from backwoods redneck-­ville. If I can tango, anyone can.” She often said that exact same thing in her classes. It always made the students relax.

			Nick spent the entire drive to the studio harping on her relationship with Vader. He didn’t stop even once they pulled up outside Move Me.

			“Jacob left us in charge. He said to watch out for you. Especially when it comes to men. He said you’re naïve and not cynical enough. Lucky for you, I have extra cynicism to spare.” Nick was the quieter, more angst-­ridden of the duo. He wrote the lyrics of their painfully morose songs. Generally, she preferred Nick’s company to Soren’s more abrasive personality, but not if he was going to talk about Vader.

			“Don’t be such a Nosy Nellie. I don’t need you guys getting in the middle of anything.”

			She stalked out of the ancient Mercedes she’d converted to run on veggie diesel. Nick slouched after her.

			“Oh, believe me, I don’t want to get in the middle. I hear the noise you freaks make at night. I’m not touching that.”

			Cherie felt her face go pink. Despite her six years in California, her strict upbringing still made her blush over certain things. Nick followed after her. “Seriously, what is it with you two? You ought to either cut him loose or marry him.”

			“Excuse me? You’re telling me to marry Vader? I thought you hated him.”

			Cherie hurried toward the entrance of Move Me. Of her many jobs—­she had a patchwork quilt of them around town—­teaching tango was her guilty pleasure. She loved the provocative music and the way the dance suggested all sorts of naughtiness without ever getting too blatant about it. Move Me had become a haven to her, a place where she could lose herself in music. She also practiced her self-­defense moves here, the one thing that gave her a small sense of security.

			“You don’t get a vote. Vader and I are none of your business,” she told Nick over her shoulder. “So how about you guys back off?”

			“Can’t. Jacob told us to—­”

			“Well, I’m firing you from whatever Jacob thought he was telling you to do. Vader and I . . . we’re cool. We understand each other.” She opened the glass studio door, knowing that if Vader were there, he would have opened it for her. Cool, lemon-­scented air rushed past her face. The cleaning ­people must have come in last night.

			Nick followed her down the hall to Studio A, where her class would take place. “What I don’t get is why you’re so different with him.”

			Cherie frowned as she struggled with the persnickety studio door. Lord forbid that Nick help her for one second. “Different how?”

			“Normally you’re like everyone’s mom. You know, a sexy mom. MILF type. The young, hot mother of the kid next door, who makes cookies for you and gives you haircuts and always smells nice. And spreads a blanket over you when you’re cold, and lets you pick the movie, and doesn’t mind if you play your music a little loud and—­”

			“Is there a point in here somewhere?” Cherie finally got the door open and plopped her dance bag in the corner of the studio. Light glowed from the freshly polished hardwood floor and bounced off the wall of mirrors. Her students would be arriving any second. She needed to focus on preparing for the class, not listen to Nick babble.

			She searched through her bag, looking for the twirly, parrot-­print skirt she’d brought to teach in. Maybe if she ignored him, Nick would stop talking.

			No such luck. “The point is, you’re not so motherly with him. You don’t seem like super earth mother with her hand on the pulse of the universe anymore. You’re more like a regular girl. You get kind of flirty and fluttery around him. And you forget about everyone else.”

			Cherie straightened up, her hands filled with her dance outfit. “Let me get this straight. You don’t like Vader because when I’m with him, I forget to cut your hair and rub your feet?”

			Nick smirked, hands in the pockets of his tight black jeans. “You’ve never rubbed my feet, and Vader’d probably rip my throat out if I asked you to, and that’s my point. He acts like he owns you. So that’s why Optimal Doom is taking a stand. If you’re not getting married, and he doesn’t own you, then why doesn’t he hit the road, toad? Don’t look back, Jack.”

			Cherie felt the tips of her ears burn. Uh oh, not a good sign. She took a deep breath, but it was too late. A wave of heat traveled from her ears all the way down to her toes. She threw her dance clothes onto the floor. A student opened the door, but Cherie put up a commanding finger that made the girl snatch her head back and close the door.

			“First of all,” she told Nick furiously, “you have no ‘stand’ to take. It’s my life. I do what I want. I’ve come too far to let any man, even a pretend one in a lame black T-­shirt that says ‘Suck My Blood,’ tell me what to do.”

			“Why are you dissing the shirt?”

			“Second, I don’t want Vader to leave. I like him. He’s good. Do you know how hard it is to find someone good in this world? No, you wouldn’t know. Everything comes easy for you. Well, it isn’t like that for everyone. Some ­people are born in a big pile of crap and have to fight their way out and—­” She caught her breath in a gulp of air. Nick, his shoulders caved forward, was looking at her with a mixture of bewilderment and hurt feelings. How could he possibly understand? Nick, despite his posing, was a rich kid who wouldn’t understand the first thing about where she came from.

			“You know what? I’ll find someone else to do the class. You don’t have to stay.” She bundled him toward the door. “I’ll be home late, so you and Soren can make your own dinner.”

			She closed the door behind him, then plopped down onto the polished hardwood floor. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror that stretched across the opposite wall, she gave herself a scolding shake of the head.

			Nick was an innocent, if annoying, bystander. And the fact was, he had a legitimate point. She ought to end things with Vader once and for all. She’d tried to end things. But it never seemed to work. Somehow they always ended up together again. And each time it got harder to keep things casual.

			Deep in her dance bag, her cell phone rang. She scrabbled through it, found her purse, and reached her phone just before it went to voice mail.

			“It’s Jacob.” Right away, she knew something was wrong. Since he’d gone off to college, her brother called only about important things like his breakups and new boyfriends.

			“What happened?”

			“I got a call from Arkansas. Humility ran away.”

			“What?” Humility was the next youngest sister in their family—­eighteen, a year older than Cherie had been when she and Jacob had fled Pine Creek, Arkansas. “Did she run away with Robbie Mackintosh?”

			“No. But he’s gone too. Apparently their engagement was a sham. They were both biding their time until they could make a run for it.”

			“Wow.” Cherie ran her thumb up and down the edge of her phone. Clever trick, she had to admit. In her crazy family—­she thought of it more as a cult than a family—­early marriages were mandatory. “Has she called you?”

			“No ma’am. I was checking to see if she’d called you.”

			Cherie shook her head, realized he couldn’t see her, then kept on shaking it as she spoke. “No. Holy smokes. What should we do? What should we do? Oh no, Jacob, Mackintosh is going to be furious. Robbie’s his oldest son and the only one with any brains. What if he comes looking for him?”

			“Shhh. Calm down, Cherie. You’re scaring your fairy godmother. Or at least your fairy brother.” She closed her eyes and tried to conjure her beloved brother’s wry smile and twinkling blue eyes.

			Instead, Frank Mackintosh’s grimy, whiskered face filled her mind’s eye, the way she’d last seen him, looming over her with a whiskey-­slobber leer, smelling of chicken poop and evil victory. Reaching for her, sure he had her cornered, trapped. Then the terrible sound that old pipe had made when she’d flung it at him.

			She drew in a shaky breath. It was okay. She’d gotten away, and now she was here. Safe. Sort of.

			“Here’s what we do,” said Jacob. “We don’t do anything. Humility knows how to find us.”

			“Yeah, but what if she does find us, and Mackintosh follows her here?” She was having a hard time catching her breath. Her throat seemed to have a vise around it.

			“If she comes to San Gabriel, and he follows her, then you can get hysterical, ’kay? But not until then.”

			As always, Jacob’s lighthearted approach made things look better. She blurted out the first thought that came to mind. “If only I could tell Vader everything, I’d feel—­”

			“No. We agreed. He’s a fireman, that’s too close to cop for comfort.”

			“We can trust him. I swear to heaven we can.”

			“Cherie, Mackintosh filed charges against us. You can’t tell anyone. Besides, we promised in blood. Harper family vow, can’t be broken.”

			The memory made her shudder. “I can’t believe you made me do that. That was so disgusting.”

			He snorted. “Everything will be fine. Call me if you hear anything.”

			“Sure.”

			But it already wasn’t fine. It hadn’t been fine since she’d fallen for Vader.

			“I don’t get you and Cherie,” said Fred from the passenger seat of Vader’s baby-­blue Ford 350, as they headed back to the station to return their gear. “You’re either flirting or breaking up. Or getting back together. What’s the story?”

			“No story. I’m done.” Vader steered his truck past Engine 1 and waved at Double D in the driver’s seat. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

			Fred fussed with a bag of ruffled potato chips he’d found in the backseat. All the firefighters knew Vader kept a stash of staples in his truck: chips, energy drinks, a case of beer buried beneath that. “You aren’t going to distract me with mockery, Vader. I’ve known you for like, eight years.”

			“How quickly they grow up.” Vader gave a mock-­sob. “Seems like just yesterday I was waving you off to firefighter kindergarten.”

			“Funny. Now back to the topic of our conversation, are you and Cherie really through? For real? Like I could ask her out?”

			Vader felt his entire body go rigid. He loved Stud like a brother, but at that moment he would have cheerfully tossed him out the window. “If you go near Cherie, they’ll have to urban-­search-­and-­rescue you.”

			Fred was training to join San Gabriel’s new Urban Search and Rescue Squad. Vader was all for it, but that didn’t mean he’d pass up the chance to ride him about it.

			Fred let out a hoot. “You don’t scare me, big guy. You don’t fool me either. After all this time, you’re still hung up on Cherie.”

			Vader honked, long and hard, at a driver who had veered too close to his lane. In his opinion, horns had been invented to help drivers release their frustration. “I am not ‘hung up’ on Cherie. I only want one thing from her now.”

			Stud gave a snort.

			“You have such a dirty mind,” Vader said piously. “Does that mean you’ve gotten to first base with someone by now?”

			Fred muttered something under his breath. Vader caught the words “Not rising to his bait, not rising to his bait.” He hid a smile. Fred was a constant source of entertainment.

			“Fine,” he finally said, through gritted teeth. “What one thing do you want from Cherie?”

			“The truth.” It came out more grimly than he’d intended. But when he thought about everything Cherie had put him through—­the hot and cold, in and out, back and forth—­he knew he deserved the fucking truth.

			He felt Fred’s surprised gaze and scrambled to paper over the too-­serious moment. “And one more bone for the road.” He winked.

			“You don’t fool me, Vader,” Fred said. Vader stared straight ahead, refusing to give away any more. “You haven’t fooled me for a while. You know what you should do?”

			“If it has to do with Cherie, don’t bother.”

			“It’s nothing to do with her. It’s about you. You should go for captain.”

			“What?” Talk about left field. In his shock, Vader turned too quickly and shaved the curb on the way into the station parking lot.

			“Captain Kelly’s retiring. Captain Brody said he’s giving it one more month and then he’s going to be fulltime at the Academy. A ­couple of guys on the B shift already took the exam, but neither of them passed. You’re the man, Vader. Besides, you’d be a good captain.”

			“I would?” Vader twitched his head, feeling like a dog shaking off water. He thought the guys all saw him as a muscle-­bound, gym-­obsessed party boy. How did Fred get from there to captain? He pulled into his parking spot in the lot alongside San Gabriel Fire Station 1. It was a tidy brick building with a flagpole and red geranium-­filled planters out front. Its lawn was immaculately mowed and unnaturally green. Every other lawn in San Gabriel was brown this time of year, but the firefighters of Station 1 had devised a sprinkler system that kept the grass a sparkling, almost obnoxious teal.

			“Yeah, you would. If you don’t believe me, ask around. You’d be surprised, Vader. Don’t sell yourself short.”

			With that, Fred jumped out of the truck, grabbed his gear from the backseat, and loped into the firehouse. Vader stared after him. Captain? Was he for real? Then again, why not? He was a good firefighter. Damn good. He knew the job inside and out. He could practically fight fires in his sleep. He’d never thought about going for a promotion because . . . well, other things had taken up his time. Things that were a lot more important than advancing up the firefighter career ladder.

			As if on cue, his cell phone beeped; text message coming in. As he read it, the blood drained from his face. It was from his mother.

			Fell off my throne. I’m ok, but hurry pls.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three
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			Vader tossed his cell phone onto the passenger seat, put his truck into reverse, and floored the accelerator. Ginny Brown was the master of putting a brave face on things, but falling out of her wheelchair couldn’t possibly be good.

			He lived about ten minutes away from the firehouse. He’d bought the house because of its proximity to the station, not wanting to be too far away in case something happened while he was on shift. But his mother had a bad habit of refusing to bother him when he was working. As much as he’d lectured her about it, she’d put up with a lot before she notified him.

			Which made him even more worried right now.

			He screeched to a stop in the driveway of the pleasant ranch-­style house draped in his mother’s favorite magenta bougainvillea, a color so intense it appeared to vibrate. He parked behind the blue Suburban van specially modified for his mother’s wheelchair.

			“Mom?” he called, bursting through the door.

			“I’m in the living room,” she called in her usual cheerful voice. “Don’t blow your top, I’m okay, hon.”

			She didn’t look okay, Vader thought when he reached the living room. She lay on the hardwood floor next to her wheelchair, both legs bent under her. His first instinct was to panic, but that wouldn’t help anything, and she hated it when anyone made a fuss.

			“Geez, Mom.” He crouched next to her. “What’d you do, take a corner too fast?”

			“You know me and my speed demon ways.” She raised her arms so he could lift her back into the wheelchair. He put his forearms under her armpits and maneuvered her gently into the seat, taking care to keep her legs from bumping against the wheels. She wouldn’t feel it, since she’d been paralyzed below the waist for seventeen years, but he couldn’t bear to see her hurt.

			She’d lost weight again, he noticed with a pang. Sometimes he thought she deliberately tried to shed pounds to make things easier on him. He’d have to start sneaking flaxseed oil or coconut milk into her smoothies.

			“There, that’s better,” she said with a bright smile. “Now tell me everything, hon. How’d the photo booth go?”

			He gave her a swift once-­over, ignoring her effort to change the subject. “You have a bruise on your cheek.”

			“I do?” Her hand flew to the side of her face. “Hmm.”

			He gently pulled her hand away so he could get a better look. She had a stubborn set to her mouth that told him all he needed to know. “What happened?”

			“Izzy and I were racing and—­”

			“Don’t blame this on the cat.” As if he knew he was being discussed, Izzy, a fat, orange pasha of a cat, rubbed against Vader’s shin. Absentmindedly, he reached down to scratch between his ears. “Besides, Izzy’s nearly a hundred in cat years. He couldn’t run if a mouse was doing a tap dance in front of him.”

			His mother fussed with her hair, which had gotten rumpled from her fall. Her hair was the same brown as his, a rich espresso shot with bronze. She refused to cut it, even though a shampoo girl had to come wash it once a week. Vader didn’t have the heart to argue. She’d lost the use of her legs, and soon thereafter, her husband. Who was he to deny her one remaining vanity?

			“Come on, Mom. I won’t tell you anything about the fair until you give me the complete incident report. I’m an EMT just arriving at the scene. What do we have?”

			His mother gave in. She loved anything to do with firefighting. “We have a fifty-­five-­year-­old woman who lost consciousness for unknown reasons. She believes she was out for about ten minutes, but has no recollection of what caused her collapse. Pulse is racing, but blood pressure is probably normal.”

			“You fainted?”

			She hadn’t had fainting spells since the first year after the car accident, when he’d been fourteen and completely freaked out. At the time, the doctors had said that the results of her level of brain trauma were unpredictable. They’d said she shouldn’t be left alone.

			That had apparently been his father’s cue to take a hike. Vader had been left alone with the duty of never leaving his mother alone.

			“We need to call Dr. Swenson.”

			“Please don’t.”

			But Vader already had his phone out. While keeping an eagle eye on his mother, who still seemed shaky, he explained to the nurse what had happened. She instantly put him through to Dr. Swenson. Vader did a thorough assessment of his mother’s condition while she listened closely; she’d had seventeen years of hearing her body discussed in impersonal medical terms.

			As a trained paramedic himself, Vader knew what to look for. After all these years, he and Dr. Swenson had a kind of shorthand together. He quickly communicated the fact that his mother seemed rattled but not disoriented, her pupils were not dilated, and the only apparent damage was the bruise on her cheek. He listened to what the man had to say, thanked him, then clicked off the phone.

			“He wants you to come in for an MRI sometime in the next ­couple of days.”

			She made a face. “Him and his tests. They never actually tell you anything.”

			He couldn’t disagree. And the tests cost a fortune. “Still, we should do what he says. He’s kept you alive so far.”

			“No.” A sheen of moisture glimmered in her eyes. “You’ve kept me alive.”

			His mother rarely got weepy. She must be really shaken up. He shifted into “Vader” mode. “Aw Mom! Don’t start with the tears. Are you forgetting I’m a guy? You’re trying to kill me, right? Just cut to the chase and drop me into a vat of battery acid. Or throw me in a . . . a bouncy castle with a . . . man-­eating lion. Lash me to a TV playing nonstop shopping channel.”

			Finally she laughed. Reassured, he straightened up and put his hands on the handles of the wheelchair. “Now do you want to see the video I shot at the fair or what? You can check it out while I get you some ice for that bruise.”

			For the past ­couple of years, he’d been taking his video camera to work and documenting the crazy antics that went on at Station 1. He never managed to shoot any actual fire footage, since he was always in the thick of that. But practical jokes, goofing around, handball games, firehouse dinners were all fair game. To his mother, those videos were better than a million soap operas or episodes of Bones, her second favorite form of entertainment.

			The guys at the station had no idea they’d become a sort of long-­running TV show in the Brown household. They didn’t even know about his mother. As far as he was concerned, she was his responsibility, and he didn’t want anyone feeling sorry either for him or for her.

			“Fred said something funny today,” he said as he wheeled her into the living room, which was dominated by a large flat-­screen TV. Ginny spent a lot of time in this room, either watching TV or working out with her Wii. A desk in the corner of the room held a computer at just the right height for her. That was where she wrote her daily blog, “Cripple Creek,” in which she offered advice to other wheelchair-­bound ­people, and surfed the Internet for everything that caught her attention. Since the accident and his father’s departure, she’d preferred to stay at home unless he dragged her out for a walk or a spin in the Suburban. These days, her friends were online instead of down the street. Vader shuddered to think what her life would be like without the Internet.

			“Isn’t Fred always saying something funny? He’s such a cutie-­patootie.”

			Vader gleefully pictured Fred’s face if he heard that one. “Not that kind of funny. He actually said I should take the promotional exam.” He crossed to the TV to hook up the cable of his video camera. “It’s the exam you take when you want to be promoted to the next level. Captain I, in my case.”

			She gripped the arms of her wheelchair, nearly lifting herself off in her excitement. “You’d be the captain of Station 1, like Captain Brody?”

			“Steady now. No more accidents. If I passed, and they gave me the job, I’d be captain of the engine company. On the A shift. But I’d have to be a Captain I for two years until I could be Captain II, like Brody is.” Even saying the words made him uncomfortable. Captain Brody was a legend in San Gabriel. How could a goofball like Vader Brown ever take his place? “Ah, forget it. I thought it was funny, that’s all.” He cued up the clip from the event.

			“It’s a good idea,” his mother said firmly. “Don’t you laugh this off or you’ll be needing ice for that thick head of yours instead. Of course you should be captain.”

			Aw hell. He should have known she’d latch on to this idea like a toddler with a teddy bear. “Here’s the best part of the entire event. This is Double D in the dunk tank.” He played the clip. On the screen, the big-­bellied veteran was taunting the kid who was trying to unseat him. He put his thumbs in his ears and waggled his hands. “Wait for it, wait for it . . .” Finally the kid hit the target and Double D went down with a massive splash. “Shazam!”

			He used the momentary distraction to disappear into the kitchen. “I’ll be right back with that ice.”

			“Vader!” his mother called after him. “We’re not through with this!”

			Cursing under his breath, he slowly banged his head against the freezer door. He should never have mentioned this to his mother. Big mistake. No one was more persistent than a proud mama stuck in a wheelchair with
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