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  Chapter 1


Training day. 
Nestled in the middle of one-hundred-twenty acres of private farm land, backed up by three-hundred acres of plush forest, stood an empty farm house that had been scheduled for fire training. Five units were on site, including Mike’s—Station Eight. His team stood ready for backup while Station Seven and Station Nine trained new recruits.
At a glance, the set up appeared as if all precautions were in order and the men in position ready to begin. Having two extra teams standing around might seem like a waste of time and manpower, but every drill offered a learning contingency. Even if they did nothing but watch, their time would not be futile.
Being thirty miles from town, the secluded property presented the perfect setting for an exercise without interruption. No bystanders, no chance of anyone just happening by. Those in attendance stood waiting for instruction.
Mike popped the kinks out of his neck, then hoisted an air tank onto his back.
“They’re getting antsy,” one of the instructors said, stepping up beside him.
“Better get started then.” Mike glanced about the structure, assessing the placement of each team. Some to participate, others to watch. Even though he wasn’t in charge, he checked to see that each man was where he belonged and equipped with proper gear. Trucks and crews formed a somewhat perimeter around the old wooden structure. Including one team appointed to prevent any stray sparks from igniting outside the designated area.
The old house might be scheduled for a training exercise, but Mike took every precaution as though this was any emergency call coming through dispatch. Every fire needed precise attention to detail—a controlled burn was no different.
Two men in full gear stood off to the left, holding axes. Behind them, three more had attached hoses to the ends of trucks, preparing to open nozzles. Two ladderbacks were situated at opposite ends, ready if needed. Out of habit, Mike took notice of the wind direction, logging it in the back of his mind in case he needed the data later. He glanced to the right, finding a row of men lined up, raring to go. With many entry-level firefighters on hand, the men had been divided into teams—one experienced and one new recruit. Everyone was in position.
The instructor issued the signal to begin. A firefighter, equipped with full gear, stepped forward and tossed a flame into a first-floor open window. A ball of fire surged like a thundercloud just before the house exploded. Smoke roared and bits of flaming wood sailed through the air with massive force.
What the fuck!
Mike secured his face mask and ran into the dark cloud, shouts and screams surrounding him. He headed for the firefighter who’d tossed the torch. Mike hadn’t seen if the man had been knocked back or where he’d landed, but being that close to the house, the guy had to be seriously injured, if not dead. He didn’t have time to speculate.
This should not have happened. He, and he was sure every man there, had expected a gradual flare. Then flames should have licked the structure. Not an explosion from hell.
Mike sucked oxygen as his steps led him forward, his instincts kicking in. His heart pounded with every breath as he searched, unbelieving of what he’d seen. Two shapes emerged in front of him. He watched as they grabbed an unconscious body and hauled a man clear of the burning structure. Mike heaved a short sigh of relief.
Black smoke bellowed in a whirling arc with ten-foot flames towering above the house. Bits of the roof had shot straight up like missiles and pieces were now hanging in the trees. In every direction, burning boards and shattered walls cluttered the ground. Firefighters scurried about the debris littering earth, some battling flames while others crouched low, dragging wounded men to safety.
Christ. They’d been too close. Fiery heat and chaos surrounded him, still he managed to examine his surroundings. Two teams rushed forward with hoses leveled at the burning building, or what was left of it. A firestorm raged like hell’s furnace.
Wilson, the chief of Station Nine, shouted orders and every man scampered, doing his job. Mike stood rooted to the ground, assessing the commotion. Everything that could be done was being done. The explosion had come as a surprise, but each man had responded with proficiency. Even the emergency response medics had jumped into action.
“Mike.” He turned to find Laredo at his side. “What the fuck happened?”
“Hell, if I know. But you can bet your sweet ass I’m going to find out.”
“Never seen anything like that. Is there a gas line around here?”
“Cap would have checked that out before he cleared this place for training. Nothing should have been inside to cause the house to blow up.”
“We were lucky.” Laredo’s heavy breathing punctuated each word. “Only a few men were close enough to feel the blast.”
Thank God for that. But still, one man had been in the heart of the surge. Mike hoped the flame-retardant suit had done what it was supposed to.
“Wasn’t Ryan the one who tossed the flame?”
“Yeah,” Laredo answered. “He’s with Station Nine. Tough break.”
“Is he still breathing?”
“Was when the squad rolled out.”
“I better call Cap.” Mike adjusted his face mask as he pulled out his cell. The air heavy with smoke, he coughed, his fingers clumsily hitting the numbers on the screen. Only one ring echoed before the Captain answered. “Cap. Mike here. We’ve got a situation. The farmhouse blew up.”
“What do you mean blew up?” Shep’s harsh voice came back at him.
“Station Nine staged the drill,” Mike shouted over the noise. “Procedures were by the book. Everything looked good. As soon as Ryan threw the torch, the damn house exploded. As if a gas line was open.”
“That’s not possible,” Shep shouted back. “No gas. No electricity. It’s a deserted house. Already cleared. Hell, even the water lines were turned off.”
“Yeah,” Mike said, glancing at the burning structure. “Too bad about that. We could use some extra water right now.”
“What the hell happened?”
“I don’t know. I can only tell you what I saw. The flame hadn’t even cleared the window when a ball of fire ignited.” Mike recalled the scene in his mind, rewinding it in slow motion. He’d never seen anything like it. And he hoped to never see it again. A training maneuver gone bad. Real bad.
“Anyone hurt?”
“Ryan must have been knocked back thirty feet. It took a while to find him. The medics put him on oxygen and rolled him out. A few others got hit with the blast.”
“Find out everything and report back to me. You get it on film?”
Mike glanced about and found a photographer bracing a camera on his shoulder. Every training session was recorded. The films were used as the second part of training maneuvers, so firefighters could see how things were done and discuss scenarios. At least the guy had enough sense to stay out of the way. Maybe there would be something on film that could help explain what the hell happened.
“Yes sir,” Mike said. “It had to be gas. I don’t know what else could have made this place go up like the fourth of July.”
“Station Nine is in charge. Wilson doesn’t need me in his way. But I can help by getting a fire investigator on this one. Let him know.”
A large van with the letters SAPD pulled up alongside one of the fire trucks. Mike swallowed a lump of dread as he recognized the bomb unit.
“Bomb crew just rolled on site.”
“They’ll search for explosives,” Shep’s voice rumbled through the phone. “Make sure the fire is out, clear everyone and wait for the results. As soon as you have something, get your ass back here.”
“Right.”
Mike watched the pandemonium before him that could have quickly turned into a disaster. The whole point of the exercise was to teach men how to fight fires. A system of techniques was to be followed in an orderly process, but the explosion had ambushed them. All levels of firefighters were expected to deal with the unforeseen, in both crisis and routine circumstances—by the look of things, the new recruits had dived right in along with the old dogs.
At least no one had stood around with their dick in their hands.

      ***“This was a great idea,” Cassie said as she shoved a chip into her mouth. After a long week of enthusiastic eight-year-olds in a classroom, she was ready for an evening of spicy sauce and beer. Her friend, Tammy, preferred a margarita, but tequila had a habit of knocking Cassie on her butt.
“Taco sauce and cheese dip is always a good idea,” Tammy agreed. “I fed the boys hotdogs before I took them to the Scout Hut.”
“Hot dogs?”
“Yep. Their favorite.”
Hot dogs just didn’t compare to Mexican food. El Puerto’s was one of Cassie’s favorite spots. At least once a week, the two of them would have dinner at the cozy restaurant.
She was ready to let her hair down, kick off her shoes and wiggle her cramped toes. She’d love to wear tennis shoes to school, but being a teacher, she felt the need to give some care to her appearance. Most days she wore a comfortable dress. Sandals might work in the summer, but tennis shoes were definitely not part of business casual attire.
While Tammy talked about her two boys, a red image appeared in Cassie’s peripheral vision. She glanced out the restaurant window and zeroed in on a Staunton fire truck. Right in front of the building. When another one appeared behind the first, Tammy’s voice faded away.
A silent alarm went off in Cassie’s brain—the same way it did every time she heard a siren or saw any emergency vehicle roaring down the road. Ever since that night, when she’d awoken in her cousin’s house to a room filled with smoke. The night she’d felt her way down the hall in a panic because she couldn’t see and she’d needed to find her cousin’s son, who thankfully had already made it outside. She’d stumbled to the door and a pair of arms had grabbed her and carried her into the fresh night air. When she’d finally calmed, the shock of flames climbing from the windows and above the roof had paralyzed her and brought reality crashing down. She could have burned to death.
Her chest squeezed just as it had that night two years ago. Would the time come when she could breathe normally and not cringe when she heard a siren?
She thought she heard a voice penetrate the fog she’d drifted into.
“Cassie! Are you all right?”
She blinked. Her pulse raced, her throat felt dry and she immediately realized she needed to calm down. Her gaze returned to the sun gleaming off the shiny vehicle. The truck was not racing, nor did she hear a siren. She willed the tension from her muscles, chastising herself.
“Cassie?”
“I’m all right. I just … my mind wandered for a moment.” Still, a little pang of fear hovered. She shot another glance outside. The fire engine had disappeared. She dropped her gaze. The taco salad had lost its appeal.
“What’s got you so quiet?”
When Cassie raised her head, she noticed a streak of yellow in the long window facing the parking lot. Her attention averted again, she stared at the front of an engine as the doors swung open and two men climbed out. Then a red SUV, clearly labeled Fire-Chief, pulled up beside them. From the other side of the lot, a second yellow engine rolled in.
Her pulse sped up. She quickly scanned the inside of the restaurant. “Is the kitchen on fire?”
“What?” Tammy squeaked.
“Either there’s a fire or these guys are having a convention.” She motioned outside just as more uniforms came into view.
“Damn. Would you look at that,” Tammy said as she gawked out the window. “Six, no eight gorgeous hunks.”
“How can you think about sex when the building might be on fire?”
“So, that’s what’s bothering you.” Tammy turned around with a look of concern. “Look. There’s no siren. These guys are not racing in here. They don’t have on their bulky equipment. Although there is definitely some bulk on their bodies. Look at that guy.”
Cassie looked in the direction where Tammy pointed to the side parking lot where the firemen gathered. She studied the driver of the red vehicle. His blond hair had that wind-blown look. Black sunglasses shielded his eyes from the sun but gave him a sexy movie star-type guise. When he laughed, the knot in Cassie’s chest eased. If there was an alarm, these men wouldn’t be standing in the parking lot laughing.
She felt like a fool. A child fearing the big bad monster. When would she grow out of this? Her chest heaved as she released her frustration. “Obviously, these firefighters are not here to put out a fire.”
“But, by their good looks, bulging forearms and rigid buns, they could sure start a few.”
Tammy’s teasing remark made Cassie grin.
“Mmm, mmm. I could sit here and watch that all day.” As if she meant to do just that, Tammy propped her elbow on the end of the table and brazenly stared.
Cassie shook her head. Her friend’s flirty behavior was the best medicine for Cassie’s state of mind. No one could be around Tammy and not smile. So, she looked out the window and enjoyed the view.
Navy blue shirts stretched across tight abs and exhibited some pretty hearty muscles. Matching pants covered impressive thighs, not as constricting as their shirts, but damn distracting. Two males were taller than the others, but each guy stood at least six feet. Cassie relaxed as her previous apprehension slowly developed into carnal appreciation. Her gaze landed on the man she’d first spotted. Mr. Sunglasses. The sun brought out highlights in his hair, strands fluttering over his black shades. And his smile, all teeth with a lazy slanted grin. That guy had danger written all over him.
She hoped no one noticed the two of them ogling the firefighters outside. But then, the group of hot men was drawing a lot of attention. She hadn’t dated in quite a while and had no interest in changing that, but she could appreciate a fine specimen of all man. Usually, men with dark hair held her attention, like the guy standing beside Mr. Sunglasses. Coal black hair, brooding looks, and big arms. Mr. Muscles. Yep, she definitely preferred Mr. Muscles to Mr. Sunglasses. With biceps like his, the guy had to work out every day.
“A lot to be said for a man in uniform,” Cassie said with a sigh.
“Bet he benches five hundred pounds.” Tammy sounded breathless.
Cassie searched her friend’s face. “How do you know which one I was looking at?”
“Easy.” Tammy’s gaze turned to hers. “You always go for the dark-haired ones.”
Cassie smiled and glanced back to the men in blue. “There’s too many to choose from.” She threw the comment out as a jest. In reality, she held no belief that any of those guys would pay attention to her.
“And they’re coming in here.” Tammy said excitedly as she nodded toward the glass.
Sure enough, the entire group headed to the restaurant. Caught up in Tammy’s enthusiasm, Cassie couldn’t help but ogle the swaggering male hips. The men ranged in age from twenty something to probably forty, since one had some gray at his temples.
Silence filled the room, the firemen drawing the attention of every customer. When the door opened, the sound of the men’s voices carried throughout the quiet space of the restaurant. They’d caused quite a stir. Cassie forced her eyes forward. Tammy, of course, watched the activity with a total lack of inhibition.
By sheer willpower, Cassie resisted the urge to whirl around and gape like everyone else. She narrowed her eyes and bit her bottom lip.
“What?” Tammy asked, seeing Cassie’s scowl. “Did I suddenly grow a wart on my chin?”
Cassie had been trying so hard not to stare at the guys that she’d been completely unaware she was glaring at her friend. Tammy’s perplexed face came into focus and Cassie frowned. “Sorry.”
Tammy laughed. “Why don’t you bite the bullet and feast your eyes?”
“I don’t want to be transparently obvious.” Cassie stabbed at her lettuce.
“Why not? Everyone else is.” Tammy placed her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands, ogling the men in uniform.
“You don’t have to be so blatant about it.”
“I’ve never seen so much male testosterone in one place. Eight of them. Right here in the middle of this room.”
Jealousy prompted Cassie to suggest, “You could trade places with me.”
“Not a chance.” Tammy’s smile grew bigger.
“You’re embarrassing me.” Actually, she’d embarrassed herself with her senseless envy. Because, if she was to be honest with herself, she wished she had Tammy’s self-confidence. Cassie placed her fork beside her plate. “Now I’ve really lost my appetite.”
“Mine just increased.” Tammy’s eyes twinkled with mischief.
Cassie resented her friend’s taunting. “Can you tone it down a bit?” She grabbed her beer bottle by the long neck.
Green eyes shot to hers. Their sparkle of glee now glinted with annoyance. “It’s been a while, okay? I may have two challenging boys, but I’m far from over-the-hill. I’m in my prime.”
Guilt made Cassie’s face flush. Who was she to criticize when—if she had the guts—she’d do the same thing? Tammy was her best friend. A single mom, she was pretty with strawberry hair, green lively eyes, and a face that always held a welcoming warmth. She loved food, had no willpower and was thirty pounds heavier than she wanted to be. They came to the Mexican restaurant on an average of once a week, which anyone with an ounce of good judgment knew that was no way to lose weight. Cassie had ordered a salad tonight, but she loved El Puerto’s food. With the chips and salsa, she would have to run an extra mile on the treadmill.
Expecting to exercise tonight, she had pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She suddenly wished she’d left it down where it could flow over her shoulders, so the lights in the ceiling would bring out the golden highlights of her natural blonde hair.
Her fingers tapped a rhythm on the wooden table while she sat there, looking daggers at her friend. She refused to turn around and display barefaced interest in the men who’d drawn such attention.
Oh, hell.
She was dying to have another look.






  
  Chapter 2


This happened every time a bunch of the guys got together. People would stop whatever they were doing and watch. The clientele of this restaurant stared in awe like they’d never seen a firefighter before. Or a group of men in uniform having dinner, or drinking a beer instead of putting out a fire. 
Hell, Mike was human just like anybody else. His job happened to be putting out fires. Saving lives, if it came down to it. He should be used to the attention but being called a hero made him feel uncomfortable. Since he’d been a little kid, he’d wanted to be a fireman and ride on a big red truck, like his dad. Of course, children only saw the glamor and excitement. Once he’d joined the fire department, he learned a whole new respect for the term firefighter.
After the day he’d had, he needed a beer more than food. Even though both shifts had come to eat, only the guys off duty would be drinking. His shift officially over, he was allowed. He ordered a combination platter and grabbed one of the bottles Laredo brought to the table. He took a long pull, allowing the frosty chill to sooth his dry throat.
The back of Mike’s neck prickled. He’d felt a singe earlier but chalked it up to patrons checking out the uniforms. Jared sat across from him, staring over Mike’s shoulder, giving one of his leering grins. Without a doubt, women had to be the reason.
Jared couldn’t help his pretty boy looks, and he had the charm to go with them. Since the team already had a Casanova in the group, the guys at the station called Jared Pretty Boy. He craved action, enjoyed life in the fast lane, and was not the type one usually found applying for a fire-fighting position. But he’d been an asset to the department. One thing Mike shared with him—there was nothing he valued more than his bachelorhood.
He lifted one hand and rubbed the skin on the back of his neck above his collar. Jared scrutinized him with a smirk.
“You’ve already found someone to hit on?” Mike asked.
“Can’t stand it, can you? Might as well turn around. She’s a real looker.”
“She must be. You’ve been staring ever since we sat down.”
“There’s two. One for each of us.” Jared flashed a smile. “The blonde only peeked once. She must be shy. Bet I could liven her up.”
“Maybe she doesn’t like pretty boys.” Although Mike had yet to meet a woman who could resist Jared’s charm.
“Whoa,” Jared said and dropped his chair back on all four legs. “Think I might change my mind. The blonde is the looker, but damn, that smile.”
“I heard that.” Cooper, the youngest and newest member of their group, spoke up.
“Good sign you aren’t deaf.” Jared took another pull of his beer and kept his gaze on the woman he’d been observing.
Cooper lifted his glass of iced tea. “Lucky you. You’re off duty.”
“You’re still in uniform,” Mike reminded Jared.
“Short stuff, here, can drive the rig back to the station.” Jared slapped Cooper on the back.
Cooper’s eyes lit up like the lights on a Christmas tree. The boy’s dream was to be the next man in line for driving the quint, so he jumped at the chance to drive one of the engines.
Cooper mimicked Jared and surveyed the two women. His eyes grew heavy-lidded and the boy’s admiring gleam drew Mike’s interest, finally making him curious enough to turn around and satisfy his own inquisitive mind.
A woman stared at him with a mixture of intrigue and apprehension. He shifted in his chair, just before her gaze darted away. The woman virtually had wrenched his gut. Jared was right. She was a looker. A beauty with blonde hair, a picture-perfect oval face, translucent eyes and full pouting lips. He guessed her to be in her late twenties, a few years younger than him. She didn’t seem to welcome the attention. If anything, she seemed cautious. Did she not know how striking she was? The look in her eyes said she did not. His libido gave a slight jump.
Damn.
“Get your own date,” Jared said with some potency and slid out of his chair.
Shit. Mike had been caught drooling. The redhead jerked with noticeable excitement and fluttered like a teenager. She said something to her companion. The blonde turned her disillusioned gaze to him. No invitation there.
But Mike had seen her earlier flicker of interest. She darted a glance at Jared, who, without wasting any more time and with the grace of a predator, swaggered across the floor to the ladies table.
Mike couldn’t hear their conversation from where he sat, but by their tone, and knowing his friend, there was a lot of flirting going on. With every moment that passed, he wanted to sneak another look, feast his eyes on the woman to see if he’d get the same reaction as before. He angled his chair so he could see them from the corner of his eye.
“She’s got to be the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen,” Cooper sighed with the admiration of a star-struck teenager. “She might be older than me, hard to tell with that ponytail, but—”
“Down, pup.” Mike’s voice came out more forceful than he’d intended. Shoving out of his chair, he stood and wondered what the hell he was doing.
“That’s right.” Jared laughed, entirely too cozy with the two women. He noticed Mike’s approach and waved a beer in his direction. “Hey buddy. Meet Tammy and Cassie.”
Mike gave a warm smile to an unmistakably delighted Tammy. “Hello,” he said, then turned to the golden blonde on the opposite side of the booth. Her smile was breathtaking. Maybe more reserved than her friend, but he’d bet this woman was not unapproachable. Her posture and keen scrutiny indicated she could handle anything and anyone. She’d evidently sized Jared up and was now doing the same to him. Her light green eyes sparkled and her lips curved in challenge. As if silently communicating, I know what you’re about.
Cooper was right. The blonde had to be the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He allowed his gaze to roam lower. A tight shirt displayed full breasts with a hint of some serious cleavage. Not wanting to be rude, he allowed his consideration to linger only a moment before putting on his game face.
“Hope my friend, here, has been behaving himself.”
“He sure has. I’m Tammy.” The redhead waved a hand with bright-red tipped nails. “This is Cassie. Would you like to sit down?”
Cassie’s eyes flashed with surprise and possibly annoyance, but her friend ignored her. Jared slid into the booth beside the agreeable redhead. At the blonde’s reaction, Mike hesitated.
“Do you mind? We don’t want to interrupt your dinner.” He sure as hell wouldn’t move in where he wasn’t wanted. After a few seconds, Cassie slid over. It wasn’t the welcome he normally received, but he found himself relieved, so he scooted into the booth next to her. An alluring fragrance assaulted his senses. Not sweet, not floral, but damn … irresistible.
Out of consideration, he kept a suitable amount of space between them. The devil side of him threatened to squeeze closer and watch her squirm.
“This place sure livened up when you boys strolled in. How did so many uniforms manage to take a break at the same time?” Tammy asked.
“Training maneuvers this week. We deserve a treat at the end of a long day.” Jared eased back, propping one arm on the back cushion.
After the fiasco at the training site, they all needed a good stiff drink. At least they knew Ryan would be okay. The men were drained. Back at the fire house, they’d washed off the grime and hashed out the incident, going over the hellish episode again and again. The shaking of heads was getting them no answers, and the guys were hungry. No one had been in the mood to cook. They’d decided to go out.
“I see.” Tammy beamed.
Usually Jared went for the swimsuit-model type, but Mike could see the attraction. Tammy had a gleeful charm and a welcoming friendliness.
“What if there is a fire somewhere?” Cassie drew his attention. He took that as his cue.
“There are other departments and we left a skeleton crew at the station. Some of these guys are off duty.”
“Like me and Mike,” Jared said. “Since we have our trucks with us, if a call comes in, the guys are prepared to respond.”
“You must really like your job. I’m in awe that you risk your safety.” Her throaty voice swamped Mike’s nerve endings. And who could resist those compelling eyes?
Jared turned on the charm. “All in the line of duty, ma’am.”
Mike was ready to punch his buddy back to reality. But Jared had impressed the woman next to him. She giggled and her face lit up like she was sitting next to a superhero.
Mike turned to Cassie. “A few of these guys are still on shift. The rest will head home.”
“That’s a lot of trucks out there.” Tammy fluttered her eyelashes and tilted her head to gaze up at Jared. “Which one is yours?”
“Well now, funny you should ask. That’s my baby right there.” Jared pointed to a truck in the parking lot.
“The one with the long ladder?”
“Yep. That’s the one.”
Like hell. The quint was Laredo’s baby and he wouldn’t let anyone else touch it. Although, in all fairness, Jared had driven the quint before Laredo had joined Station Eight.
“It’s so long. How do you drive that thing in the city or around sharp turns?”
“Long arms,” he said, setting down his beer and extending one arm. “And lots of practice. I take care of her, give her what she needs, whether it’s a bath or a quart of oil, and she purrs like a little kitten.”
Oh Christ. Jared was pouring it on a bit thick.
“I just give the wheel a spin and she cuddles right up. Never lets me down.” Jared bared his pearly whites.
“Wow. It’s long and—”
“Fire,” Cassie sputtered. “Uh, ladder. I mean, it reaches up how many floors?”
Mike wanted to laugh at the double entendre. Tammy flirted just as outrageously as Jared. When she mentioned long, Cassie had jumped in as though she had to save Tammy from herself.
“That one is eighty-five feet,” Jared said, but Cassie continued as if he had not answered.
“Tammy. David and Christopher.”
Who were David and Christopher? Husbands?
Mike searched for rings on the girls’ fingers. Neither one had a gold band or a diamond. Cassie seemed nervous and her eyes were definitely trying to relay some message.
Tammy raised her arm and glanced at her watch. “Oh. Uh. I need to be going.”
“Another engagement?” Jared asked her.
“You have your duty. I have mine.” She gave an apologetic smile and reached for her purse.
Mike knew an evasive answer when he heard one. He guessed Jared had the same thought, for he stood without any coaxing.
“Nice to meet you, ladies. Maybe we’ll see you again sometime.”
“I hope so,” Tammy replied.
Mike turned to Cassie, wondering if she felt the same as her friend. He wouldn’t mind seeing her again. “I would like that.”
When she didn’t answer, he rose, making a point of brushing against her with his thigh. He heard her intake of breath and inwardly smiled.
Awareness.
Should he ask for her number—or take a chance of running into her at the restaurant again? Since she stared at the table, he decided he’d leave things up to her.

      ***The guy was Don Juan in blue jeans. Cassie knew the type. Impossibly handsome, with a chest that indicated he spent many hours in the gym, or doing some other physical activity. Judging by every uniform at the firefighters’ table, an exceptional physique may well have been a requirement—or an end result. Who knew putting out fires could shape a man’s body like an Adonis?
Mr. Muscles had phenomenal shoulders. He looked like a line-backer. And his eyes had penetrated hers when they met. His gaze seemed to be searching for secrets or waiting for … for what? For her to give him her phone number?
“You ladies be careful driving home.” His deep voice soothed and, at the same time, generated electric shocks dancing along her spine.
“I have to go. But Cassie does not,” Tammy stated firmly.
Cassie could have killed her. Tammy was the one who had drawn the guys over. Now she intended to go on her merry way and leave Cassie to the wolves? If Jared’s smile grew any bigger, she was sure fangs would emerge. Mike seemed less sinister, but her attraction to him screamed danger.
“Is that so?” Jared prepared to climb back into the booth, but Tammy pushed him as she climbed from her seat.
“Haven’t you ever heard, three is a crowd?” She grabbed his arm and tugged. “Gotta go.” Then the traitor held her hand up with thumb and pinky extended and mouthed the words call me.
If Cassie could have gotten her hands around …
She wanted to crawl under the table.
The sparkle in Mike’s eyes matched his teasing smile. At least he had the wisdom to slip into the seat on the opposite side. What kept him from bursting with laughter, she had no idea, because he looked like he was holding back. Her cheek suffered her embarrassment—she nearly chewed the inside of the damn thing off.
“If you could see your face,” he said before he laughed. A deep vibrating sound that sizzled her already sensitized skin.
“Don’t feel like you need to stay because of what Tammy said.” Gee, that sounded mature.
He spoke in a lazy drawl. “The funny thing is, Jared came over first and I’m the one still here.”
Funny? Not to her. At the moment, she was sweltering in a sea of embarrassment—part from Tammy’s obvious matchmaking and the other part from her own traitorous thoughts. The guy was seriously hot. She mentally shook herself. Was he making fun of her?
“Is this a contest? Am I some sort of prize?”
“What?” His brow scrunched up in a frown. “No. I only meant that Jared is usually the one who gets the girl. Now he’s gone. And before you say anything else, I know I don’t need to stay. But I want to.”
His eyes were a gorgeous shade of deep blue. She almost lost herself in them, until his gaze dropped to her cleavage.
Blood rushed to her face. Her looks had been a curse in high school. Others had told her she was pretty. At one point, she’d believed them. But she’d been cursed with big breasts, and girls with big boobs attracted all the jocks with only one thing on their minds. Being burned once was enough. She had no desire to repeat her mistake. She rarely dated and if a guy was focused on her chest …
“Do you mind if I stay?”
She raised her head and found his eyes locked on hers.
“Let’s start over. Hi. I’m Mike. I’d like to get to know you.” He leaned forward with his forearms braced on the edge of the table. His warm smile conveyed tenderness and held a hint of promised excitement. Add his actions, his voice and his kind eyes peeling away her barriers, she slowly dissolved into a puddle. Somewhere a little voice niggled the back of her brain, do not fall under his spell.
He must have read her thoughts or guessed her vulnerability, for he lifted his arms from the table and leaned back against the cushioned booth. Keeping his gaze on her, he took a sip of his beer. Transfixed, she watched the knot in his neck bob as he swallowed. Heat flared below her belly button. She resisted the urge to close her eyes.
A man’s physique had never affected her this way. Wasn’t there a saying that went, things that seemed too good to be true, usually were? This guy looked like sin, smelled like heaven, and made her want to jump into his lap.
She reached for her drink and hoped her hand would not shake.
“Okay. What would you like to know?”
“Everything.” His voice lowered to tantalizing pitch. She focused on his mouth as his lips tempted, beguiled.
This was getting too deep. She attempted to lighten things up. “How much time have you got?”
“Forever.”
Sensations swamped her that she’d never experienced before. On impulse, she wanted to tell him everything, give him everything. That knowledge frazzled her. She laughed to cover her nervousness. This guy was a smooth talker and probably had used the same approach with many women.
“Some pick-up line.”
He arched a dark eyebrow, his expression vulnerable. “I thought we were starting over.”
And just like that, she fell under his spell.
“I work at a school. Not much of a paycheck to brag about, but I love kids.” Was it her imagination, or had he winced? Good grief. She wasn’t asking the guy to father her children.
He gestured around the room. “And this is where you go after work?”
“Mexican food is my weakness. Tammy and I come here every once in a while.”
“My good fortune you chose today.”
Really? “Your friend did come over first.”
“Jared can’t pass up a pretty face. He must be losing his touch. He left the prettiest one for me.”
Pretty. Beautiful. A man used flattery when he wanted something. In her younger years, she’d wanted to be pretty, but her sister had crushed those fanciful thoughts. She’d constantly told Cassie she was unattractive. True, her skin was creamy smooth, but her blonde hair was too pale, her nose too round, her eyes were more green than blue. Vulnerable and shy, she’d been convinced that guys only wanted one thing.
“Hey. There’s nothing wrong with these eyes.” He tapped a finger at his temple. “And I like what I see.”
What a flatterer. Yet, the way he said it, she wanted to believe him. Just because he had mouthwatering good looks didn’t mean he had a motive. Besides, his mesmerizing eyes were already melting her inhibitions. She couldn’t remember ever being so relaxed with a man.
“When you were a little boy, did you want to be a fireman?”
A shadow crossed his face so quickly she wondered if she could have imagined it.
“My dad was a fireman. Today we use the term firefighter. That’s all I ever wanted to be. Guess it’s in the blood.”
“How about brothers or sisters?” she asked, then took a sip of her beer. Having the bottle in her hand grounded her.
“None” he said with a shake of his head. “How about you?”
“A sister.” A jealous, overbearing sister who had dominated her youth and still attempted to run her life. Feeling her body tense, Cassie shook off her thoughts and picked at the label on her bottle.
Beep. Beep. Twang.
Mike jerked to attention. He glanced down at his belt.
Someone yelled from across the room. “Mike.”
He banged the glass bottle on the wood table and scooted from the booth. “My ride’s leaving.” He stepped to her and bent close.
The breath caught in her lungs for fear he was going to kiss her. She couldn’t move. Taking her hand, he brushed his lips over the skin at her wrist.
“Till we meet again, pretty lady.”
And then he was gone.






  
  Chapter 3


Mike gritted his teeth against the burn and pushed, straining his muscles to their limit. Nothing gained without hard work. Results were all that mattered. His father had drilled that lesson into him long ago. 
He sucked air in his nostrils and blew out his mouth, pushing his body harder. Thirty years later and he still believed his father’s words to be true. It had been just the two of them for so long.
That’s what kept him awake. Thinking things that were unobtainable. Dreams that had no likelihood of ever becoming a reality. Still, knowing they were impossible didn’t stop him from thinking about Cassie’s smile or the way she tilted her head when she listened. Or the way her eyes assessed his every word while she tried to hide her own secrets. She kept her thoughts private, but he’d seen a glimpse of the woman underneath. Enough to kindle his interest.
“Man, I thought I’d be the first one here.” Cooper dropped his towel and stood beside the weight bench.
Mike’s chest heaved.
“You got a lot of weight on there. Why don’t you have a spotter?” Cooper asked, his tone uneasy. Mike didn’t need anyone hovering over him.
“What makes you think I need one?” he hissed through his teeth. “Maybe a scrawny little runt like you needs a spotter.”
“Four hundred and fifty pounds? Hell, Hoss. Even the Jolly Green Giant—”
Gasping, Mike lifted the silver bar higher. Cooper grabbed the center and helped to place the weights in their holder.
“Christ, man. How long you been at this?”
Sweat ran into Mike’s eye. He swiped at it with the back of his hand. He took a quick glance about the room, glad no one else had entered.
For two long weeks, Cassie had plagued him. No woman had ever stayed in his mind so long. She’d seeped in and circled his brain like a spellbinding mist. Sensual images of her had kept him awake through every long night since he’d met her. Long before the sun rose this morning, he’d finally given up. He’d headed to the weight room with the idea that pumping iron would tire him out, exhaust his body enough he’d have to sleep.
Right.
When he closed his eyes, Prussian gems stared back at him. Blonde hair, the shade no bottle could ever achieve. A perfectly rounded nose he ached to kiss. Pouting lips he wanted to taste. He willed the sandman to take him, to no avail. His mind revisited her curvaceous breasts and imagined long sexy legs wrapped around him while her cries of ecstasy reverberated in his ears.
“Mike!” Cooper’s bellow jerked him to awareness.
“I’m not deaf.” Mike raked a hand through his short hair, causing it to spike up.
“Well, when you put it like that … where did you go?” Cooper threw a towel on Mike’s chest, then stepped over to the next bench and laid back.
“Where’s your spotter?”
“Gee, Hoss. I’m benching a couple hundred pounds less than you.”
Mike shrugged, wiping sweat from his face and shoulders. He’d grown used to the nickname. When he asked Cooper where he’d come up with it, Cooper told Mike about a western TV show on an old rerun station. One of the characters was big guy who reminded Cooper of Mike.
“You’ll grow up one day, pup.” Cooper was younger, lanky and always tried to keep up with the rest of the guys on the team. He stood over six feet, was twenty-two, and Mike still thought of the newest member as a young’un’. Reminded him of a puppy trying to run with the big dogs.
“You didn’t answer,” Cooper said. “You look like you’ve been in here all night.”
Mike glanced at the kid who was only eight years younger than himself. “That’s the advantage of having this equipment at the station. We can use it anytime.”
“Better than having to pay a gym. I can use my hard-earned money for other things.” Cooper lifted his bar from its holder and pumped out a set.
“Yeah? Like what?”
Coop finished counting before he answered. “Oh, luxuries like food, rent.” Then he replaced the iron in its holder.
Mike had seen no evidence of the kid struggling. Maybe he should keep a closer eye out.
“You spend a lot of time in here.”
He didn’t reply. The kid didn’t need to know everything, even if he thought he did. Maybe Mike did spend a lot of time pumping iron. He found it the only recourse to push through his pain, push through the memories. Convince himself that his life was good. Things were fine the way they were. He had a job, a home, good health. What else could he expect?
Cooper lifted the bar for a second set, pumped a few times and then placed the weights back with a clank.
“So, what kept you awake?”
Long blonde hair. Turquoise eyes. A body that promised him heaven.
“Must be a broad,” Cooper said.
“People still use that word?” Mike shot the kid a glance.
“In my family, men ruled. Broad and babe were words used in everyday language.” Coop’s face colored. “I won’t mention what else I heard in my house.”
For the first time Mike wondered what kind of household the kid had grown up in. Cooper had showed up out of the blue, wanting to join the fire department. Never said much about his family or where he’d hailed from. Did he have a family? Did he have enough money to live on?
“Besides, you just changed the subject. Why are you keeping her to yourself? She a secret?”
“Who said there was a woman?” If Mike admitted Cassie filled most of his thoughts, the kid would never let up.
“Makes sense. Jared has a new girl every week. Laredo talks about hit and run sex.”
“Hit and what?”
Cooper sat up. “You know. Hit it and run before she gets her hooks into you.”
Christ. What has the kid been learning? At the firehouse, no less.
“First Jared and now Laredo. You shouldn’t listen to those two. You’re still at an impressionable age.”
“I’m not a kid.” Cooper’s face flushed red. “What kid could work with you guys and handle the things I’ve seen?”
True. Every member of their team pulled their weight. A firefighter required a man’s physique and a man’s mind. Every emergency call, in all likelihood, presented life-threatening probabilities that made some men puke. Cooper had seen and carried out his duties with admirable responsibility. And he’d done so without whining.
“Sorry, Coop.” Mike stood and rolled his shoulders. “You’re the youngest—that makes you a kid.”
“I was old enough for Uncle Sam at eighteen. Old enough to drink at twenty-one. At twenty-two, I’m still a freakin’ kid at Station Eight.”
“It’s called life, pup.” Mike snapped his towel around his neck. “I think I’ll go take a nap.”

      ***Today had started out just like any other. This morning, Cassie woke up to the alarm, showered, dressed for school and prepared for the onslaught of twenty-three children. Actually, they were pretty good kids. She loved teaching third grade. Her students were old enough to have learned the basics and were ready to begin challenging their minds.
The problem was her mind. The blasted thing refused to focus on teaching. Her attention remained on a certain man in a navy-blue uniform. From his short, black hair all the way down his rocking, hot body to his fire boots. Six feet plus of male perfection filled every brain cell in her head.
When he’d slid into the booth beside her, her pulse had kicked into overdrive. She’d known not to get excited—more than likely he was just like every other guy. Out for a good time, score, then drop you like a hot potato. Although, Mike’s actions had been more considerate. She’d sensed a moment of hesitancy, as if he were as uncertain of her as she was of him.
He’d smelled so good. Her nose had tingled at the aroma of musk and something she couldn’t identify. And then he’d gone and melted her heart when he’d told her he’d like to get to know her. He’d even kissed her wrist, sending a shock jolting through her system. It was damn near impossible to teach children when she kept imagining Mike with his clothes off.
Would she see him again? He hadn’t asked for her number. He didn’t know her last name. She couldn’t very well drag Tammy to the Mexican restaurant every night.
Fourteen days she’d dwelled on the
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