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        Family is everything. The McCords love hard and protect fiercely.

      

      

      I hope you enjoy this series! It’s full of that small town feeling, angst, and most importantly, that happily ever after. You can always expect that from me. I am a sucker for a happy ending. But I also love to add a dose of angst, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!
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      If you’ve read the previous books in the series, you know that you don’t see Gabe a lot. I had so much fun writing his story and getting to know him more! He has a very special place in my heart. There’s something about a shy guy that I just adore. Love you, too, Sauer! (Deadly Crazy) It also made me a bit sad writing this story as we get to see Jimmy more in this book. I still don’t know why I killed him in book 1. One of the biggest things I regret, but there wouldn’t be a story without his death. But it was nice to see him again with a few flashbacks. He and Gabe were close. Olivia is a strong, sassy heroine that I just love. And she needs to be in her line of work. Sometimes it’s hard for us women in a man’s world, but we can’t let that hold us back. I did do my research on arson investigators, but I imagine I might’ve gotten some things wrong. Please forgive anything that isn’t correct. I also embellished some things because, hey, it’s a story, and I wanted to! Lol I hope you enjoy the story!
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      He checked his watch, a frustrated groan escaping. Shit. He was going to be late. The things he did for family—or soon-to-be family.

      He reached for the pie sitting on the passenger seat and muttered a curse when his hand slipped and poked a hole in the tinfoil. Well, whatever. The contents inside would disappear within the hour, so what difference did it make if he ruined the wrapping.

      Gabe had only meant to drop off his brother, Emmett’s, jacket he had borrowed on Halloween three days ago. It had started raining toward the end of the night, and Emmett offered it. By the motherly look coming from Deja, his wife, arguing seemed futile. Who cared if he got a little wet?

      Of course, after he dropped it off today, setting it on the porch swing with a quick text to Emmett, he was forced to stop and talk with Penelope when she waved hi. Being rude to his future sister-in-law wouldn’t be wise. She was engaged to his other brother, Ethan. It was strange how Penelope had ended up buying the house next to Emmett’s and Deja’s without even knowing. Now that she and Ethan were back together, it worked out perfectly.

      After chatting for a few minutes—minutes he didn’t have to spare—she had given him the sweetest puppy dog eyes known on the planet and asked if he’d drop off a pie for Ethan.

      A pie.

      For his brother.

      He felt left out and jealous because he didn’t have anyone to make him a pie. Even Deja baked Emmett pies on occasion, despite not being much of a baker. It was the thought that counted.

      The McCord men were known for their love of pie; even his cousins, Zane and Austin, wouldn’t say no to a piece. If Gabe had to pick his favorite, he’d go with triple berry. So holding a cherry pie—now with a hole in the top, enticing him with the wonderful aroma—was killing him because it was damn close to what he loved.

      If he didn’t move his butt, he’d be late to the ten o’clock meeting he had with an important client. Being a lawyer in a small town wasn’t as exciting as some people might think. He generally handled wills and closings on real estate sales. Mr. Dougherty was well known in town. Owned the local hardware store along with the butchery and owned half of the pharmacy with his son and daughter. Most people liked him—when he was having a good day. Lately, he’d been having more bad days than good. He could be surly and difficult to deal with. Gabe could only thank his lucky stars the man had been in a good mood when he called to schedule a meeting to change his will. If he was late, that oh-so-good mood would turn sour, and that was the last thing Gabe wanted. Gabe also found it odd he wanted to talk about his will. The last he heard, there wasn’t any friction between him and his two kids. Well, he’d find out soon enough, if Mr. Dougherty chose to give him a reason. He had no obligation to do so.

      He put an extra pep in his step as he headed for the door to the firehouse. Ethan had left early in the morning for the start of his twenty-four-hour shift. Instead of asking Penelope why she didn’t make this dumb pie the night before, knowing Ethan had to work, he kindly took the pie off her hands and went on his way. Confrontation wasn’t his thing, and he was running late.

      “Hey, Gene, how’s it going? Ethan around?” Gabe called out to a co-worker of Ethan’s as he stepped inside the brightly lit firehouse.

      The trucks were parked in a row, gleaming and ready to roll. It was quiet in the area, making Gabe think most people were upstairs.

      “Yeah, he’s upstairs finagling with Chase about who’s making the chili tonight. Personally, I don’t care because they both make it with such finesse. I can never get the flavors right.”

      Gabe nodded with a smile as if he cared. He just wanted to drop the pie off and get going. He’d be lucky if he made it with a minute to spare.

      Gene’s eyes glided to the container in his hand.

      “Is that pie? Cherry pie?”

      Gabe chuckled. “You touch it and Ethan will cut off your hand.”

      “It’ll be worth it.”

      “Well, it’s your hand, not mine.” Gabe thrust it toward him. “Do you mind running it up to him? I’m running late.”

      “Yeah, sure.” By the crafty smile that warped onto Gene’s face, it said he was willing to risk Ethan’s wrath at touching his pie as he took it from Gabe’s hand. “I got this. Check you later, Gabe.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      They both turned to head their separate ways.

      Gabe grunted in pain as he ran right into someone—someone wearing very deadly high heels as it dug deeply into his foot.

      “Oh, excuse me. I am so sorry.”

      She sounded sincere, yet he took a moment, bending his head and closing his eyes. He needed to get his breath back from the pain circling his foot after she stepped off it.

      A breath released.

      He opened his eyes. His head lifted, and his jaw dropped.

      A sharp gasp slipped from her lips.

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      No way.

      It wasn’t possible.

      Brilliant-green eyes shimmered at him with shock. Long auburn hair dangled beautifully on her shoulders in subtle waves. She wore a black business suit that fit her figure—what he could see with her winter jacket unzipped—and lethal red high heels that he knew he didn’t want touching his foot again. The light-tan coat she wore hung open, and a pair of white mittens peeked out of the left side pocket.

      His wife was more beautiful than he remembered.

      She changed her hair color. From a beautiful strawberry-blonde to a soft-red color. It might’ve been nine months since he’d last seen her, but he would never forget her face. It was ingrained in his mind. Waking up next to someone you didn’t know did that to a person. It etched the memory as if grinding it into stone.

      Confrontation was definitely not his forte. Eyeing a gorgeous woman naked next to him—not remembering how that happened—he figured fleeing to the bathroom was the smarter move so he could collect his thoughts. And it had been smart until he got out and realized she fled herself.

      It wouldn’t have been a big deal, but then he came across the marriage license and knew he had found the worst kind of trouble one could find when in Vegas. Unfortunately, that day, he knew the saying ‘what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas’ didn’t apply to him.

      A few months back, he had paid a private investigator to find this woman so he could get a divorce. Although the man had come up empty everywhere he looked. Now, here she stood, right in front of him. How had she found him and he hadn’t been able to find her?

      He opened his mouth to say something, yet nothing came out.

      Words did not mix well with him. It baffled him how he managed to get such a gorgeous woman in his bed—hell, a ring on her finger. Since that fateful day, he had barely had anything to drink. He didn’t need another random wife on his hands because he couldn’t control his liquor.

      “Yo, Gabey, I thought you left. Let me guess, you wanted a piece of pie, too. Damn jokers are up there trying to eat all of my pie.”

      Gabe whipped around to Ethan, cursing silently when Ethan cocked a brow and narrowed his eyes as if trying to decode the panic on his face. He knew he had to look like he’d seen a ghost. Wide eyes, pale features, speechless.

      “Pie?”

      Ethan cocked a brow. “Yeah, pie.” Then he smiled at the woman behind him. “Hello. I’m Ethan. Is my brother being weird?”

      “No.”

      His cheeks burned, yet he didn’t say anything as he turned back toward her and the beautiful, melodic sound of her voice. Her eyes darted at him, then to Ethan.

      “I’m looking for Fire Chief Peterson. I’m Olivia Brenson.”

      Ethan’s brows rose. “The arson investigator.”

      Gabe shot another glance at her.

      Wow. She wasn’t here looking for him. Why did the thought pierce his heart, as painful as when she stomped on his foot?

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t add more, nor did her gaze land on him. Why wouldn’t she look at him?

      “He isn’t here right now. He should be in soon.” Ethan clapped him on the back, jarring him some. “Want some pie, bro?” Ethan looked at her. “You’re welcome to some, too. My fiancée makes the best cherry pie.”

      “No, thank you. If you’ll show me his office, I’ll wait for him there.”

      Ethan looked taken aback at her brisk manner. “Yeah, of course. Gabe?”

      “No. Umm…no, I can’t.” He glanced at his watch and stifled a groan. “I’m late for a meeting.”

      And there was no doubt he’d be late. He had stood too long, staring in shock at finally finding the woman he had married.

      Ethan started to say something when the sirens blared. “Shit. Now I can’t even have pie. Show Ms. Brenson up to the chief’s office please, Gabe.”

      Then Ethan was running off to grab his turnout gear along with his fellow firefighters. He moved to the side, trying to keep his attention on the trucks moving out of the station rather than Olivia, who stood next to him.

      Olivia.

      Such a beautiful name. Her name—like her face—was ingrained in his mind. He might’ve stared at the marriage license a little too much.

      When the last truck left, Olivia turned to him. “Well, then. The chief’s office, please.”

      “Of course.”

      He headed in the direction that would lead them upstairs to several offices, along with the break room and where everyone slept.

      His meeting would be starting in five minutes, and it would take him at least ten to get there. He was already late. Delaying any longer, especially without another update to his secretary, Karina, was asking for trouble. Yet he felt his feet dragging, his mind conjuring everything he should say to her. He’d had plenty of time to think it through as he waited for the PI to find him a scrap of evidence to locate her.

      ‘Hi, we’re married. Let’s get divorced.’ ‘Wow. Crazy night uh? We got married. Let’s get divorced.’ ‘Wish I could say what happens in Vegas stays there, but…let’s get divorced.’

      He stepped to the side and tried to smile as he stopped at the chief’s office. The door was closed, but a chair was positioned right outside, presumably for visitors. Gabe wasn’t sure whether to tell her to sit and wait on the chair or inside the office. He had no idea if she would snoop—hello, married her without even remembering—so he pointed at the chair.

      “I’m sure he’ll be in soon.”

      Say something, idiot.

      Anything other than what his brother had said. Even how pretty she looks.

      “Thank you. You may go.”

      He flinched. What a way to be dismissed.

      She looked chagrined as her cheeks bloomed a light red. “You said you’re late for a meeting. You don’t need to feel obligated to wait with me.”

      “Right. Of course. Right.”

      She frowned at him.

      He wanted to smack his hand against his forehead for sounding like such a moron. When it came to women, he wasn’t the smoothest. They were foreign creatures to him. He had earned the annoying Gabe the Shy Goose nickname by his brothers for a reason.

      He hesitated.

      Then he smiled before turning around without another word. What could he say? Besides the short gasp when he first made eye contact, she hadn’t given him the impression she even remembered him. She had plenty of time to say something as they walked to the chief’s office and nothing. Not a peep about that illustrious night.

      He married a woman, and she didn’t even know it.
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      Olivia brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and sighed as she plopped down on the seat outside the office. She was tempted to try the door and see if it was unlocked but decided against it. The last thing she needed was to be on the chief’s bad side before they even started working together.

      This was her first arson investigation on her own. She had big shoes to fill. Her father hadn’t been happy when she moved from being a firefighter to an arson investigator. She had practically begged and pleaded with Rich, her boss, she could handle it. With bated breath, she had waited for him to shoot her down. Tell her she wasn’t ready for such a change. That her father didn’t think she was ready. Maybe her dad never said that to Rich, but she knew he thought it. Being retired didn’t stop him from having an opinion and trying to hold her back from what she wanted. She didn’t know why he’d object to her being an arson investigator when he never liked her being a firefighter, to begin with. Bottom line, he didn’t like her dealing with fires in any capacity.

      This case landing in her lap was the answer to all her prayers. Time to prove she had what it took. Time away from her father so he couldn’t meddle in her business.

      She could do this. She didn’t need some big-nosed, stuffy, jerk-off constantly looking over her shoulder either. That was exactly what Bryan, the annoying man she had been training with, had done to her at every arson they investigated. Breathing down her neck, never giving her a chance to do simple things, like interview a witness. This case wasn’t only a way to prove she could handle it on her own but to get away from her co-worker. She still couldn’t figure out why Rich put her with such a jerk. He knew they didn’t get along. Of course, she never complained. She sucked it up and did her job. What Bryan had to say to anyone didn’t matter. She’d be damned if she was the one being the whiny baby to her boss.

      This was her time to shine. Prove she had what it took to be a great investigator. Catch the bad guy and keep people safe.

      As long as she kept her distance from Gabe, she’d do fine.

      She closed her eyes as another sigh slipped out.

      Sweet, handsome Gabe. Even his name was adorable. Sexy and smooth. She wondered if it was short for Gabriel.

      She didn’t remember much about him. Only his delectable tush as he raced off to the bathroom after waking up next to her. She had woken first, startled to find herself in bed with a man she didn’t know. What did a woman do in that situation? Scream? Wake him up and holler at him to get out? Considering it wasn’t her room, she nixed the second option. Screaming hadn’t seemed wise either. Just showed her what too much drinking did to a person. It could completely wipe your memory of a fun night.

      Oh, and that night she had needed to clean her memory. For one blissful night, all was right in her world. She couldn’t regret that—or waking up next to Gabe. He was one fine man. With a sexy ass. She had taken the time to check him out. Black, shaggy hair that he had gotten cut since she had last seen him. Not so shaggy anymore. A smooth chest that rippled with muscles. The man worked out. They had been naked in bed. Temptation had overwhelmed her to run a hand across his chiseled chest, yet she found her common sense before it had fled. Sweet, kissable lips. It was a pity she couldn’t remember how kissable they were.

      When he had shifted, her eyes had slammed shut. She had no idea what to say to him. ‘Hey, fun night, right?’ She couldn’t remember any of it. She had felt him jerk, shocked to see her as much as she had been to see him. Then the bed shifted some more, enough to tell her he had risen. She had dared a glance and caught a glimpse of his scrumptious ass before disappearing into the bathroom. That had been her cue.

      She scrambled out of bed as quiet as a mouse, dressed, and slipped out the door.

      Her moment of insanity, one crazy night of drinking was officially in the past. That’s where it needed to stay.

      The man obviously didn’t remember her. Besides his one shocked expression, he hadn’t said a word about that night. She chalked up his startled look to one most men gave her—instant desire. She had the eyes, the lovely heart-shaped face, the plump lips, the long blonde hair—well, red hair now. Hell, even an hourglass figure with big boobs. She turned more heads than she cared to admit. It wasn’t her being stuck up and full of herself; it was the truth. She had a look men adored, no matter how hard she tried to cover it up.

      She wore little makeup. A touch of mascara with a swipe of peach eye shadow, her favorite color, although she did change the color on occasion. Her clothes didn’t show skin, not even an ounce of cleavage, which could be difficult at times as she was well-endowed. But that didn’t mean she didn’t dress to impress. She liked clothes and dressing pretty, but she tried to hide some of her assets behind the clothes.

      While she found herself attracted to Gabe—he had reciprocated her feelings by evidence of his jaw dropping—she would keep her distance. Mentioning that awkward morning after would not happen either. If he didn’t remember, no sense in opening a can of worms that didn’t need opening.

      She was here to do a job and that was that.

      Five fires to date. Maybe six, depending on what the firefighters just responded to.

      The first fire started about a month ago. An old abandoned house on the outskirts of town. No injuries, of course. The house wasn’t salvageable as they didn’t make it in time. The second fire occurred to an old shed behind a gas station. The third fire happened in the restroom area at a local playground. Thankfully, no one had been around at the time. The fourth fire was set to a half-finished house in a new development. No fatalities; however, a woman jogging at night had seen the fire and was attacked unaware by the arsonist. She was unable to describe her attacker. That had disappointed Olivia when she read that part, although she was very grateful the woman hadn’t been injured with more than a bump on the head. The last fire had been set a little over two weeks ago to a house where an elderly woman barely escaped.

      Which was why she was called in. The fire chief wanted a second opinion. They weren’t getting anywhere on their own, and time was running away from them. She could only hope the current fire investigator on the case wouldn’t be offended and hold it against her. They were getting help from her, whether they liked it or not—and they wouldn’t. Nobody liked someone else pissing on their territory. And, of course, there was the other reason they wouldn’t like it.

      She was a woman.

      As she dealt with most of the time, the men in her profession did not like dealing with a woman. Whatever. The fires were escalating. The perpetrator was getting bolder, more daring. Someone would die soon if she didn’t get a handle on this and find the culprit. And she would get a handle on it.

      She’d have to examine each scene. The faster she got to it, the faster she could arrest this person.

      Her knee started to bounce, waiting for the chief to arrive.

      Where was he? How long would she have to wait here? She had arrived late last night to Minneapolis from Las Vegas, finding a cheap motel. She barely got a wink of sleep, poring over all the reports sent to their office about the fires. Being prepared meant she knew what the hell she was doing when part of her worried she was in way over her head. Investigating a fire with someone beside her—doing most of the work—was simple and easy. Investigating a string of fires committed by one perpetrator—on her own—was whole other ball game. When the chief asked a question, she wanted to be ready with an answer.

      The last thing she needed was to show her father she couldn’t handle this. He had no faith in her abilities, despite her constant attempt at showing him how smart she could be.

      “Can I help you?” a burly voice asked, jerking her attention from her lap to an old weathered face that told her he’d seen a lot in his years.

      “Yes, I’m Olivia Brenson. Would you happen to be Fire Chief Peterson?” she asked as she stood up and held out her hand.

      Formal and professional. She would not fail in this mission. She wasn’t some dumb blonde pretending in a pretty suit. Well, dumb redhead.

      “I am.” He shook her hand, his eyes narrowing.

      She refused to react in any way as he perused her body—from head to toe. The man made no subtle hints at what he was doing. Used to it. All men did. What could she do other than stand there and take it? One word back to her boss—and her father—and she’d be back on a plane and behind a stupid desk.

      “I’m here about the fires and to find the perpetrator behind it.”

      He frowned, his brows pinching together in a fierce expression, as if he doubted she even knew how to start a fire. Hell, she’d blow all their minds that she could start one by rubbing two sticks together.

      “Let’s go inside my office and chat.”

      In other words, he had no faith in her ability, and if she didn’t convince him otherwise, she’d be back on a plane within a few hours. One phone call from this man and she was out.

      Well, the chief—and the quaint little town—was in for a rude awakening.

      Olivia Brenson did not back down from a fight. She wanted something, she did whatever it took to get it.
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      Gabe sat in the car, tapping the wheel, his knee bouncing. This was a bad idea. Yet what else could he do? Who else could he talk to?

      He glanced out the window, eyeing the sign to Emmett’s lawn business—McCord Landscaping. He’d find Deja busy behind the desk, running it like a captain ran a tight ship.

      In a rare moment, hoping to ease Deja’s mind about becoming part of the family, he had shared about his wild weekend in Vegas. That he married a woman he didn’t remember. She was the only soul he had told. Not his brothers. Not his friends, who had been in Vegas with him. Nobody. Only her.

      Which was why he sat in the parking lot in the middle of the afternoon trying to find the confidence to go inside and tell her about Olivia. That he finally found her. Or she found him. Or they had serendipitously found each other.

      It had been pure luck, really. Who would’ve thought she was an arson investigator and a bunch of random arsons would occur in his small town.

      It had been a disappointing day so far. More than likely, this conversation wouldn’t go any better than the one with Mr. Dougherty. He knew what Deja would say. Talk to her. Get a divorce.

      But how? How could he tell this gorgeous woman, who barely gave him the time of day this morning, that they were married and needed to not be married any longer?

      He couldn’t even tell his brothers he had mistakenly gotten married in a whirlwind weekend in Vegas. That’s what he got for going with his rowdy friends for a bachelor party. The funniest part was he didn’t even like Gregory, the newly married man, that much. The asshole had picked on him too much in school, little digs here and there about his shyness. He had only put up with him because he had been part of the group. He didn’t want to be the odd man out telling everyone how much Gregory hurt his feelings. Then he would’ve gotten shit for being too sensitive. No win situation. Just like he couldn’t have gotten out of going to Vegas for the celebrating.

      Gabe was a homebody, and he had no problem admitting it—to himself, anyway.

      “Shit. Get it together, Gabe. Deja will know what to do.”

      With that pep talk, he got out of the vehicle, wiping his hands several times on his pants before pulling open the office door. He attempted a smile when Deja looked up from her desk, but he knew he looked like someone who was about to puke—because that’s sure how he felt.

      “You okay, Gabe? Hey, So⁠—”

      “You have to help me. I don’t know what to do,” he rushed out, hating how he cut her off, but if he didn’t get it all out in one swoop, he might not get a word of it out. “I found her. Well, I didn’t find her. She found me. Well, no, she didn’t find me. We found each other. That doesn’t make sense. Tell me what to do. My wife’s here, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Oh, my, when did you get married?”

      Gabe’s head snapped to the right where Sophie, his cousin Austin’s wife, stood outside Emmett’s office.

      Shit.

      He had no idea Deja wasn’t alone. How could he have been so stupid? Rambling like an idiot.

      Deja stood up and circled the desk with a tender smile, like she was about to comfort a scared child. Hell, Gabe wouldn’t dispute it. He felt like a scared child who had a terrible nightmare come to life.

      “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay, Gabe. Let’s start at the beginning.”

      The beginning? He told her everything. He couldn’t repeat all of that. It had been difficult to say it the first time.

      “I’m sorry, Gabe.”

      He looked over at Sophie. The regretful expression she wore was as if she had done something wrong.

      “For what?”

      Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know, but you look a mixture of terrified and upset. You came here looking for Deja and didn’t expect me.”

      “I didn’t expect you, but you have nothing to be sorry about. I’m sorry.” He swiped a hand through his hair and groaned, hating how stupid he felt and how hopeless the situation seemed.

      “Well, don’t worry, I’m leaving soon. Austin dropped me off to chat with Deja while he ran a few errands. He should be back any minute.”

      Great. Just what he needed. His cousin to come inside, see his harried expression, and demand to know what was wrong. Then he’d tell his brothers and he’d feel even stupider than he already felt.

      He knew Deja wouldn’t spill his secret to Emmett because she hadn’t yet. She had respected the private chat they had months ago, and he knew she still would. That was why he had taken off work early and come straight to her to get her advice.

      But Sophie.

      She and Austin didn’t keep secrets. Not even teeny-tiny ones. Trust was very important in their relationship, and she would feel obligated to tell Austin.

      The fright must’ve intensified on his face because she stepped closer, her smile softening in understanding.

      “I won’t tell him what you said.” Sophie glanced at Deja. “You came to Deja for advice, and I would assume that means she already knows the whole story. I know you know I don’t keep secrets from Austin, but this isn’t my secret. It wouldn’t be right to tell him anything if you don’t want me to.”

      An audible sigh released. “I hate asking you to do that, Sophie, but I would appreciate it. My brothers⁠—“

      “Emmett would understand,” Deja cut in sharply.

      Gabe didn’t look at her, his shoulders hunched. “After all the teasing and ribbing they’d give me.” He clenched his teeth. “Good old Gabe the Shy Goose got so drunk in Vegas he doesn’t remember getting married. So crazy it’s hilarious.”

      “So, that’s what’s been bothering you lately?” Sophie asked in the quiet voice she usually used.

      He nodded, his eyes trained on everything but those two. “I woke up next to this beautiful woman, and I had no idea who she was. I went to the bathroom, and when I came out, she was gone. I found a marriage license on the dresser. I’ve been trying to find her for a few months now. You know, to get a divorce or whatever. She showed up in town today. She’s an arson investigator.”

      “That’s a small world. She’s working on the recent fires that happened around town?” Deja asked.

      “Yep. Saw her at the firehouse this morning.” He drew his gaze to the ground. “I don’t think she even knows who I am. How do I tell a woman who doesn’t remember me we’re married and need to get a divorce?”

      “Simple. With words, Gabe.”

      His eyes shot up to Deja at her stern tone. She sounded upset at him for some reason. Or, more like, what he said about Emmett. Sure, she was married to his brother, but she didn’t know how much they messed with him. How much everyone did. He was easy to pick on. He didn’t say much. He didn’t stick up for himself. The shy guy.

      Jimmy, his cousin who had passed away a few years ago in the line of duty in New York City, had been shy, too. Not as strong as him, but enough where he struggled asking out women as much as him. He had been the closest to Jimmy, even more so than his brothers. He could go to Jimmy about anything and everything and he knew Jimmy would understand. He’d know the right thing to say because he felt the same inside.

      But Jimmy was gone and he couldn’t go to him for help.

      That hurt.

      It hurt more than the things his brothers would say to him when they found out.

      “Thanks for the advice. I’ll leave you two alone.”

      “Gabe!”

      But he didn’t stick around to hear anything else Deja had to say. He had been wrong in his assumptions that she’d understand. That she’d have the right words for him to say to Olivia.

      He was on his own.

      He’d felt so lonely and on his own for the longest time, it was nothing new.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe’s heart pounded as he listened to the ringing in his ear. He wasn’t even sure why he was nervous. Jimmy would understand. Sometimes he wished they had been brothers instead of cousins. Twins, even. They were so alike—even closely resembled each other in looks—it was as if they should’ve been twins. Maybe they had been separated at birth. Not that he’d ever dare say such a thing to his mother.

      “Hey, man. How’s it going?” Jimmy’s calm tone of voice helped to settle some of his nerves. Hearing his voice managed to reduce the rattling in his chest to a dull roar.

      “You know, it’s going.”

      A sigh echoed in his ear. He kicked his shoe at the sidewalk, cuffing the top of it, not even caring he was wearing his nice dress shoes. He hadn’t meant to give his emotions away immediately. Small talk could’ve commenced for a short while.

      “What happened? You okay?”

      No, he wasn’t okay. He wanted his best friend back in Minnesota, not clear across the country living in New York. And as a cop, no less. Such a scary line of work, dealing with people who didn’t always follow the law and maliciously hurt people without blinking.

      “My brothers are at it again. It gets so annoying.”

      He imagined Jimmy nodding his head when he didn’t reply right away.

      “What was it this time? I hear you, man. I called Zane the other day and all I got was ‘when are you coming home?’ It hurts.”

      Well, Gabe had to admit, he was on Zane’s side with that argument. He wanted Jimmy home, too. He needed his best friend around when his brothers wouldn’t get off his back or had too much fun at his expense.

      “I met them for drinks after work, and Tonya happened to be at the bar.” Gabe shook his head, his brothers’ laughter echoing in his head. He gritted his teeth thinking about it.

      “Still bugging you to ask her out, huh?”

      “Yeah, and I can’t. She dated Stevenson. Jock galore. Good with the ladies. I don’t have an athletic bone in my body. Just because I think she’s beautiful and stuff doesn’t mean I want to ask her out. We have nothing in common. They wouldn’t get off my back, tossing jokes back and forth.”

      “Well, Ava isn’t as bad as your brothers, but she’s been bugging me about asking out Tiffany. She works in the lab. I can’t do it, either. Nerves attack me thinking about it. I’m in the same boat as you. Maybe we should both jump ship.”

      Gabe chuckled. “Meaning ask them out?”

      Jimmy’s laughter hit his ear. “Maybe.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Bad idea.”

      Not that Gabe had said those exact words, but it confirmed everything he needed to know. He and Jimmy were still so much alike. This was why he needed Jimmy here. To play referee when his brothers were around because Jimmy always stuck up for him and told them to knock it off. Now he had no one to do it but himself, and he had a hard time saying anything to them.

      “We’re hopeless, Jimmy,” he said with a lame chuckle.

      “We’ll get there someday. We can’t be afraid of women forever, can we?”

      Gabe wouldn’t necessarily say he was afraid of women. He was more fearful of what they thought of him. He usually chose his words carefully—growing up with two big brothers who teased him for the stupidest things he could say did that to a person. Some people didn’t like his shyness, his lack of words. Women tended to give him odd looks more often than not. Rejection was no fun. It was easier to avoid it.

      “Nope, we can’t. Hey, I’m sure you’re busy at work. I can hear people shouting in the background. I stepped outside claiming a work call. If I don’t go back in the bar, Emmett or Ethan will come looking for me.”

      “Yeah, it’s crazy in the precinct tonight. Call me later. We’ll catch up some more. It’s been too long.”

      It had been. When Jimmy first moved, they talked a couple of times a week. Now it was down to a couple of times a month. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      Gabe hung up with Jimmy and shoved his phone back in his pocket.

      Deep breath.

      Another deep breath.

      No matter how many deep breaths he took before going inside the bar, he’d have to endure more teasing comments from his brothers that he needed to get laid.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia brushed a strand of hair out of her face as she looked around at the empty field staring back at her. The wind had picked up. The sky looked murky and dark. A storm was brewing. The air felt charged.

      She turned around from the turbulent sky and looked at the charred grounds of the abandoned house, the site of the first fire. Nothing but ash and dust. Too much dust, she thought as she swiped another lock of hair out of her mouth, this time along with particles of ash as the wind whipped around her.

      The day had been long and tiring, stuck in an office with a man she knew didn’t think she was capable of the task ahead of her. When the current arson investigator, Chip Stone, arrived as well, she had found herself at the bottom of the hill, scraping and clawing her way up it. She was exhausted trying to convince two men she knew what the hell she was doing.

      As she predicted, Chip wasn’t happy one bit that help was called in on the case—his case. He wasn’t vocal about it, but she could tell by the irritated look on his face. But oh well. He didn’t seem to be getting anywhere, and the chief didn’t want any more fires happening. She didn’t see anything wrong with bringing in another investigator. A fresh set of eyes. Although Chip didn’t seem happy at her presence, she got the impression Chief Peterson still thought of Chip as the man to solve the case. She had detected no animosity between the two men, only directed at her. Whatever. Nothing new.

      This was her first visit to one of the crime scenes after a long day in the firehouse, which told her enough. They didn’t want her here. They wanted someone else—preferably a man. They always did. Even when Rich told her she could move to the investigation unit, she had gotten the looks she wasn’t wanted. Seriously. It got old after a while. She was out to prove them all wrong, starting with Chief Peterson.

      Hell, she could’ve thrown everything back in their faces. How come Chip hadn’t solved the arsons yet? He was the first investigator on the case. But no, that would be petty and beneath her. She’d simply prove them all wrong by nabbing the bad guy.

      The chief had begrudgingly, after a phone call she wasn’t privileged to hear, went over the case files with her of what they already had. Which was silly when she thought about it. They had sent the files to Rich, where she had already had the opportunity to look it all over. She didn’t bother pointing
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