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  Dedication


To first responders everywhere.








  
  Chapter One
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The din of the crowded Haverty’s bar filled Ryan Anderson’s ears as he sat across the rickety wooden table from Alicia, doing his best to ignore the file that sat between them. He couldn’t care less about the report, even though that was the main reason for them to be there. He had given it a quick once-over while he was on shift, and Alicia was right; the textile warehouse fire had been deliberate. However, he’d worry about the arson case later. Right now, all he wanted to do was get the fiery redhead in front of him back to his place to start a fire of his own. 
The dim lighting cast flickering shadows that danced across her concentrated expression as she pored over the case file on the warehouse arson, one hand holding onto her beer. “So, what do you think?” She glanced up at him. “We know they set it on purpose, but how do we figure out who did it?”
He took a long sip of his beer before he dropped his gaze to the folder. He tried to focus on the grim details: the images of the charred remains, the interviews with the employees who worked there, the nearly illegible scrawled notes from the fire marshal’s initial investigation. It was the reason she had asked him there, after all. At least, that was the pretense. The smirk on her face back at Firehouse 5 had told him she had ulterior motives as well. Motives he fully intended to explore. At least that’s what he chose to believe. He couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting back to her face. The way her brow furrowed when she came across a confusing detail. The slight purse of her lips as she sat there, deep in thought. Even the occasional tucking of a loose strand of her dark red hair behind her ear. All of it made his cock strain against his jeans. 
He couldn’t help it; spending time with Alicia always made his mind wander to more… intimate scenarios. Such as how soft her skin felt under his callused hands the last time they were together. How her hair fanned out across his pillow as she gazed up at him with those big chocolate eyes. The quiet sighs and gasps she made as his lips trailed down her neck.
A loud thump on the table made him jump. Alicia had closed the file and was giving him an exasperated look.
“You’re not paying attention at all, are you Anderson?” Her tone was a mixture of annoyance and amusement.”
He felt his face flush as he gave a weak shrug. “Sorry. Guess I’m just a little… distracted tonight.”
“Distracted?” She arched a sculpted eyebrow. “By what? The tragic deaths of two firefighters? Or the twisted mind of the psychopath who set the blaze?” She leaned back in her chair, arms crossed over her chest. The dim lighting stressed the swell of her breasts under the tight-knit of her sweater.
He swallowed hard, suddenly feeling guilty for his thoughts as he tried not to stare at her breasts. “Sorry, Ali.” He dropped his gaze back to the file. “I know this is important. I was just, um…” He glanced back up at her, shrugging as a mischievous grin toyed at his lips. “Thinking of the last time we were together.”
The barest ghost of a smile played across her lips at his words as she gave a slow bob of her head. “That was definitely a… memorable night. And I wouldn’t mind a repeat. However, I really think we need to spend some time on this at the moment. Then we can have… play time.”
A coy smile slipped across his lips as he reached for the folder once more. “You’re right, of course. We have a duty to our fallen brothers.” He tilted his head, grinning as he cocked a brow at her. “But when we’re finished here…”
She said nothing. Just smiled around her bottle as she took another sip.
With promises of a night to remember to motivate him, he opened the folder. “So, talk me through that witness statement from the homeless guy one more time…”
As Alicia launched into a detailed recap, Ryan could feel his every sense sharpening, pushing aside his inappropriate reveries. For the moment, at least. This was what excited him—the thrill of the hunt, the chase to unmask the truth, to make the guilty pay. It was almost as exciting as rushing into a burning building, his brothers behind him as they rushed to put out the blaze.  
A husky voice cut through his concentration. “Here you go. Two more beers.”
He looked up to see their server, Quinn, placing their drinks on the table, her long red hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She was younger than them by only a couple of years and possessed the same hunger for night time—or day time—recreational activities that didn’t require clothes. She turned her kohl-rimmed eyes to Ryan, a smoldering sultriness making him think about a lot of those recreational activities right then.
She turned her bedroom eyes on Ryan, letting her gaze roam up and down overtly, seeming not to care that he was with another lady. Hell, for all he knew, Alicia might be the one the redhead truly wanted. Or both of them. And then she let him know how wrong he was. It was neither of them. “So, where’s your mopey buddy? I haven’t seen him in here for a few days.”
Alicia cocked her brows as she looked over at him. “Friend? Should I be jealous?” A smirk twisted her lips. “Cheating on me?”
Quinn laughed. “Nightly, I would guess.”
Ryan laughed. “Quinn’s referring to Mack. He likes to buy her… breakfast occasionally.”
“And he still owes me a breakfast.” Quinn stepped back, placing her hands on her hips. “So, is he coming in tonight?”
He hated to break her heart, but… “I’m afraid breakfast with Mack is forever off the table. The idiot got himself engaged a couple of days ago. He’s probably snuggled up with her on the couch right now, actually, watching some sappy movie, both their hands in a bowl of popcorn.”
Quinn sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. “Well, pooh. Good for him. Or her, really. But… Now I need to find another Last Call Romeo.” She tapped the table a couple of times. “Let me know if you two need anything else.” She turned and headed back to the bar, her hips swaying provocatively.
He watched her walk away, doubting she would have any problem finding her another breakfast companion. Of course, if he wasn’t there with Alicia right then, he’d consider being her date, but tonight, he wanted the redhead across from him rather than the one walking away. Now to finish their beers and get out of there.
“She seems fun.” Alicia cocked a brow as she smirked over at him. “A playmate of yours?”
“We’ve gone out a couple of times. She’s more into Mack than anyone, though.” He gave a weak bump of his shoulders. “She’ll move on quickly, however, I’m sure.” He glanced over at the redhead, who was already flirting with some guy at the bar. “By the end of the night, by the looks of it.”
“With you?” She idly ran a finger around the rim of her glass as she watched him for a reaction.
He tried to read her expression. He couldn’t tell if her question held a hint of jealousy or if she was merely curious. A smile slipped across his face as he shook his head. “Nah. Quinn’s looking to be rescued. That’s not me.” His smile shifted to a playful grin. “I much prefer to keep my nights open for those spontaneous adventures, if you know what I mean.”
She bobbed her head as she lifted her first beer, downed it, and then set the bottle on the table and reached for the one Quinn just brought. “I do know what you mean. You want hookups and not a relationship. Noted.”
He felt his face pinch as he stared at her, sensing somehow he had misread the signals. Had Alicia been after something more than just a fun night in the sheets? “And how about you? What are you looking for?”
He thought he saw a flash of… something… in her eyes, but it was gone the instant it appeared, replaced by her patented game face.
Reaching out, she pulled the arson file closer, opening it as she did, one hand still clutching her beer. “I’m looking for the asshole who started a fire that killed two of our brothers. Now, let’s go over the details one more time. Obadiah Hightower owned that warehouse, so it stands to reason he knew what was happening inside.”
Alicia launched into her theories behind the Hightowers involvement in the fire, but his mind kept wondering about the expression that had flitted across her face. He wanted to explore the sheets with the woman, his nagging attraction to her driving him to distraction, but he didn’t need her taking it as a step in the commitment direction. Of course, it didn’t stop him from sneaking glances at her lips as she spoke and wondering, just for a moment, how they might feel pressed against his again. 
As she dropped her gaze to the file, he stared at the top of her head, wanting to grab a fistful as he drove his hardness into her from behind. All right, not professional thoughts by any means, but he never claimed to be a professional. He was who he was and, well, it didn’t matter what others thought of him.
“You’re staring at me.” She didn’t look up, and it took a minute for him to realize what she said, and that it had nothing to do with the fire.
Sucking in a breath, he leaned back in his seat. Busted. “Sorry. I, uh, couldn’t help it. You look cute when you’re all focused and determined and stuff.”
From under arched brows, she stared at him without looking up. “And stuff? That sounds vague.”
He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I didn’t want to say what I was really thinking. Might get me slapped.”
She lifted her head at that, a smirk twisting her lips. “Is that so?” With a slow bob of her head, she pressed her lips together as she stared over at him. “Now I really want to know what you were thinking.”
He bounced his brows a couple of times, his grin growing. “I thought we could take this file back to my place for some deeper research. I’ve got a nice bottle of scotch, maybe put on some jazz, turn the lights down low…” He nodded once, a suggestive smile slipping across his face.
“Hard to see the file if the lights are low, don’t you think?” She shook her head, laughing softly. “And correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you with Chief Osbourne’s daughter? I don’t step into another woman’s territory, especially when it can get me in all kinds of drama around here.”
He laughed, falling back in his chair. “Janis and I aren’t a thing. Oh, we hang out once in a while, get a little… uh, frisky, now and then, but we’re not in a relationship. Neither of us wants that. Relationships give me a rash, and that’s no fun at all.”
She giggled, and the sound stirred things inside of him that made him want to snatch her hand and get her the hell out of there now. “No, I don’t want to see you with a rash.” She placed a finger under the edge of the file and eased it closed as she smiled over at him. “So, let’s go try this scotch of yours.” 
He watched her stand, snatching the file off the table as she did. There was no hesitation as he followed suit, tossing a couple of twenties on the table for Quinn and their tab, and followed Alicia’s swaying ass out the rustic door to their cars. 
He followed her to her little compact, taking the keys from her, and opening the door. Before she slid inside, she turned, one hand on the door frame as she grinned over at him, and his cock hardened in his pants at what was about to happen. “See you in a few minutes,” he told her
She smiled, giving a quick nod. “Looking forward to it, Mr. Anderson.”
He waggled his brows at her as she dropped into her seat. Closing her door, he then turned and headed for his Jeep, and even though he was about to have an exceptional night with the redheaded woman, his thoughts as he shifted his vehicle into gear was wondering what Janis was doing with her night.






  
  Chapter Two
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The steady pounding in Janis’s head was the first thing she noticed as she slowly stirred awake. Squeezing her eyes tighter, she tried in vain to block out the harsh morning light filtering through the bedroom window, cursing it for its cheerfulness. Groaning, she rolled over, her arm flopping across the warm sheets next to her, and that was when she realized it wasn’t her bedroom window. 
Memories of the previous night came trickling back in disjointed fragments. Meeting up with friends at Levels, drinking one too many mojitos at the bar, and catching the sultry gaze of the tall, ruggedly handsome bartender slinging drinks. What was his name? Matt? Mike? Mar… She stopped trying. It didn’t really matter, she supposed. It never did, really. God, how many drinks did I have?
She let her eyes drift open and immediately regretted it as the light seared into her throbbing skull like a white-hot dagger. How many drinks did I have? Through squinted eyes, she glanced around, soaking in her surroundings: unfamiliar bedroom, rumbled clothes strewn on the floor, the warmth where someone had filled the empty side of the bed beside her just a few moments ago. Yep, just another typical Saturday morning. If Shelby found out, she’d never let her live it down.
The mouth-watering aroma of bacon sizzling wafted in from the other room, causing her empty stomach to growl insistently. She shifted her weight, preparing to drag herself out of bed, when her sister’s words drifted through her mind.
This lifestyle isn’t good for you, Janis. It’s an escape. That’s all. You’re going to end up alone and miserable with no meaningful relationship to see you through.
Shelby’s words hung heavy, dripping with disapproval. Janis felt a flare of irritation shoot through her as she shoved the memory to the back of her mind and dragged herself out of bed. Shelby had been on her case for years, and it even became worse once she got engaged to Mack. Janis was tired of listening to it.
Snatching up the T-shirt she saw lying on the floor, she slipped it over her head, ignoring the rest of her clothes. Well, all of her clothes, since it wasn’t even her shirt. She glanced at her reflection, smiling at how the top barely covered her ass. She smirked, already ignoring her sister’s lecture she knew she’d hear later that day. Janis was twenty-six, the prime of her life, and she had the body and the confidence to savor it.
Satisfied with her morning sexiness, she left the bedroom and followed the smell of bacon. As she entered the small kitchen, she spotted the bartender from last night—Matt. Definitely Matt—was busy working over the stove, shoveling crispy bacon onto a plate next to some slightly burnt toast and runny eggs. He glanced over his shoulder as Janis emerged, giving her a lopsided grin that made his chiseled jaw look even more devastatingly handsome in the morning light.
Wearing nothing but a pair of boxers, he glanced over at her, raking her with his hungry gaze. “Well, hello, sexy.” He slid a plate toward an empty spot at the dinged-up kitchen table. “Sorry it’s not much, but I haven’t gone shopping yet.” He looked at the meager offering, shrugging. “I’m also not a skilled cook.”
She shook her head, waving off his apology. Sliding into a creaky chair, she scooped up a forkful of eggs, the yolk dripping between the tines. “Don’t worry about it. It looks amazing.” She meant it, too. Sure, he had slightly charred it, but still, a hot breakfast cooked by a man with rippling muscles after a night of passion was about as close to perfect as it got in her book.
As she shoved the eggs into her mouth, her mind still dwelt on her younger sister’s words. Judgment, really. And, as much as she hated to admit it, Shelby’s words had struck a nerve, which is probably why she woke up with the bartender that morning and a pounding hangover. She didn’t give a shit about what people thought about the way she lived her life, and she had determined to prove it last night. However, the churning in her stomach told her she might have overdone it.
Now, as she stared at the plate of food in front of her, a kernel of doubt wormed its way into her mind. Was her sister right? Was she really just wasting her years as a carefree single woman on meaningless flings and regrettable one-night stands? Guys like Matt were fun for a night, but always faded away as quickly as they arrived, just another discarded lover to add to the pile. She highly doubted she’d even remember his name the next time she walked into Levels.
“You okay over there?”
Janis startled as the deep voice broke her from her reverie. Matt slid into his seat across from her, his brow creased with concern as he took in her darkened expression.
“Yeah.” She sat up straighter in her seat, forcing herself to blow out a breath to settle her mind. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just… thinking about something my sister said.”
He bobbed his head as he snatched a piece of bacon off his plate. “That sounds ominous. You look too serious for the morning after a wild night of fun. Where’s that wild party girl I met last night?”
His words, meant as playful banter to encourage her, somehow just landed like a slap in the face. The party girl—was that really all she was to people? Just another ditsy barfly to be used and discarded like so many before? But then again, wasn’t that what she just thought of him?
She felt her irritation rising again as she shrugged off his hand, reaching for another scoop of eggs. And the part that pissed her off the most was that it even bothered her. After all, that’s how she used men. She didn’t want an actual relationship, a commitment where she had to answer to someone. She wanted her freedom and the call to go home with whoever she wanted. Or to the bathroom stall. Or the backseat. Side of the building. That was her right. However, after hearing her sister’s comments and then Matt’s words, the whole thing made her feel… off.
She dropped her fork on her plate and shoved herself out of her chair. She needed to get her clothes and get the hell out of there. “I need to go.”
He stared at her, his mouth ajar. “What?” She heard the scrape of his chair. “What the hell just happened? I thought we were having fun.”
She made her way back to the bedroom, choosing the wrong room at first, and then snatched her clothes off the floor. She slid into her jeans before yanking his top over her head and slipping back into the shirt she wore last night. “I’ve got to go home and get ready for some bullshit engagement party.”
The bartender looked taken aback by her abrupt shift in demeanor, but refrained from pushing the issue. Good. She didn’t need the headache of disappointing him on top of the rest of the world.
She left the bedroom without a word and entered the bathroom, closing the door behind her.
“Look, it was great meeting you, and, well, you know, getting better acquainted and all. Not sure what I did to set you off, but I’d really love to hang out again sometime. I had a lot of fun with you.”
She remained silent.
In the harsh bathroom light, she glimpsed herself in the streaky mirror—tousled blond hair, smeared makeup she should have washed off before heading to the kitchen for breakfast, his faded handprint around her throat that brought her to her second orgasm. She could even feel where his fingernails had dug into her flesh while he pounded into her. Leaning on the sink, she dropped her gaze to the sink as a wave of disgust washed over her. This was who she was, the wild party girl who threw caution to the wind just so she could feel something while not feeling other things. But was it still who she wanted to be?
She smirked as she dragged her fingers through her hair in a vain attempt to straighten it. She wasn’t sure who she was kidding. This was who she was, and it never mattered before what others thought. So, why was she letting it get to her now?
She looked at herself in the mirror once more, a snarl trembling through her. “Fuck this shit.” Reaching for the hem of her shirt, she ripped it over her body, tossing it on the bathroom counter as she reached for the button on her jeans to yank her pants back off. Adding it to the shirt, she opened the bathroom door, grabbing Matt by the waistband and yanking him inside the bathroom. “I had a great time, too. And you know what?” She slammed the bathroom door as she gripped the waistband of his boxers. “I’m going to have a splendid morning as well.” She yanked his boxers down his legs and then dropped to her knees. Digging her nails into his ass, she gripped his cock and swallowed his eight inches.
He groaned as she felt him place his hand on top of her head. Yeah. It was going to be a good morning.
It didn’t take long before he gripped her hair and yanked her off his cock, pulling her up to her feet and spinning her around. He bent her over the counter, and she watched him in the mirror as he slapped her ass once and then gripped her hips with both hands, digging his nails back into her just like he did last night. She spread her legs, opening herself up to him as she grinned at his reflection, and then, without a word, he buried himself balls-deep inside her wetness. 
Clutching at the counter, she pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts with her own as the sound of his hips pounding her ass filled the small bathroom. “That’s it. Take that pussy. Do it! Fuck me!”
The sounds of her wetness mixed with the slapping of flesh, and Janis stared at his face, watching him as he took her, her breasts swaying up and down with his pounding. It didn’t take her long to come, and soon, she screamed out, begging him not to stop as she came all over his hard cock.
Seconds later, he grunted, pinning her back against him as he emptied his load into her hungry passion, his fingernails digging into her even harder. She knew she would have his marks for days, and her pussy would ache with the way he took her. And she would love every painful wince of it all.
When he finally slipped out of her, their juices dribbling down her inner thighs, she turned and leaned back on the counter, her breathing coming out in ragged pants. She bit her bottom lip, grinning over at him. “Now, that’s a mood changer.”
“Glad I could help.” He chuckled, placing a hand on either side of her as he leaned into her, raking her naked body with his hungry gaze. “It definitely perked me up.”
She waggled her brows at him. “You know what? I don’t really have to be anywhere for a while. What do you say we stay this way and enjoy our morning, starting with finishing that breakfast you cooked?”
He gave a slow bob of his head. “I’d say that sounds like a perfect way to spend a Saturday morning.” He raked her with his gaze once more, his brows arched, a leer on his lips. “I could look at this body all day long.”
“Good.” She giggled as she patted his chest. “Now, go warm up our coffee. I want to clean up.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Still biting her bottom lip, she gawked at his bare ass as he left the bathroom. Once he was gone, she slid off the counter, turning to face herself in the mirror. With a deep breath, she determined there was no way she would ever allow someone, even her sister, to make her feel guilty about what she wanted out of life. She hurt no one with her free lifestyle, and she was careful. There would be no unwanted babies or unwanted husbands. This was her way of enjoying life. No one knew how long they had, and she intended to savor every second and every experience.
Grinning, she winked at herself in the mirror. “Fuck them all.” With another giggle, she finished cleaning up and then sashayed her naked ass out of the bathroom, wondering how sturdy Matt’s kitchen table was.






  
  Chapter Three
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Ryan stepped into the banquet room, straightening his sports coat as he glanced around at the gathered crowd. Music pumped from a DJ at the front, and several people already crowded the dance floor, grinding their asses as they held drinks in hand. He shook his head, chuckling, as he knew this night would be just like any other night at a bar. Someone would want to go home with him for a bit of nighttime fun, and he would be more than happy to take them. 
As he stood there, he spotted Janis standing off to the side, one arm over her waist, which pushed her ample breasts up, a cocktail in hand. She wore a tight red dress that hugged her curves, curves he remembered gripping in wild abandon. The deep V-neckline showed off her ample cleavage, while the hem of the dress rode tantalizingly high up her toned thighs. She glanced his way, catching his gaze, and gave him a little wave. He felt a twinge of desire, remembering the many nights they had spent together over the years, nights filled with passionate lovemaking and uninhibited exploration of each other's bodies. Sleeping with Janis would certainly be the comfortable option tonight.
But was easy what he really wanted that night? Part of him craved something new, someone who could challenge him, give him new experiences. His eyes continued roaming around the room until they landed on Alicia. She looked devastatingly sexy in a sleek black dress that perfectly hugged the curves of her hips and backside. The fabric strained against her full breasts, and Ryan felt his mouth go dry as he imagined peeling it slowly off her body later that night, like he did last night. Her red hair tumbled in soft waves over her shoulders, and she had applied smoky eye makeup that made her look effortlessly alluring. When their eyes met across the room, she gave him a slow, sly smile and a wink, no doubt recalling their torrid tryst from the previous night. Ryan felt his body stir at the vivid memory of her nails raking down his back as she screamed out his name in ecstasy.
He felt a slap on his back as Mack stepped around him, chuckling. “You look like a man with too many choices and none of them smart.”
Ryan rolled his eyes. “You know me too well.”
“Of course I do. We’ve been friends forever.” Mack’s gaze followed Ryan’s to where Alicia stood on one side of the room and Janis on the other. “You look torn between two ladies. Or am I reading things wrong? I thought you and Alicia were working on that warehouse arson together. More there than just work?”
“Let’s just say things got a little heated last night.” He turned to his friend and winked. Then he shook his head, a low chuckle rumbling out of him. “You know, I thought you were crazy with that little proposal stunt of yours, asking Shelby to marry you after she had already dumped your ass, telling you she wanted nothing to do with you. I didn’t think it would work, but…” He took a deep breath. “Well, I’m glad it did. You two have danced around each other for years. I should know. I had to suffer through watching it. And listening to it.” He laughed harder as he slapped Mack on the back once more. “I’m just glad she said yes.”
“Me, too.”
Ryan nodded as Mack told him he’d be right back, and then left to join his fiancée, who stood with a cluster of her coworkers. He was genuinely happy for his friend, even if the idea of marriage terrified him. Mack looked more content than Ryan had ever seen him as Shelby looped her arm through his, her face absolutely radiant.
Before he could turn to pick his own group of friends to talk to, several of his firefighter brothers waylaid him and then dragged him over to the bar. “I can’t believe this wasn’t your first stop when you got here,” Darren Moore said as he gestured to the man behind the bar for two beers.
“Are you kidding?” Trent shook his head as he waited his turn to order. “Mr. Firefighter Calendar of the Year had to scope out the place first, I’m sure.”
Ryan chuckled, shrugging. “What can I say? A man has to have his priorities.”
This earned a chorus of raucous laughter from the group of men as they all grabbed a beer and stepped away from the bar so others could get their drinks. Ryan smiled and traded some more good-natured ribbing with the guys before excusing himself to see what other people were talking about. He noticed Lyla Holmes, the police officer he saw at the warehouse fire a few days ago, had found Trent and was sticking close. He shook his head as he meandered around the banquet room, knowing the other two struggled against their attraction to each other because of Trent’s family and Lyla being a cop.
As he wandered around the crowd, he couldn’t help but let his gaze linger on the two women he found the most captivating in the room. He wanted them both, but, well, he was probably greedy enough as it was. He should probably find a third woman tonight so as not to have to choose between the two.
First, he raked Janis with his hungry gaze, her short blond hair framing her face, highlighting her soft blue eyes. She was a walking embodiment of every firefighter’s fantasy, and he felt his pulse quicken just watching her laugh with a group of her sister’s elementary school teacher friends.
The other was Alicia, whom he had spent the night with last night. She had her fiery red hair pulled back in a tight bun, accentuating the sharp angles of her cheekbones and piercing chocolate eyes. She looked outrageously hot in her curve-hugging dress that left just enough to the imagination to keep drawing his eyes. Luckily for him, he didn’t need to use his imagination, having firsthand knowledge about how terrific her treasures were. He had to resist the urge to loosen his tie as he watched her laugh at something one of the other fire marshals said.
Eventually, he tore his eyes away from the two beautiful women and made his way back over to Mack and Shelby. The night was young still. Plenty of time to decide who his night time romance would be. 
As he watched the happy couple together, he couldn’t help the tinge of envy that crept over him as how perfectly content they appeared. However, he quickly shoved it aside. If anyone deserved that kind of happiness, it was Mack. Besides, the man had been pining away for Shelby since before the woman was even out of high school.
“I still can’t believe he did it.” Shelby leaned into Mack, grinning from ear to ear. “I was so confused when Mrs. Eward didn’t freak out when the firetruck pulled up to the school.” She shook her head. “And then to see him get down on one knee in full turnout gear.” Glancing up at Mack, she bit her bottom lip and waggled her brows a couple of times. “How could I not say yes?”
As everyone repeated the events
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