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To first responders everywhere for standing between us and danger.


CONTENTS

About the Author

Also by Lucy Score

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

EPILOGUE

BONUS EPILOGUE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


1

[image: image]

Seriously? What’s next, chief? A cat in a tree?”

Linc smirked at the rookie slumped in his passenger seat.

Skyler—better known as New Guy despite her gender— was fresh off a bachelor’s in fire science from Purdue University, and like all rookies, she was restless when it came to the mundane grunt work of fire station life.

“You’re breaking a cardinal rule, rook,” he warned her. “Never even think the word s-l-o-w. We’ll all regret it.”

He checked his speed as he merged onto the highway, leaving Benevolence behind them. The V8 of his SUV, the cherry red chief’s vehicle, rumbled appreciatively as it opened up.

“I just expected there to be more action,” she complained. “Instead we’re running to Home Depot for extension cords.”

“It can’t all be four alarms and water rescues,” Linc pointed out, tapping out the beat in time with the radio. He was grateful for that. Earlier in his career he, too, lived for the action of a structure fire, the excitement of a crash with entrapment. But with time, experience, and considerable wisdom, Fire Chief Lincoln Reed had grown to appreciate the other side of being a firefighter. Training and community education. Fire safety plans. Outreach. They were just as important as the calls.

Sure, the paperwork sucked. But it had a purpose. And he could appreciate that.

It was a beautiful windows-down and sunglasses-on kind of day. Summer was butting up against the encroaching fall, daring the next season to steal its thunder.

“Oh, shit. What the hell is that?” Skyler said, pointing ahead as a shower of sparks shot up against the concrete barrier a few hundred yards ahead of them. A sea of red lights appeared as vehicles slammed on their brakes, skidding and sliding.

“Fuck,” Linc muttered, slowing down and yanking the wheel hard to the right. “Hang on.”

He punched the switch, and lights and sirens cut through the eerie post-crash silence. On the shoulder, he swerved around an orange construction sign and stomped the gas, flying past the stunned occupants of stopped cars.

A cloud of black smoke rose up in front of a jackknifed tractor-trailer truck. He could smell it. Burnt rubber, spilled chemicals, and fire.

“That’s not good,” Skyler said, already slipping out of her seatbelt.

“Call it in and kill the sirens,” he ordered. Slamming on the brakes, he threw the SUV in park and killed the engine.

“We’ve got a multi-vehicle collision on Highway 422, mile marker thirty-three,” he heard her saying into the radio as he jumped out of the SUV. “Benevolence FD chief is on-scene.”

He popped the hatch and dragged out his turnout gear. Adrenaline was his friend, keeping his movements quick and efficient. In seconds, he was geared up and heading in the direction of calls for help while he stuffed his gloves in his pockets.

“Hey, man! What can I do?” the driver of a tractor-trailer truck yelled from his cab window.

“Get some of your 18-wheeled pals to block traffic on both sides,” Linc called back. They’d need to land the helicopter on the other side of the highway.

The guy threw him a salute.

“Get the kit,” Linc yelled to Skyler when she popped out of the passenger side.

A woman, early fifties, with blood from a cut on her forehead dripping onto her bright blue tank top, walked dazedly toward him. She looked like she’d just come from a yoga class.

That was the kicker about this job. It was a constant reminder that life could change on a dime. People never knew when their everyday lives were going to come to an unceremonious halt. When their schedules and to-do lists would be interrupted by something that changed everything.

“Ma’am, if you can walk, I need you to move to the side of the road,” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “Can you do that?”

She nodded slowly.

“I got her.” A man in a business suit limped toward them. His shirt was covered in whatever he’d been eating at the time of the crash.

“Take her over there, as far away as you can get from the smoke. Grab anyone else you can,” Linc ordered.

He didn’t wait to see if they did his bidding. There were more people, climbing out of mangled metal. Broken glass crunching under feet that hadn’t intended to walk through disaster today. He reached the rear of the truck, still shouting for everyone to get clear when the heat hit him head-on.

Two cars—a Jeep and the sedan in front of it—were smashed between the eighteen-wheeler and the center divider. The engine compartment of the Jeep was engulfed in flames.

“Oh my God. Oh my God. He just slammed into us.” The girl in the Jeep, she couldn’t have been more than twenty, crawled out of the back, shaking so hard her teeth chattered.

“Anyone else with you?” Linc asked.

“N-n-n-no. I couldn’t stop. It happened so fast. I didn’t mean to hit that car.”

“Honey, I need you to get to the side of the road,” he insisted.

“I should see if they’re okay,” she said, pointing a trembling finger at the sedan. “N-n-no one got out.”

Skyler jogged up, breathless with excitement.

“Take her,” Linc said. “Shock. Start triaging the others. Keep them out of the hot zone.”

“On it,” she said calmly. She was shaking too, but it was a different kind of physiological reaction. Adrenaline meeting preparation. “Come with me, miss.”

He debated his approach to the sedan. The cab of the tractor-trailer was smashed into the barrier, blocking the access from the front. The fire made rear entry impossible.

“Only one way in,” he muttered, stripping off his air tank and helmet and dragging on his gloves. He slid under the belly of the low trailer. Fluids bled over the asphalt, puddling and pooling, slipping over his gear. It was a good goddamn mess.

The heat was getting worse by the second, and he paused for a second to adjust his hood.

His heart beat steadily in his ears as he crawled out from the undercarriage.

“Someone help us!”

Linc wedged himself into the space between the sedan’s rear door and the trailer. The driver was awake and panicking behind the wheel as the flames from the Jeep were licking at the trunk of the car.

There were two bystanders leaning over the concrete barrier, yanking in vain at the driver’s side door. But there wasn’t enough clearance.

“Fuck me,” Linc muttered. Nothing was ever easy when it came to life and death.

“Help us!” The woman, tall and dark, was hanging over the barrier, a half dozen expensive bracelets shimmering on her wrists as she pulled on the bent frame of the door. She reminded him of Wonder Woman. The man helping her was five-foot-nothing and couldn’t have weighed more than a buck twenty-five. He had a Tweety Bird tie on. Linc would put five bucks on it being a clip-on.

“You okay, buddy?” Linc asked the driver, ducking his head into the open window of the back seat. The guy had been enjoying the same windows-down drive only moments before it all went to hell.

“My leg hurts like hell, and I’m stuck, man.”

He was a big man whose bushy white mustache was turning pink thanks to a bloody nose from the airbag. Sweat matted his hair.

“We’re gonna get you out of here, okay? Just hang in there,” Linc promised.

There was a loud pop, and a metal projectile exploded from where the trunk had been.

“Holy shit! What was that?” Tweety Bird yelped. Wonder Woman cringed but never slowed her fruitless pulls on the door.

“Trunk hydraulic bursting,” Linc said, shimmying through the back passenger-side window into the back seat. The heat was a hell-like inferno.

“Mister, I don’t know if this is such a good idea,” the driver said, his voice shaking. “I might not make it outta here, and I’d sure feel bad if you went tryin’ to save me. I’m seventy-two. You’ve got more ahead of you than I do.”

Linc gripped the man’s shoulder. Sometimes firm physical contact was the quickest reassurance. “It’s gonna be fine. Just do what I say, and we’ll both be having cold beers tonight.”

The heat in the car was unbearable. But Linc ignored it. He aligned his body to create a barrier between the encroaching fire and the driver’s seat. His turnout gear would protect him and the driver, for the next few minutes at least.

“What’s the game plan, fire guy?” Wonder Woman demanded as he stripped off his gloves and dug through his pockets.

“Can’t take him out through the door. I need you to find fire extinguishers and someone who’ll use this glass breaker,” he said, pulling the tool free of his pocket. “We gotta move fast.” The windshield was the worst possible egress. The glass was stronger than the windows and shatter-resistant. It would take more than a miracle to get the driver out that way.

She grabbed the glass breaker, looked at the driver, and bit her lip.

“Honey, you best get going. It’s gettin’ hot over here,” the man said, squeezing her hand.

She squeezed right back and glanced over her shoulder.

“Hey, yo! I need a hero glass breaker and a fucking fire extinguisher now! You, go scavenge,” she said, giving Tweety Bird a shove before turning back to the driver and gave him a serene smile. “There’s no place else I need to be. So I’m just going to hang out here with you until we get this figured out. Count me in for one of those cold beers.”

Jamming his hand into another pocket, Linc produced a seat belt cutter and reached around the front seat to grip the belt. “I’m gonna cut through your belt while we work on an escape route.”

“Okay,” the driver wheezed.

“What’s your name, sir?” Linc asked, hooking the blade of the cutter over the belt.

“Nelson,” he said. “Nelson. My wife. I got her flowers,” he said.

Linc gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the seatbelt as he started to saw through it. The scent of roses hit him, and he spotted the bouquet on the passenger seat. White and pink.

“It’s her birthday,” Nelson said weakly.

“They might be a little wilted by the time you get them to her, but you will,” Linc promised.

Fuck. The angle made it nearly impossible. Instead of a clean cut, he was sawing through thread by miserly thread. Sweat was running freely, turning his gear into a damn sauna.

“I got you some guys,” Wonder Woman said, her eyes tearing with the smoke. Sweat matted her hair down, sticking it to her forehead. “One of them had a glass breaker in his car.”

Linc loved a prepared bystander.

“Where do you want us?” Two men appeared on the other side of the barrier. They each held up their tools.

“Climb over onto the hood,” Linc ordered. “We’re going through the sunroof.”

“Can we get a blanket over here?” Wonder Woman shouted at the gathering crowd. “And where are my fire extinguishers? The rest of you all need to get the hell back!”

“You’d make a great incident command,” Linc told her.

“Honey, I’ve got five kids at home. I can command the hell out of any incident.”

“Listen, you all give this two minutes. If we’re still not out by then, you need to get clear,” Linc ordered.

“Three minutes,” she repeated.

A blanket was produced and draped over Nelson’s head to protect him from the glass.

Time disappeared. There was only the intensity of the heat and Linc’s focus. The seatbelt gave way finally, the belt cutter slipping and nicking his hand. He heard the telltale whoosh of single-use fire extinguishers, the hiss of flames. But it was still damn hot. He was still burning. The good Samari-tans attacked the sunroof, and chips of glass rained down in a shower.

“Thank fucking God,” he muttered, stashing the cutter back in his pocket and pulling on his gloves. It was too late. He already felt the blistering on his right hand. But what was a firefighter without a few burns to show off?

“Holy hell, chief,” Skyler’s pretty face appeared in the open sunroof.

“It’s about time, New Guy,” Linc shouted. “Nelson, buddy, are you ready to get the hell out of here?”

The heat was beyond oppressive. His muscles felt like they were liquifying. Black smoke filled the vehicle and poured out of the open windows.

“But I’m having such a nice time,” the man joked, coughing and sputtering.

Linc grinned. “Okay. On the count of three, Wonder Woman, you and I are going to heave Nelson here up and out. Rookie, you and your Good Sams are going to pull him out and get him across the barrier. And then everyone is going to run like hell. Copy?”

“Copy!” They shouted it as if they’d been training together for years instead of a fate-dealt group of strangers trying to save a life.

The back window shattered behind Linc as the flames licked closer. “Now!” he shouted.

Still using his body as a shield, he reached around to lever Nelson up out of the seat. His weight, the angle, the twisting. He felt the pop in his right shoulder and welcomed the pain as distraction from the misery of hell heat. They heaved and pushed and pulled together, grunting and shouting.

It sounded like labor. Like birth. The back seat was on fire. Flames were eating the upholstery, the fabric on the roof. Time was up.

And then Nelson was disappearing through the sunroof. Linc sent up a prayer of thanks as the man’s loafers vanished and the distinct sound of cheers reached him over the lick and crack of the fire.

“Get out of there, chief!” Skyler yelled, reaching down for him.

He gave her his left hand and, gasping for oxygen, let her pull him toward the air, the sunshine, the blue sky that was blotted out with thick, black smoke.

“Hang on!” Reaching down with his bad arm, Linc clutched the flowers. “Okay. Get me the fuck out of here.”

“Never pegged you for a romantic,” Skyler said through gritted teeth as she hauled his two-hundred-fifty pounds of muscle and gear through the roof of the car.

They landed on the hood, and then she was shoving him over the barrier, and they were both falling. There was a loud pop behind them as one of the tires exploded.

Hands. What felt like a dozen of them grabbed him, pulled him up. They were surrounded by angels. Bloodied, bruised angels. Everyone crying and laughing at the same time. A girl in a softball uniform. A woman in a pencil skirt with bloody knees. A pizza delivery guy. A truck driver in a Jimmy Buffet shirt. Black. White. Rich. Poor. They came together to defy death.

Linc’s shoulder sang, his knuckles throbbed. But he grabbed Skyler’s arm. “Everybody move!”

There were sirens. An entire opera of them. Help was coming.

They moved as one, snaking between the stopped cars to the other shoulder of the highway. Skyler’s braid was no longer neat and tidy. Black flyaways escaped from all angles, and her dark skin was smudged with soot and dirt. She grinned at him.

“Not a bad day’s work, chief,” she said.

Nelson, arms draped over the shoulders of the glass-breaking golfers, limped ahead of them. Linc stole a glance over his shoulder, and just like that, the gas tank finally blew, shooting orange flames thirty feet into the air.

The flowers clutched in his hand were wilted and browning. But they’d survive, just like the man who’d bought them.

No. Not a bad day’s work at all.


2

[image: image]

On the side of the road, Linc used his left hand to apply pressure to a motorcyclist’s leg wound while an EMT worked to stabilize the unconscious woman’s spine.

He could feel, rather than see, the web of emergency responders as they infiltrated the chaos and began to carefully restore order. Fire crews would control and re-route traffic. Police departments would begin the painstaking investigation. EMTs and paramedics triaged and treated victims, arranging for transport to the nearest hospitals. Wreckers, an army of them, would be staging now, ready for the mop-up. More help arrived by the minute.

He could feel the environment shifting around them. Men and women in uniform brought with them a sense of calm, a perception of control.

But here on this scrap of crispy brown grass stained with blood, it was still life and death. The girl had been found fifteen feet from her crushed bike. Unconscious, unmoving.

The waterfall of sweat that had started in the car had yet to cease, though Linc had stripped out of his jacket. He was going to need six showers just to feel human again.

His shoulder throbbed. His right arm hung uselessly at his side, flesh still pulsed with the painful burn. But every hand with medical training was a necessity right now.

Fire departments and cops converged and dispersed around them, each with their own tasks. Traffic control. Clean-up. Patient transpo.

Linc looked down at the pale, bruised face of the woman. He didn’t recognize her. Had this happened in Benevolence, odds were he would have known her first name. Maybe even what street she lived on.

“Chopper coming?” he asked the EMT. The gauze he held to the victim’s leg was already saturated. She wouldn’t last in an ambulance.

“En route. Two minutes out.”

“She the worst?” he asked. He’d only witnessed a small corner of the carnage.

The paramedic spared him a quick glance. “Sure as hell hope so.”

But it was likely there were worse. The skeletal remains of minivans and sedans all around them predicted it.

No tarps yet, he thought grimly. But given the dozen mangled vehicle corpses, it would be a miracle if the coroner wasn’t needed.

Accidents happened. People died.

But what kept him going, what kept them all going, was what else happened at every scene.

Between twisted metal and over broken glass, strangers helped strangers. Bystanders became heroes on someone else’s worst day. They fetched water bottles and corralled pets. Applied pressure to wounds, lent cell phones and shoulders. They offered strangers hard hugs and whispered promises that everything would be okay.

A pretty young thing in a green dress gently cleaned blood from an elderly man’s face with a napkin while an EMT checked his vitals. The man’s wife clutched his hand to her chest. Silent tears tracked down her lined face.

Linc didn’t care for the hero label when others applied it to him. He was trained for this. He had years of experience. He chose this profession. But the woman, probably on her way to meet a friend for lunch, hadn’t. The truck driver supporting a limping teenager and the teenage girl whispering jokes to the man on a stretcher? Those were the real heroes.

“Chopper’s coming.” The paramedic fastened the leg strap on the spine board. “Let’s get her closer to the landing zone.”

Linc gripped the board with his left hand and winced when they stood.

“Sorry, man, didn’t know you were banged up,” the paramedic said. “Yo! Someone with two good hands!”

“It’s nothing,” Linc insisted. His shoulder took exception.

“Shit, chief. Must have been one hell of an extension cord.” Brody Lighthorse, the bald, tattooed, Benevolence FD captain and Linc’s best friend, appeared out of the wreckage and grabbed the end of the spine board.

“Never a dull moment,” he shot back. Linc jogged alongside, still applying pressure to the leg wound while Brody and the paramedic quickly made their way through cars and casualties.

The helicopter touched down nice and neat on the westbound lane dotted line. The cargo door was already opening, and a doctor jumped out.

“What’ve we got, gentlemen?”

Even over the sound of the rotors, the huskiness of her voice made him forget about the ache in his shoulder. And that was before he saw those eyes. Cool, bottle green. An old scar ran under her left eye, adding an interesting asymmetry to an already arresting face.

The paramedic recited the particulars—internal bleeding, possible spine injuries—while the doctor whipped off her stethoscope. She was long-legged and sure-footed. Her short dark hair was pulled back in a messy, stubby tail. Loose, wavy strands had already escaped and framed that face. She wore red, red lipstick.

“Looks like you’ve got a mess on your hands,” she shouted over the rotors to Linc. “Glad there’s only one for me.”

He opened his mouth, but words failed him.

“Real miracle, doc,” Brody called back. He tossed an elbow into Linc’s side. “Cat got your tongue, chief?”

“Let’s see if we can get ourselves another one of those,” she said. “Load her up.”

As the flight nurse and paramedics shoved the spine board into the chopper, the doctor’s gaze slid Linc’s way again in cool assessment. His tongue felt two sizes too big for his mouth.

He’d never had trouble talking to women. Hell, he’d flirted outrageously with his kindergarten teacher on the first day of school.

As the flight nurse—a big, burly, bearded guy—started an IV, the doc’s eyes zeroed in on Linc’s limp arm. “You getting that checked out, Lefty?” she asked.

His tongue finally loosened. “You doing the checking, Doc Dreamy?” he croaked.

She paused for a second and arched an eyebrow. “Haven’t heard that in a long time,” she said. “Nice try, but I don’t play doctor.”

With an emphasis on the word play and a wink, she was climbing back aboard. “Let’s get this bird in the air!”

They hightailed it away from the rotors as the engine whine increased. Linc gave himself a moment to watch as the helicopter hovered off the ground, then headed off in the direction of the hospital. Taking the green-eyed doctor with it.

“A distinct improvement over Doc Singh,” Brody decided. The usual flight doc on-scene was short, round, and always looking for an argument over Northeast sports franchises.

“Yeah,” Linc agreed. A definite improvement.

“You got little hearts in your eyes.” Brody grinned.

“I think I’m in love.”
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Dr. Mackenzie O’Neil hovered over her patient as the bird lifted fast enough to tickle the floor of her stomach. Flight medicine came with its own brand of challenges, and she thrived on them. Communication with her patients en route to the trauma center was usually impossible even when they were conscious.

It was a high-stakes guessing game. A high-wire act of stabilization and being prepared for when things went to hell.

The unconscious girl before her, early twenties, good physical shape, was a mystery to be solved and saved.

Mack continued her quick, careful physical exam while Bubba, flight nurse extraordinaire, cut through the jacket and the t-shirt beneath. Bubba was just an inch and a few pounds shy of the max size limits to practice medicine in the cramped quarters of the EC145. But he was light on his feet.

“Patient’s abdomen is hard as a rock. Significant bruising on the chest,” Mack reported, pressing on each quadrant.

“Bleeder, doc?” Sally chirped over the headset from her seat behind the controls. Ride Sally, or RS, as she was known to the air medicine team at Keppler Medical Center, was the best damn pilot Mack had ever had the privilege of flying with. Whisper-soft landings, lightning-fast reflexes, cool under pressure. She was also so petite, she sat on a cushion to reach the controls easier.

“Looks like it,” she confirmed into the headset’s mic.

She heard Sally relay the information to the hospital over the radio.

“Bubs, what’s the BP?” Mack asked.

Bubba was the exact physical opposite of their tiny pilot. Black to her fair freckles. Burly to her waif-like stature. Mack had found the opposites amusing. He still looked like the college football player he’d been while studying nursing. He shook his head. “Tanking.”

“Let’s push the fluids, see if we can’t get her BP stabilized.” Mack ran through the mental calculations. They were ten minutes out from the hospital. For now, her sole job was to get the girl there alive.

She took another listen to the chest, eyeing the monitor next to her. “Tachycardic. Decreased breath sounds on right side.”

“She’s hypoxic,” Bubba said, reading the oximeter. “Intubate?”

She could feel the patient slipping away. “Yeah. Let’s do this,” she said.

They moved quickly and in tandem. This was only her third shift and fifth call in a new job in a new place. But she liked and respected her team. Bubba had no problems taking orders from a woman who wasn’t afraid of giving them. And RS was happy to chauffeur them.

When they’d come in for a landing, the devastation on the highway beneath them was grimly fascinating. Mack had started her medical career flying in and out of battle, hauling injured soldiers. She’d been on choppers under fire, even survived two emergency landings. But seeing this kind of carnage on domestic soil was oddly unsettling.

From the looks of it, the eighteen-wheeler hadn’t seen the construction signs and was unprepared for the slow down, plowing into multiple vehicles and causing a chain reaction wreck.

The people on the ground hadn’t been deployed to a hot zone. They didn’t have military training under their belts. They were soccer dads running errands, businesswomen taking lunch breaks, teens playing hooky. Or, like the girl before her, just young women enjoying a nice summer afternoon on a motorcycle.

“ETA, RS?” she called.

“Nine minutes,” came the reply.

“You ever intubated en route, Bubs?” Mack asked.

“Virgin. Be gentle with me,” he said.

“She’s crashing,” she noted. “Stay with us, kid.”

They worked quickly, speaking only when necessary. Sweat coated her brow, and her back grumbled a complaint from her hunched posture. The adrenaline hummed its familiar tune in her bloodstream. It was a siren song. One she was going to have to start resisting…eventually.

The heart monitor reading flatlined.

“Hell,” she said and grimly charged the paddles while Bubba started CPR.

Life and death. She’d grown accustomed to walking that line daily. To seeing the disasters only small percentages of the human race would ever witness firsthand. A retrievalist, a flight doctor, like other first responders, was wired differently. They sought out the crises, made themselves tools. There were protocols in facing down death and gore and trauma. Protocols organized the chaos, gave the brain something to think about besides the horror of young lives slipping away.

Her hands shook, and she tightened her grip on the paddles.

“Clear.”

Bubba danced back.

It still surprised her how a man of his stature could move so gracefully in the confines. Working in close quarters wasn’t easy, but it did make things convenient. Everything she needed was within easy reach.

Mack positioned the paddles, sent up her superstitious prayer of “please,” and shocked the hell out of the young heart in her hands.

“Got beats,” Bubba yelled.

Thank you, baby Jesus.

“Let’s intubate,” she said. She swiped an arm over the sweat on her brow and blamed said sweat when she stood too straight and smacked her forehead—the part not covered by her helmet—on the metal shelf above the stretcher.

“Fucking A,” she muttered.

The blow surprised the shake out of her hands, and she cleanly slid the trach tube into her patient’s airway.

“Nice job, Mack,” Bubba said in the headset as their patient’s vitals stabilized.

They made quick work of one of the leg wounds as the hospital loomed into view, sunlight bouncing off its glass. Hundreds of cars dotting its parking lots. People scurrying in and out like ants.

Her stomach dipped again as the helicopter descended toward the rooftop helipad. The patient was stable. She’d done her job.

The trauma team, white coats flapping in the air kicked up by the rotors, waited just inside the doors.

“Good save,” Bubba said, offering her a fist bump over the patient.

She returned it. “Back at you, man. Really nice work.”

The skids touched down almost simultaneously in a slick, smooth landing. “Honey, we’re home,” RS sang.

Bubba released the door from inside, and Mack jumped out, ducking low. She helped the roof team unload the stretcher and filled them in on the details.

“Polytraumatic patient, female early twenties, motorcycle versus car. In shock. Intubated.” She rattled off the information to the trauma team. “Lost her and brought her back. One shock.”

“We got her from here, doc,” the trauma surgeon shouted with a nod. He grabbed a rail on the gurney, and together the team wheeled the nameless girl inside.

“Another day, another good karma point,” RS said, joining them on the roof.

“Think she’ll pull through?” Bubba asked.

“She’s young and otherwise healthy. She’s got a good chance,” Mack predicted. She stretched her arms up and over her head.

“That her blood?” RS asked, nodding at the smear on Mack’s forehead.

“Smacked my damn head on the shelf again.”

“That’s twice now,” Sally said, cracking her gum. “Third time, and we get you one of those giant bubble helmets.”

Bubba joined them at the edge of the helipad and tapped the scar through his eyebrow. “At least you didn’t need stitches en route,” he said cheerfully.

Sally checked her watch. “Looks like that’s a wrap, folks. Anyone wanna grab some grub?”

Mack’s first instinct was a firm no. She was bone tired, and the shake was back in her hands. She clenched them into fists and slid them into the pockets of her flight suit. She was here for a change of scenery, a break while she figured out next steps. Fraternizing with her crew was a good thing, she reminded herself. Normal even. She was forcing herself to embrace normal.

“Yeah. Sure. Lemme grab a shower first.”

“And a Band-Aid.” RS smirked, tapping her own unblemished forehead.

“I’m out. Promised the little lady I’d take the kids grocery shopping tonight to give her an hour of peace,” Bubba said, throwing them a salute. “Great work, Mack.”

“You, too, Bubs.”

“Meet you downstairs in thirty? I gotta do some post-flight checks,” RS said, jerking her chin toward the helicopter.

Another thing Mack appreciated about the pilot. She’d flown with pilots who focused only on pre-flight checklists then walked away from the bird without a backward glance after landing. Ride Sally took her job seriously, beginning to end.

Mack headed inside and down three flights to the locker room where she indulged in a five-minute, scalding hot shower. Her muscles loosened as she washed away the layer of dried sweat. When she was sufficiently clean, she threw the knob to cold and counted down from sixty, letting the iciness reinvigorate her brain.

She wanted a tall green tea and a sandwich with a mountain of cold cuts. She’d play a little getting to know you with RS, then head on home. Maybe unpack another box, catch up on another study or journal. Bed early. Wake early. Workout. Breakfast.

And then head into the small-town family practice—God help her—where she’d be spending the next six months of her life.

She stepped out and toweled off. Examining the cut on her forehead in the mirror, she rolled her eyes. “You were the one who wanted normal,” she muttered to her reflection.

She ran a comb through her hair, gave it a blast with the hair dryer, and stepped into her civilian clothes. A glance at the clock on the wall told her she still had fifteen minutes.

For the first time, her thoughts flitted back to the firefighter on the ground.

Her brain always sifted through calls and responses in odd, dreamlike ways. Rather than replaying the action during the flight, she was thinking of the blue-eyed firefighter with the bum shoulder. He looked more like a lifeguard. Tanned, blond, easy charming grin.

A pair of nurses in scrubs wandered in and gave her a nod. The one with a short cap of silver-blonde hair popped open her locker and toed off her clogs with a grateful sigh. “I hate twelves.”

“They’re not all bad when you get to work on Chief Sexy Pants.” The other nurse, willowy and weary, flopped down on the bench. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a sleek tail. “Hear what he did on-scene?”

“I got the broad strokes from Javier. Something about climbing into a car on fire like a sexy superhero?”

“He used that beautiful body of his to block the driver from the flames while sawing through the guy’s seatbelt. Dislocates his shoulder, burns his hand, but stays put. Had some Good Sams pull the man through the sunroof. Then his own rookie is hauling his fine ass up, and he stops to grab the flowers the guy got for his wife’s birthday off the front seat.”

“Swoon,” the first nurse sighed.

“Yeah, swoon and a subluxed shoulder and third-degree burns on the hand that I hear is capable of delivering multiple orgasms within impossible windows of time.”

“This guy tall, blond, gorgeous? A little on the flirty side?” Mack asked.

The first nurse looked up as she dragged on an ancient pair of gym shorts. “Yeah. Lincoln Reed. Fire chief over in Benevolence. He was first on-scene. You meet him?” she asked, eyeing the flight suit Mack was shoving into her bag.

“Briefly.”

“He’s downstairs in the ED. You know, if you want to check him out with two working arms,” the second nurse said with a glint in her eye.

Mack chewed it over. “I might just do that.”

“I’m Nellie, by the way.”

“Mack. Dr. O’Neil,” she said.

“The new flight doc. Nice to meet you. Great work today. Your girl is in surgery. No spine injury. I’m Sharon.”

“Oh…thanks for that.” She said her goodbyes and headed out into the hallway.

She wasn’t used to knowing that. The after. Whether they made it or didn’t. Her job as a retrievalist was to get the patient to the best resources. End of story. She’d gotten used to the not knowing. Gotten comfortable with it.

Sometimes it was better not to know.

Faces flashed before her. The ones she’d lost.

Two orderlies wandered by cracking jokes. Mack pulled herself out of her head. Nothing good came from looking back.

Going on instinct, she veered away from the parking lot and headed instead into the emergency department. It was relatively quiet here. Most of the other crash victims would have been routed through the county hospital. It was smaller but closer. The fact that Linc was here told her he hadn’t wanted to add another case to the overtaxed emergency department. A point for him.

She didn’t have to look hard for her flirty firefighter. There was a clump of adoring female medical personnel clustered around a trauma bay.

Chief Sexy Pants, with his broad shoulders and easy grin, took up most of the space between the vinyl curtains. The back of his left hand was bandaged, his right arm was in a sling that she could tell he was itching to get out of. He was hooked to a bag of fluids, most likely for the dehydration that came from battling blazes.

Mack thought of the flowers, wondered if it was true. If it was, it was wildly romantic and irresponsible.

Dr. Ling, according to the fiercely frowning woman’s ID badge, glanced up from the laptop. “Unless you’re family, you’re going to need to stay in the waiting room,” she said without looking up.

“Doc Dreamy here is family. She’s my future wife,” Linc said.

Mack laughed and pretended not to notice the daggers the nursing staff shot in her direction. Holding up her hospital ID, she noted the disappointment that flashed across Dr. Ling’s face. Mack had known doctors like Ling. Territorial, a shade aggressive. But usually very, very good at medicine. “We’re old friends,” Mack said. “Nice to see you again, Lefty. How’s the wing?”

“Good as new thanks to the doc here.”

“That’s not even remotely accurate,” Dr. Ling announced dryly, then reluctantly, for Mack’s behalf, added, “Partial subluxation. It’s back in place and needs to stay stabilized. The chief is under strict orders not to over-stress the injury.”

“How’s our patient?” Linc asked, swinging his legs over the side of the bed and pointing at the IV in his arm. With a nod from Dr. Ling, one of the nurses jumped into action to remove it. Mack was a little disappointed when the woman didn’t kiss the Band-Aid she gently smoothed over the tiny needle hole.

“Not sure,” Mack said, shoving a hand in the pocket of her shorts. “Made it here in one piece. She’s in surgery. No spinal. But that’s all I know.”

“I can find out for you, chief,” one of the younger nurses said, American as apple pie with blonde curls and pretty blue eyes with lashes that were batting a mile a minute.

“I’d appreciate that, Lurlene.”

Oh, she would recognize that hotshot charm anywhere, Mack thought, as Lurlene sprinted for the desk. And not so long ago she’d have had no issues with enjoying a couple of rounds in bed with said hotshot charm. But she was turning over a new leaf.

A new, celibate, boring leaf.

Too bad there was something in those eyes that she liked, that she recognized. The slick, harmless charm. The exhaustion he was keeping tamped down.

He stood, and even the indomitable Dr. Ling took a step back to accommodate him.

Taller than she’d thought. A little broader too. But not soft. Except around the eyes.

His build reminded her of the neighbor she’d accidentally spied over her backyard fence in the early dawn hours putting himself through a punishing workout, a yellow lab delightedly shadowing his movements.

Not a bad way to wake up.

“Feel like giving a wounded man a ride home, doc?” Linc asked.

Mack heard the internal swooning of a half-dozen women.

“Sorry, Lefty. I’ve got plans.”

On cue, RS poked her head around the curtain and held up her pager. “Yo, doc. Caught another one. Next shift pilot’s late. Raincheck?”

Mack sent her a wave. “Happy flying, RS. Next shift.”

Linc’s grin broadened. “Looks like you’ve got time to drive me home after all.”
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Linc liked the conflict he read on her bare face. Freshly showered—her hair smelled like lavender and honey —Doc Dreamy was as attractive in shorts and a worn National Guard shirt as she was in a flight suit.

“Where do you live?” she asked, chewing on that now naked lip as she gave the idea some thought.

“Little town called Benevolence. I’m sure it’s on the way to wherever you’re headed,” he said, all charm now. The sock-in-the-gut speechless reaction he’d had to her on-scene was going to be chalked up to being distracted by his shoulder. Now that he was trussed up like a damn turkey and rehy-drated, he was free to focus on those wary green eyes.

“Honey, I don’t care if he lives in South Dakota.” Janice the RN had twenty years on him and barely topped out at five feet even. But she returned his shameless flirting with an expertise he hoped to someday possess. “You drive our boy home and thank us later.”

It was official. Janice was his favorite.

Linc’s cell rang from the depths of his gym bag. Automatically he reached for it with his right hand and winced.

Doc Dreamy—he wondered if knowing her real name would ruin any of the entertaining fantasies he’d concocted while Dr. Ling ruthlessly shoved the head of his damn humerus back into the socket—rolled her eyes.

She took the bag from him and fished out the phone.

“What’s up, Lighthorse?” he said.

“Checking in. Still have both arms?” his friend asked.

“Good as new. In fact, if you’re still at the scene, I can probably swing by and help with cleanup,” he offered.

“No!” Dr. Ling and Doc Dreamy announced together.

Brody laughed. “Sounds like you’ve got some babysitters. We’ve got it under control. DUI, by the way. Truck driver had five doubles at a dive bar before climbing behind the wheel. Ran after the wreck, but the highway patrol found him. One dead. Seventeen injured. Six seriously.”

Linc swore under his breath.

One was too many. A useless death for a selfish, bullshit reason.

“One’s better than I expected,” Brody said.

“Me, too. Still.”

“Yeah. Still. Anyway, I sent the rook to take Sunshine home. Want me to have her swing by the hospital? Give you a lift?”

Linc looked at Doc Dreamy, who was stuffing the patient care instructions he fully intended to ignore into his gym bag.

“Nah. Got it covered. Thanks for taking care of my girl,” he said.

“Your girl probably ate your curtains and pissed on your toaster by now,” Brody predicted.

That sounded about right. “Yeah, thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow at the station.”

“For light duty only,” Dr. Ling yelled.

“Busted,” Brody snickered. “Save your energy for the forty tons of paperwork.”

They disconnected, and Doc Dreamy took Linc’s phone and stuffed it in the bag. “Let’s go, Lefty.”

“You want to ask about my girl, don’t you?”

“Nope,” she said, shouldering his bag. “You ready?”

“Dr. Ling?” He extended his left hand and shook hers. “Ladies? Thanks for the superior medical care. Five stars all around.”

“Happy to help,” the doctor said dryly.

He followed the doc out of the curtained-off bay into the bustle of the emergency department. A kid, young from the sounds of it, wailed pitifully from somewhere. A guy in the next bed held a towel soaked with blood over his forehead and stared miserably at his shoes. Nurses—at least the ones of the female persuasion—paused long enough to flash Linc a smile before sailing off to the next patient. They flirted in rotation, folding a wink or a sweet smile in with the rest of their duties.

“Chief! Wait!” Lurlene rushed up, cheeks flushed. “I just heard from the OR. Splenectomy is going well. She’s expected to make it.”

“Thanks, honey.” Linc placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

“Said she coded on the way here and the air team brought her back and intubated her. She was real lucky.”

“Yeah, she was,” he murmured, thinking about the devastation caused by one man and his problem. “Nice save, doc.”

Dreamy looked embarrassed. “You ready?” she asked abruptly.

His very attractive chauffeur looked like she was ready to crawl out of her skin if she had to stand there another second and accept accolades.

“I am.” Linc used the exhausted and injured thing to his advantage and slung his good arm around her shoulders. She stiffened for a second and then shifted her bag and his to better handle his weight.

With the first step, he realized it wasn’t a play. Weak as a fucking kitten. Hollowed out, hungry, and tired. He clenched his jaw and tried to cover his sharp intake of breath.

Her arm came around his waist. He wasn’t fooling her. Fuck.

“Nice work, today, you two,” Dr. Ling said grudgingly as they made for the exit.

“Thanks. You, too,” his pretty doctor crutch called back. They slowly made their way in the direction of the waiting room and paused to let a nurse leading an older woman hurry by. “Your husband’s right in here, ma’am,” the nurse said, pulling back the curtain to one of the first bays.

Nelson, a little worse for the wear, beamed up from his bed. His head was bandaged, as was his left arm. There were enough wires sticking out of him to reanimate Frankenstein’s monster. But he was alive and smiling up at his wife like they were teenage sweethearts.

Linc felt the hitch in Dreamy’s stride.

“I leave you alone for an hour and look what you get yourself into,” Nelson’s wife blustered. She leaned over him, brushing a shock of white hair off his forehead and kissing him ever so gently on the forehead.

“Have I got a story to tell you,” Nelson said. “Here. I got you these.” He pointed to the flowers a nurse had thoughtfully put in an ugly plastic ice pitcher. They were wilted, browned, the baby’s breath was singed to a crisp.

“Oh, Nelson.” His wife dissolved into tears and carefully climbed into the bed next to him.

The patient glanced up and spied Linc. “Thank you,” he mouthed.

Linc nodded at Nelson, then cleared his throat. Dreamy cleared hers. Two stoic responders trying not to let their feelings show.

“Let’s get out of here, Dreamy,” he said softly.

They made it out the front doors and into the summer evening in silence. He was sweating from the effort of not limping and groaning and painfully aware of how badly he needed a shower. This was not his best first impression.

“You can put more weight on me,” she said. “I can handle it.”

“Pfft. I’m fine. This was just an excuse to put my arm around you,” he said through gritted teeth.

“You’ve officially been upgraded from Lefty to Hotshot,” Dreamy decided.

Linc glanced over his shoulder and made sure they no longer had an audience. “In that case.” He leaned heavily on her. That lavender scent wafting up from her hair wreaked havoc on his senses.

“I’m parked pretty far out,” she said. “Wait here, and I’ll get the car.”

“No way. Gotta keep moving,” he countered. If he stopped and sat, he’d be asleep in seconds. And snoring on a bus bench was no way to charm a beautiful woman.

She sighed, and he knew she’d been there. “Suit yourself. Think we should exchange names?” she mused to him as they slowly, painfully made their way down the longest row of cars in the history of parking lots.

“Nah. What’s the fun in that?” he said.

“Good point. To give you something to look forward to, Hotshot, my car has air-conditioned seats.”

It boded well for the fresh river of sweat working its way down his back. He hoped the deluge wouldn’t short out her car’s electrical system.

“Almost there,” she said.

He had a good amount of his body weight on her, and she was barely breathing heavy. From his grip on her shoulder, he felt the telltale flexing of well-developed muscle.

They arrived finally at a big-ass dark blue SUV. She propped him against the fender and dumped both their bags into the hatch. “Can you get into your seat yourself, or do you need a hand?”

Linc searched for something flirty or the appropriate euphemism and came up dry. He blamed it on exhaustion and hunger.

She grinned at him, and he felt it in his gut.

“Relax, Hotshot. We’re not having sex. You don’t have to worry about impressing me. You’re allowed to be tired.”

“Why aren’t we having sex?” he demanded, collapsing into the passenger seat of the spotless vehicle.

“I’m new here. I could be an ax-murdering black widow with a string of dead husbands.”

He gave her a deliberate once-over, pausing on her bare left ring finger. “I’m willing to take that chance.”

“Yeah, I bet you are. And if circumstances were different, if we met a few months ago, I wouldn’t mind taking your very impressive body for a spin.”

Linc felt just the slightest bit objectified, then decided he didn’t mind one bit.

“Well, now I have to ask what happened between past Doc Dreamy and present.”

“No. You don’t,” she said cheerfully. The engine roared to life. “Just like I’m not asking you about ‘your girl.’”

“If we’re not sleeping together, then we’re gonna be friends. And friends tell each other everything,” he said, changing tactics.

She smirked at him and shifted into reverse. “Always wanted myself a gal pal.”

He laughed. She was sharp. And he was smart enough to find that very attractive.

His stomach interrupted his entertainment with an aggressive reminder that it was empty.

“Listen, I know you’re valiantly holding out on my charm. But how do you feel about food? I don’t mean to come on strong—” Lies. “—but I could eat your very shapely arm right now.”

“Cannibalism is certainly the most interesting offer I’ve had today,” she said, backing out of the space and steering them in the direction of the highway that paralleled the hospital’s parking lot.

They rode in silence for a few minutes. Linc thought of Nelson and his wife. One minute later, he and Nelson and anyone else working on that car would have ended up as charcoal.

They’d all been extremely lucky.

They exited the highway two stops before Benevolence, and Linc thanked his lucky stars when she pulled into the cracked asphalt parking lot of a diner.

He let her help him inside more out of necessity than flirtation. They settled into a booth with a scarred stainless-steel top and shiny napkin dispenser.

“Wanna tell me about it?” she asked, signaling for the waitress. “We can swap war stories, only make ourselves sound more heroic and good-looking.”

“Dreamy, look at us. People don’t get more good-looking than this.”

“Pfft. Listen, Hotshot, when you’re as attractive as we are, try to have at least a feigned sense of humility. No one likes a beautiful asshole.”

He grinned at her and decided it was possible that he’d finally met his match.

The server, a no-nonsense, end-of-her-shift type, arrived and peered at them over her blue-framed reading glasses. “What’ll it be, kids?”

Dreamy ordered green tea and an egg white omelet with a side of fresh fruit. Linc went for a gallon of coffee, three waters, and the meatloaf with a side of turkey sandwich.

The waitress didn’t blink, but Dreamy smirked. “Must have been quite the calorie burn,” she predicted.

Orders placed, they traded stories of the shift, the call, the victims.

“It was a DUI. The truck driver was shit-faced and didn’t see the construction signs. He just plowed into stopped traffic,” Linc told her.

Her sigh had weight to it. “If Drivers Ed kids had to walk on to an accident scene, no one would ever text or drink and drive again.”

He recognized it. The frustration. The fact that so many of these injuries, so many deaths, could be completely avoided. But there would always be people incapable of making the right choice. They would always hurt someone else. And he, and others like the doctor lounging across from him, would be there to pick up the pieces.

The exhaustion that pushed at his brain started to encroach. He took another hit of very good diner coffee, resisting the urge to guzzle it.

“I know what you’re saying. At least every single one of those people who went home today will drive more carefully.”

“The nurses in the ED were all aflutter over you saving those flowers,” Dreamy said, sipping her green tea that she’d accessorized with a judicious squirt of lemon. “But it sounds like they’re usually aflutter over Chief Sexy Pants.”

“So you do know my name,” he teased.

The eyebrow she arched at him was flippant.

“This your first in-flight intubation?” he asked. She seemed more comfortable talking medicine and calls than the personal. He’d use it to his advantage…when he had more energy.

“Third,” she said, leaning back and draping an arm over the back of the booth.

“Not here though,” he guessed. “I’d remember seeing you on-scene.”

“New in town,” she said.

He grinned and waited a beat or two while she refused to divulge more.

“Military before this for a few years,” she said, finally giving in.

He pointed at her National Guard t-shirt. “So I guessed.”

“Devastatingly handsome and wildly astute,” she said, fluttering her lashes.

Their food arrived, Linc’s plates taking up most of the acreage of the table, and they dove in.

He was still tired. He still hurt. But the food, the company, helped.

When the waitress slapped the check down on the table, Linc’s good hand got there first. “This is our first date. I’m paying.”

“No offense, but this is a terrible first date. You smell like smoke and antiseptic.”

“Aphrodisiacs for first responders,” he insisted.

“I’ll let you pay but only as reimbursement for the chauffeur routine.”

“I’ll take what I can get.”

She waited patiently while he fished out cash with one hand.

“Okay, Hotshot. Lead the way,” Dreamy said, sliding out of the booth.

Linc played tour guide on the way into Benevolence, pointing out the high school, the fire station, the little downtown that was much the same as it had been since he’d been born here. Change wasn’t a bad thing. But there was something comforting about the sameness of his hometown.

It was going dark now, and the crickets and peepers were making the most of August’s last hurrah.

While he was looking forward to his dog, his bed, he wasn’t ready for his time with the dreamy doctor to come to an end.

“Turn right here.” He pointed at the next road sign. “Third one on the left.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” she muttered under her breath.

“What? You’ve never seen an incredibly good-looking man live in a renovated gas station?” he teased.

“Something like that,” she said wryly. It made him want to be in on the private joke. “Looks like someone’s excited to see you.” She pointed to the big front window.

Sunshine, his yellow lab disaster, scrabbled at the glass, frantic with excitement.

“Separation anxiety. Usually she’s with someone, but with the call today, a rookie brought her back. That, by the way, is my girl,” he said as Sunshine’s front paws got tangled up in the heavy curtains. There was a muffled crash as curtains and rod rained down. Undaunted, Sunshine danced to the door and back to the window.

“Huh. Guess I was right when I pictured you with a high-maintenance blonde,” she quipped.

Yeah. He was definitely looking forward to seeing her again. “Wanna come in for a nightcap? Maybe see me with a complicated brunette?”

“It’s a nice offer, Hotshot. But I’m gonna pass.”

“If I wanted to pursue you relentlessly, how would I do that?” he asked, his good hand on the door handle.

“I have a feeling you’ll find a way,” she predicted.

He certainly would. After a long, hot shower and a good night’s sleep.

Linc opened the door with his left hand. “I’ll see you around, doc,” he said.

“I’m sure you will.”

He grabbed his bag from the back and, with a little salute, let himself in where he was promptly mauled with unconditional love.
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She knew it was still dark without opening her eyes. Her internal clock was a marvel. An annoyingly consistent marvel.

Five-thirty in the morning. She considered pulling the pillow over her head and trying for another half an hour, but it was futile. The day had begun.

She kicked off what covers had survived the night and stepped over the bedspread that had been rejected. A lousy sleeper, Dr. Mackenzie O’Neil had gotten used to getting by on a few hours a night. There was too much adrenaline in her life.

The bedroom was small by most people’s standards. But most people hadn’t spent a good amount of time deployed to field hospitals in foreign lands. The double mattress was comfortable enough for the next six months. And when she had a spare minute, she’d probably finish unpacking her clothes.

This stopover in Benevolence, Maryland, was like another deployment. A temporary placement. A short-term job to do. Today, she’d find out exactly what she’d gotten herself into.

The floorboards creaked under her bare feet as she headed into the bathroom. It was tiny—like the rest of the house—but the landlord had managed to squeeze in enough storage in the vanity, open shelves, and sliver of a linen closet to make it usable.

Mack wrapped an elastic band around her hair, securing it in a stubby tail, and splashed cold water on her face until she felt the burn of blood flow.

Ten minutes later, she was out the door, running shoes on and muscles warm.

Late August in Maryland, she was learning, meant the fingers of summer humidity clung tight, even in the early morning hours. Turning left, she headed down the block, deciding to zig-zag through a new-to-her part of town before hitting the trail by the lake.

As her feet beat out a steady rhythm on the sidewalk beneath her, her brain organized her day. Shower. Breakfast. Tea. Then her first day on the job shadowing Dr. Dunnigan in the woman’s family medical practice where she would be spending four days a week until March.

Nerves danced up her spine, and she laughed out loud in the residential quiet. Mack O’Neil, afraid of a challenge? She was more afraid it wouldn’t be enough of a challenge. Worried the quiet, small-town life would end up being worse for her health than her previous high-stress career.

Adrenal fatigue. Impending burnout. Looming exhaustion.

As a medical professional, she knew the dangers of pushing the body too hard for too long. Yet she hadn’t just stepped a toe or two over that line. No. She’d run a good hundred yards in the wrong direction.

She’d always been able to temper the hard work with hard play. And when necessary, well-earned island vacations with nothing to worry about but umbrellas in drinks and sunscreen applications. But lately, she hadn’t been able to play hard enough. Hadn’t been able to level out.

And she was smart enough to tackle the problem now before it cost her too much.

She had the next six months to get herself together. Six months of fish oil and vegetables, meditation and sleep.

God, she hoped it wouldn’t take that long.

She’d been pushing hard since forever. And now it was time to stop pushing and start…whatever the opposite of pushing was.

Glancing down at her watch, she slowed her pace to stay in the appropriate heart rate zone. Enough for a workout but not a flat-out sprint.

“Just breathe,” Mack reminded herself. That’s all she had to do. Breathe and rest. And hope the boredom wouldn’t kill her.

She sucked in a long, slow breath. Then blew it out. The concrete under her feet changed to dirt and pine needles, and she let her thoughts shake free as the trees of the woods closed around her.

Four miles, and she was back at the front door of her rental. The flowerbeds—hell, she had flowerbeds now— needed a good weeding. The lawn was a little tall, and she remembered there was a push mower in the garage that was too small to house her SUV.

She’d squeeze in some yard work later today.

She jogged up the tidy brick steps and let herself inside. The house, a cottage really, felt like something out of a storybook with its rounded front door painted cerulean to accent the daffodil yellow siding. The door opened into the living room that took up the entire front half of the house. Yellow pine floors, cute built-ins, even a tidy brick fireplace that—were she the type—would be nice to curl up in front of with a good book on a snowy night.

But Mack wasn’t the good-book-on-a-snowy-night type. She was the type to hang out of a helicopter, transporting patients from the scenes of their snowy accidents to the nearest trauma center.

“One shift a week,” she reminded herself, heading down the short hallway into the kitchen. Four days in the clinic. One day with the air team.

The kitchen could have used an update, but the creaky cabinets, painted a pale blue, had their own kind of well-used charm. There was a short L of butcher block countertop. A white fridge and stove. No dishwasher. But cooking for one didn’t produce an excess of dishes.

Mack put the kettle on and then assembled the ingredients for her protein shake, her breakfast of nutritional necessity. She jammed fruits, yogurt, sprouts, and green stuff into the blender, topped it with protein powder and chia seeds, and let the appliance do its job.

She gave the kettle and blender a break and ran through a quick set of planks, push-ups, and sit-ups in the dining room next to the adorable stenciled table.

By the time she finished, the kettle was whistling, and the smoothie was as smooth as it was
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