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She lost everything in the fire... except the one man who might just save her life.

Lily Maroney’s world turns to ash when a devastating fire reduces her apartment, and everything she owns, to rubble. Left homeless and shaken, she’s stunned when the firefighter who pulled her from the flames offers her a temporary place to stay. Thomas Johnson is everything she shouldn’t lean on: protective, intense, and hiding scars of his own. But safety has never felt so real... or so dangerous.

But Tommy has demons, too, and the heat between them might just ignite something neither of them is ready for. As secrets unravel and obsession turns deadly, they’ll have to fight not just for love, but for survival.

In Your Safe Embrace is a heart-pounding romantic suspense about trust, trauma, and the fierce power of love to protect and heal—even in the darkest of times.
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TOMMY

Dust flew up in a cloud from my last drag of the broom. I put too much force into sweeping again, stirring up a thicker layer of dirt in the corner of the fire station’s storage bay. Once more, motes and particles lifted in a plume, spreading too quickly just so it could resettle on the stained concrete floor from where it had been disturbed. 

Miguel coughed, shaking his head as he danced more than cleaned. “Damn, Tommy.” 

I winced, waving my hand through the air. “We waited too long to do this seasonal cleanup.” 

It was impossible to keep a fire station entirely tidy. When the two doors were open so often, and we were coming and going with debris clinging to us, it was a routine game of catch-up to make sure this place didn’t resemble a dystopian scene. We managed our gear. We maintained and serviced our equipment. But way off to the side over here was the excess space that turned into a no-man’s-land of storage. And dust.

Miguel kept coughing, his face turning red. 

“Hey, man. You all right?” I paused with the broom, peering at the short and stocky fireman who was on the same A schedule of days that I was. “It sounds like you’re still hanging on to that upper respiratory infection.” 

He shook his head, slashing his hand through the air as he tried to catch his breath to speak. 

“No, he’s not,” Gavin said, another fireman on our shift. He strolled by to throw away another blob of wet and dirty paper towels, the results of him trying to clean a window on a cabinet against the wall. “He’s hacking up a lung because you stirred up a dust bowl over here.” 

A tickle built in my throat that was too stubborn to ignore. I coughed lightly, waving my hand to dispel the irritant. “No. He’s been coughing for weeks since we all had our turns with that infection. If you’re not careful—” 

Miguel cleared his throat harshly, eyes watery from the coughing fit. “Amigo. Stop. The hell. It’s from the dust. I’m not sick.” 

“I’m just saying.” I held my hands up.

He swatted me with the rag he was using to clean. It seemed more like he was just talking and dancing than wiping anything down, but it was almost the end of our shift. The B team would be coming in and we’d have the weekend off. 

I frowned, annoyed that I wouldn’t have my job to preoccupy me. 

“You’re always just saying something. I ain’t sick.” He grinned, showing that he wasn’t annoyed. The bright whiteness of his teeth cut a sharp contrast against his tan skin. “You need to chill, amigo. Doesn’t it get old being Mr. Worrywart all the time?” 

“I’m not a worrywart,” I argued, going back to sweeping. 

“Well, you ain’t chill, either. Huh, Dakota?” he asked of the firewoman on our shift. He slung his arm around me, too in the mood to pal around and be a joker than seriously want to clean up this side of the station. It had been slow lately, and this was one of those housekeeping things we needed to tend to in the downtime. 

Dakota rolled her eyes and slowed down only to flick back her pink fringe that curled over her brow too low as she carried a trash bag away. “He isn’t a goofy-ass moron like you, though.” 

“Hey now, hey now.” Miguel released me, backing up as he danced and ground his way toward the trash can. Standing up straight, he lifted his arms to toss the rag into the container. He made the basket. “Seriously, Tommy. When’s the last time you loosened up at all?” 

“I’m loose enough,” I replied, ready to be over this analysis. They meant well. They always did. The four of us were a family here. But they could get carried away just as easily. 

“You do anything for your birthday?” Dakota asked. 

“No,” Gavin answered for me. He gave me a side-eye, smirking as he called me out. 

“I did too.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Miguel smiled wider. “You guys go out and party hard?” 

“I tried.” Gavin was one of my oldest friends, and he was usually present at my birthday celebrations, whatever they were. When I moved here after college, we became more like brothers than coworkers. He leaned against the wall, rubbing his hand along the scruff on his jaw. “He wouldn’t agree to go out. Not for dinner. Not to hang out at the bar. Nothing.” 

“Amigo,” Miguel said with a heavy sigh. “You’re too serious. You’ve got to let loose. Get out more. Live a little.” He pulled Dakota over to dance with him, and she shoved him back. “You need to get laid, Tommy.”

“I do not, actually,” I replied quickly. A glance at the clock showed that we were done. The sounds of the B shift members upstairs was further evidence that this week was officially over. It sucked to end on a note like this. It wasn’t a crime to be serious. But under their light teasing and scolding, I had to admit to myself that they had a good point. They were right. I only ever talked about working out and our work here at the station. Nothing more. Always the consistent same routine of living another day and getting through the memories. This was the only way I could begin to tolerate survivor’s guilt, but I knew better than to be that honest and explain it to them. 

No one seemed to think I was at fault for the losses in my life. 

“Yeah, when’s the last time you got some?” Miguel asked. 

Dakota pushed his shoulder as we moved as a group to exit. “Leave him be.” 

“Thanks, Dakota.” 

She turned her shrewd gaze on me though, despite my gratitude for her defending me. “But he’s right. You’re too tense.” 

“I’m focused,” I corrected. 

“No. You’re tense,” she argued. “You used to be more fun.” 

Sorry? 

I caught her glancing at Gavin. Like they were worried. Concerned. 

“You are coming to the BBQ, right?” he asked as Miguel walked ahead us for privacy to answer his phone. It had to be another of his “special” friends. The man never owned up to having a girlfriend because was the ultimate commitment-phobe. But damn, was he a sucker for Charlene. Or was it Charese? I couldn’t keep track. 

“Yeah. Yeah. I’ll be there.” I nodded at him, hoping that I was pulling off a smile. “I wouldn’t miss one of Maureen’s dinners.” 

Even though Gavin’s wife was a schoolteacher, she had plenty of downtime to perfect delicious dishes. We were especially in for a treat tonight with their laidback plans for a backyard BBQ to say farewell to summer. It seemed like when she had those two months off from work, she devoted it to testing out new recipes in the kitchen. 

“Good.” Gavin nodded and looked forward. “Yo. Miguel. You coming?” 

He turned to backpedal, waffling his hand in a so-so gesture as he stayed on the call. 

“Invite Charese,” Dakota yelled. 

Miguel pressed his lips together and opened his eyes wide. 

“I think it’s Charlene,” I said. 

“The more the merrier,” Gavin yelled back, laughing lightly. 

“I thought this was just us. Not a big social thing.” 

Dakota furrowed her brow, removing her arm from around my side where she’d set it. “Relax, T. So what if there were some new people there? It wouldn’t hurt you to have someone else to hang with besides us and the gym rats you see when you’re off.” 

“It is just us. A couple of parents of Ben’s buddies,” Gavin said, referring to his son. “Some of Maureen’s friends from school.”

Relief filled me. That was the usual group that could be found at Gavin and Maureen’s house. Without the pressure to be “on” or have to impress a woman they’d likely attempt to matchmake me with, I could try to lower my guard and just be. 

An hour later, after I’d gone home to shower quickly and stop at the bakery for a dessert to bring, I saw that it was the same old gang. The four of us from the station. Maureen and her fellow teachers. Ben running around with a couple of other little boys. And two sets of parents who probably wouldn’t even acknowledge anyone else at the BBQ because they were so obsessed with talking about how kindergarten was upon them already, how the boys were just babies and were growing up too fast. 

These were my people. My friends and coworkers. People I’d known since I came to Rockford almost ten years ago. I should’ve been able to relax. Yet, I doubted I’d ever feel like I was joining the living again. 

“Tommy, did you hear about Sarah having her baby?” Maureen asked. She replenished the bowl of chips with a new bag while Gavin flipped the burgers on the grill. 

“Is that what was called into dispatch yesterday?” I asked. 

“Sure was.” She beamed, smiling as another teacher and good friend of hers, Hannah, came closer to join the conversation. Rockford was a small community, and it was nice when everyone knew everyone else. 

“She’s got a sweet baby girl,” Maureen said. 

Hannah stole a chip before it could drop from the bag and into the bowl. She fisted her thick blonde curls to hold them back with the slight breeze so she could face me. “I just can’t understand why Principal Deen acted like this was a surprise. We all knew she was due soon.” 

“When was she due?” I asked, imagining she’d be nervous about a preterm baby. 

“Next week,” Hannah replied, “which is technically after the first day of school. I guess she really wanted her to start the academic year with us. But there was no need for her to scramble so last minute for a replacement. It wasn’t like she would spring this maternity leave on us.” 

“Nah. Carly Deen is always a little scatterbrained like that.” Maureen shrugged, slightly criticizing her boss. “But I’m more surprised that they actually found a replacement that fast.” 

“It’s probably some young and inexperienced teacher literally just out of college.” 

I turned, finding Remy Roscoe sidling up close to me. She reached around me, almost hugging me from behind to grab a pretzel out of the bowl Maureen just refilled. I jumped, not expecting her to rub up that close. Easing to the side so she’d be included on this teacherly conversation, I smiled. “Hey, Remy. I didn’t realize you were here.” 

She grinned, stretching her overly thick, pink lips with the enthusiastic reply. “Just got here. Thanks for the invite, Mo.” 

I glanced at Maureen—who hated that nickname because she had both an uncle and cousin who were named Moe—and almost laughed at her exasperated look. I hadn’t considered that Remy would be here, but it made sense. She was another teacher at Rockford’s high school, like Maureen and Hannah. 

“I’m sure Carly would hire someone qualified,” Hannah replied. 

Remy scrunched her face. “I doubt it. Not on that late of a notice. Watch, it’ll be some clueless, naïve woman.” 

I raised my brows at her bitterness, but I supposed she was being fair enough. Whenever a new and less-experienced person came on any team or staff, everyone else had to do extra to train them. 

Hannah and Maureen looked at each other as if they were both biting their tongues. 

“Hannah, would you mind helping me with...” Maureen said, searching the table, “um, bringing the box of plastic wrap into the kitchen.” She picked it up and put it in her hands swiftly before picking up a serving spoon. “I’ll just take this in and get a bigger one.” 

Just like that, they were gone, leaving me with Remy. 

And just like that, she was thrilled to chat with me. And put her hand on my forearm and laughed at every bit of small talk I shared like I was hilarious. 

My coworkers and friends were right. I did need to get out more and let loose. But being the object of Remy’s attention wasn’t the same thing. 

Annoyed with how giddy she was to be near me, I backed up and sought out Gavin to tell him I was taking off. 

“Where you going?” Remy asked, walking with me and trying to hang on to my arm. 

“I’m gonna take off.” 

Gavin turned sharply from setting out the food. “What? Already?” He frowned. 

Maureen was there with him at the picnic table. “We haven’t even eaten yet! The food is all ready now.” 

I shook my head, slipping Remy’s hand off my arm. Her long light-brown hair flew up in the breeze and almost got in my face. That was how close she was. “It’s been a long week. Thanks, but I’m going to head home.”

Despite their protests, especially Remy’s, I turned to leave with plans to heat up leftovers. 

If she hadn’t been all over me quite that much, so I could have space and just chill, I would’ve stayed. 

But it’s Remy. 

The obligation to be nice to her wasn’t as strong as my desire to not be bothered. 

As I left and walked to my truck, I sighed and admitted that Dakota had hit the nail on the head. My life wasn’t the same anymore. Having fun and letting loose just wasn’t in the cards for me now. 

What was worse was that I doubted my life would ever be like what it once was, where I could feel like I belonged with the living, cherishing life without a dark cloud hanging over me. 
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LILA

Squeaky shrieks from unrolling more tape cut off whatever my brother, Paul, said. 

“Huh?” I set my upper teeth on my lower lip, straining not to drop my phone. Wedging it between my shoulder and ear while I ran the tape roller over another seam of the cardboard box, I wished I could multitask better. I wasn’t one of those people who got flustered doing two things at once. The last four years of being a preschool teacher prepped me to adapt an Inspector-Gadget level of doing four things at once while being spoken to by just as many other sources. 

Putting this call on speaker wouldn’t help. 

“I said it’s not running away.” His voice sounded faraway. He was faraway, over in the Congo, helping as a doctor in a humanitarian project. The sounds of people shouting and singing from the background didn’t help our conversation. Thump-thump beats of a helicopter’s blades made it harder to hear him. 

That shout came through, but I wasn’t ready to believe it. 

“It feels like it,” I yelled back. I rolled my eyes. He needed to shout to be heard, but I didn’t. In this small apartment that didn’t feel like home, I had silence to accompany as I packed to move. It was too quiet. Too empty. Most of my things were boxed up. I started with the non-essential things that could go right into storage. Those boxes could sit in stacks next to all the things Paul and I had set in there from our parents’ house when they passed away two years ago. 

Oddly, that was the last time Paul and I had been able to speak to each other without chopper blades and the sounds of a village interfering with our call. He’d come home for their funerals and was gone again. 

With the dull quiet from his end, then glitchy sounds of broken speech, I sighed and waited for the reception to improve. Paul and I weren’t terribly close. He was thirty-seven, a whole decade older than me, so the age gap never fostered closeness when we were growing up. Despite that, he was my brother. As of now, he was my only family. 

Because I’m definitely not having one otherwise.

I narrowed my eyes, trying not to let the annoyance and frustration at being led on for seven years get to me again. Deep down, I really thought I’d be married by now. Or at least engaged. 

Look forward, Li. Don’t dwell on the past. 

I wished that mantra would stick. In the two weeks since I’d ended things with my ex, Zeke, I wasn’t sure what I had to look forward to. The school I’d been teaching at had closed due to funding. My apartment was jacking up its rent. And Zeke was...being typical Zeke. 

Just be glad that opening showed up when it did. 

Perhaps there was some kernel of truth to that old saying that when one door closed, another opened. That timing fit into my life. On the afternoon of hearing that I wasn’t heading back to teach after Labor Day like I anticipated, when the preschool would normally open, I saw the posting for a full-time teaching gig in a small town further east. Since it was still in Oregon, my teaching credentials fit. At the time of applying, I was three beers in my misery fest. It seemed like a long shot since I hadn’t taught high school yet. While I was certified, I’d never found a position here in the city. Rockford High must have been seriously desperate to find someone so soon, though, and it was my ticket out of here. 

“It’s not running,” Paul said when he came through again. It sounded like he had been talking all along while reception was lost, just finishing a ramble. 

“Running would be taking off without any notice and leaving everything behind.” 

I huffed, surveying the mess of packing my place up. “Yeah, that’s not happening.” The landlord had nagged me three times about how I’d be fined if the unit wasn’t completely cleared out. He was one of those sticklers for details, insisting that I remove nails from hung artwork and décor. And spackle those holes. 

“I’ve got mostly all it in boxes now. I’m guessing a couple more trips to the storage place will do it.” I stood up straighter, stretching. A stubborn ache had set into my neck and upper back, probably from looking down as I sorted through things. Rubbing the muscle helped a bit, but I anticipated my whole body hurting from the workout of moving these boxes downstairs without the elevator working. 

“I hope my next landlord is not as particular as this one.” 

He laughed lightly, filled in on my woes. Even though calls were hit or miss and sporadic, we emailed and texted consistently. “I still wish I could get time off to come help you relocate.” 

Relocate. That sounded better than run. A little pestering voice in the back of my head clung to that accusation. That I was running from my life here when Zeke was being the idiot he was. Being with someone borderline controlling and so possessive had been draining the life out of me for too long. I couldn’t wait for a new start somewhere else, but I couldn’t agree that it wasn’t an act of fleeing out of desperation. Out of the pathetic condition of having no other options at a future here. 

“I would,” he said. 

Yeah, sure. I could count on one hand how many times he’d been home where we could see each other in person in the last seven years. Video calls were awesome, but it wasn’t the same. 

“I know,” I lied, because I was too nice to make him feel bad. He was doing important things, saving lives and giving back to the world. 

And it’s time for me to do the same thing, on a smaller scale. 

I loved teaching, but I couldn’t lie and say that being a pre-k teacher really did feel more like a glorified babysitter position than a role of an educator. 

“And even if you were running away,” he said as the sounds of a revving vehicle filled his background, “I’m confident you are running to something better and brighter. You’ve been stuck in Portland for too long, since college. A change of scenery could do you good.” 

It wasn’t just the location. 

What he wasn’t saying was that a change of who I was with could improve my life. 

Nodding along with his pep talk, I grabbed my list and checked off more items that were boxed up. “It feels so risky,” I admitted. 

“Sometimes taking some risks is the only way to grow. To evolve. To adapt into a newer and upgraded version.” 

Again, his words of wisdom struck hard. I’d been trying to convince myself of all those concepts since I first wondered how I could break up with Zeke and have a life without him in it. 

Taking all I had and starting over was a drastic shift in the direction of my life. It was an overdue one, but I tried not to let that reluctance and hesitation—even submission—ruin my spirits. 

“I kind of thought that when Mom and Dad died that you’d be pushed into some changes like this,” he said. More noise came through his line like another off-road vehicle was pulling up to me. Both of us Monroe kids were multitaskers, trying to keep up the bare-bones of communication while working. He could double up, taking a call with me while he was overseas for his job. In a couple of days, when I stared at Rockford High, I’d be back to keeping my phone on silent during the school hours, less accessible and available like this. 

“Maybe that was the first catalyst,” I admitted. We’d both grieved the loss of our parents, but I had leaned too much on Zeke during that time too. My dependence on him seemed to have worsened his hold over me, building and accumulating until I felt like I’d snap under the weight of being suffocated. 

Thinking about my parents only renewed that worry that I was running away, like a coward. 

What would they think? 

I couldn’t decide if they would be upset and critical of me leaving my home and Zeke so drastically. After all, they’d hinted more than once about how excited they would be to hear wedding bells in the future. Zeke impressed them, and they’d always held him in good esteem because he only let them see the sweet side of how he behaved. 

But then
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