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Chapter 1


No woman could help but notice the two men who strode into the City Lights Grill just after midnight. Not with that amount of pure, knockout maleness walking through the door. One had the broken-nose look of a boxer, the other a more fresh-faced appeal, along with a slight limp. Both moved as if they knew exactly what to do with their bodies at all times.

The two, who happened to be off-duty firefighters, didn’t register the influx of feminine attention, maybe because they were used to it. Or maybe because the rougher of the two firemen was too busy lecturing the other.

“The problem with you, Fred,” said Mulligan, “is that you’re too—”

“If you say ‘nice,’ you’ll be on your ass in two seconds.” Fred Breen was at the tail end of a rough night. “And you know I can do it.”

“Yeah, now I know, since you finally let me in on your big secret. But check it out.” He reached for the trophy Fred dangled from one finger, as if he didn’t even care about it. “Second place, it says here. You know who second place is for? Nice guys. Guys who don’t have the killer instinct. Guys who give kittens CPR—”

“Don’t start with the kittens again. They lived, didn’t they?” Fred flung himself into a chair at a table in the corner, then winced. He’d just spent the evening getting the crap beat out of him at the Southern California Muay Thai Championships. Every bone in his body ached, and his muscles had gone into some sort of traumatic shock. “And did you happen to notice the guy who took first? Jet Li couldn’t have beaten that guy. He’s like a sixth-generation master.”

“Excuses, excuses. My point is, I’ve noticed a theme in your life, Freddie-boy. Take Courtney—”

“Don’t finish that sentence, Mulligan.”

Even Mulligan, instigator that he was, backed off from the feral glare Fred aimed at him. “Pitcher?” he asked innocently.

“Yeah, sure.” Beer or a full-body transplant, either would do.

Mulligan headed for the bar while Fred, nearly comatose, slumped further into his chair. He knew that no one at the firehouse liked his ex-girlfriend Courtney, which was exactly why he hadn’t told anyone they’d broken up. He was tired of everyone’s opinions on his life. Including Courtney’s. She insisted on calling their current breakup a “trial separation.” Getting beat up by Muay Thai masters was easier than ending things with Courtney.

He flexed his left elbow gingerly. It seemed to still function, and apart from the bruises on his rib cage, he’d gotten off pretty easily. His face showed nothing worse than exhaustion. He didn’t ever notice the pain during a bout. But afterward . . . that was a different story. That was why he trained only during his four days off from his firefighting duties. It took time to recover.

Why, he asked himself for the thousandth time, did he insist on throwing himself into that ring? What did he get out of it besides bruises and stiffness? Well, and the secret knowledge that he could disable every guy in the San Gabriel Fire Department. After all his training, he could probably even beat his brothers, who were all in various branches of the military.

He planted the trophy, a brass-plated karate figure mounted on a square base, in the middle of the table and glared at it. Second place. Never mind that second place was the highest he’d ever ranked. Never mind that Namsaknoi Yudthagarngam was essentially unbeatable. Never mind that his brothers wouldn’t take him seriously even if he had won. Was Mulligan right, and he was doomed to second place because of his—

His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden whisking away of the trophy. He looked up to see a girl in a bridal veil brandishing it in the air. Under the veil she had masses of wild dark hair and looked like big trouble.

“Cindy Barstow is hereby awarded the title of Most Bodacious Bride!” She mimicked a trumpet call to the women crowding around her, one of whom, a curvy blonde, raised her arms in a victory gesture and made a “gimme” gesture at the trophy. The dark-haired girl in the veil then bent to whisper in Fred’s ear. “Sorry, it was a dare. You can’t deny a bride during her bachelorette party.”

Temporarily stunned by the sudden onslaught of femininity—and the clean, rosewater fragrance of the girl’s hair—Fred warily surveyed the women surrounding him. Four of them, all dressed in skimpy party dresses and sparkly tiaras. All seemed seriously buzzed.

With perfect timing, Mulligan reappeared with a foaming pitcher of beer. “Ladies,” he said in greeting. “If you’re here to celebrate, welcome aboard.”

“What are we celebrating?” an Asian girl in a hot pink tube dress asked. “I mean, besides the tragic loss of an exceptional single lady to the enslavement known as matrimony?”

“I like your style, babe.” Mulligan gave her a once-over. “You busy later?”

“Oh, I plan to get busy later.” She flipped her hair. “But probably not with you.”

“Ouch.” Mulligan mimed a shot to the heart. Then he plucked the trophy from the dark-haired girl’s hands and transferred it to the Asian girl. “There you go. Prize for best putdown.”

“Hey!” The girl in the veil squawked and dove after the trophy. “I stole that fair and square.”

The girl in hot pink held on tight to it. “Back off, Rachel. I earned it with my outstanding bitchiness.”

Laughing, the two girls pretended to tussle over the silly prize. Rachel, thought Fred. Her name is Rachel. The other two girls took sides, raucously rooting them on. Oh yes. Seriously buzzed.

Fred, watching their antics, heaved a sigh, which hurt his ribs. He was too sore for this. But he’d been carrying that trophy and he knew how cheaply it was constructed. He knew what would happen next. He rose to his feet, wincing all the way, and stationed himself strategically behind the girl in the veil. Sure enough, the thing flew apart, the statuette in the hands of Hot Pink, its base in the hands of Bridal Veil.

Rachel stumbled backward, right into Fred’s arms. He absorbed the impact of her petite body and sputtered against a mouthful of bridal veil.

“Oops! I’m so sorry!” The girl righted herself, pushing away from him. Suddenly his arms held no silky, warm presence. He swiped the veil out of his vision and found himself looking into wide, concerned eyes of an unusual deep indigo color. Two spots of pink burned in her cheeks. “Are you okay?” she asked him. “Did I hurt you? You look like you’re in pain.”

“I’m fine,” croaked Fred, whose ribs were throbbing. “Are you okay?”

“Just embarrassed.” She leaned toward him intimately, a little wobbly. He caught that fresh fragrance again, like morning rain in a rose garden. “I really shouldn’t ever, ever drink. And usually I don’t. But it’s a special occasion, you know. And Cindy made me wear the veil, which means I have to do what she says. According to her rules. ’Cuz she’s the bride.”

Mulligan came over and clapped a hand on Fred’s shoulder, harder than he had to. “Freddie can take it. He’s a stud. That’s what we call him, actually. Stud. Not just any guy can win this.” He hoisted the trophy high in the air. “Champion in the Betty Crocker Bake-off.”

Fred shot him a baleful look.

“That doesn’t look like someone baking,” pointed out the curvy blond girl, Cindy the bride. “Unless that’s a rolling pin in his pants.”

“Fred,” Mulligan whispered loudly in his ear, “I’m in love. Can we party with these girls for a while?”

Rachel overheard. “No,” she said. “Absolutely not. Right, girls? Bachelorette parties aren’t supposed to have boys.”

“Unless they’re strippers,” said the fourth girl, whose short hair looked like a spiky red dandelion. “Are you guys strippers?”

“Something could probably be arranged,” said Mulligan. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” He jerked his head meaningfully in Fred’s direction. “You should get him to tell you about it.”

True, Fred had once taken part in a bachelorette party strip show. Never to be repeated, he’d vowed. “Mulligan, sit down and shut the fuck up,” he told the other firefighter.

“Ooh,” said Hot Pink. “Are you going to let him talk to you that way, big guy?”

Fred shot Mulligan a warning look. He was nearing the end of his tether. Sore, bruised, and he hadn’t even had a sip of that beer yet. Plus he was hungry. True, the dark-haired girl, Rachel, had felt wonderful falling into his arms. If it were just the two of them, alone, maybe with a hot tub and a bottle of ibuprofen . . . some Tiger Balm . . . massage oil . . . Not that he was thinking that, no way, not with Courtney still calling every few days. He wanted out, but he didn’t want to hurt Courtney.

“Yes, I am,” said Mulligan, dropping into a chair. “He’s more of a badass than he looks. Nice seeing you, girls. Best wishes on your upcoming nuptials.”

“Nuptials!” the redhead shouted. “Someone said ‘nuptials.’ You know what that means. Everyone do a shot!”

The other girls groaned and they all fluttered away toward the bar.

As she left, Rachel flipped her veil over her shoulder, catching Fred in the corner of his eye. He clapped his hand over it, while she muttered a horrified apology, then fled.

Fred sank into his seat.

“You owe me big-time,” said Mulligan grimly. “Those girls are hot.”

“Just pass me the beer.” But even as he drank, Fred couldn’t help watching the girl in the bridal veil choke down her shot. She really shouldn’t be drinking. With a tiny frame like hers, she probably couldn’t handle more than a teaspoon of tequila. Maybe he should keep an eye on her. Which would be easier if his eye weren’t throbbing from getting nicked by her damn veil.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Mulligan was saying. “We’re going to organize a firehouse fight club, and take bets. I’ll put all my money on you and say I’m rooting for the underdog, and . . .”

Fred tuned out the other firefighter as Rachel slid off her stool, steadied herself, then set off across the bar. She seemed to be headed for the door in the far corner, the one with the red exit sign. Maybe she’d decided to go home. Not a bad idea, in his opinion, except the path to the exit took her right through a game of darts, to which she seemed completely oblivious.

Abandoning Mulligan, he dashed across the room and whirled the girl out of range of the flying darts.

“I . . . I was going to the bathroom,” she stammered, looking bewildered.

“Bathroom’s this way.” He spun her around so she faced the other direction. “Darts are the other way. Can you manage it or do you need an escort?”

She bristled. “I’m not going to the bathroom with some strange guy I don’t even—”

“Not me. One of your friends.”

“Oh.” Her face flamed. “You must think I’m a total ditz.”

“Not at all,” he said politely, which made her face turn even more crimson. She tore her arm from his grasp and headed for the bathroom, indignantly muttering something about overprotective men.

Well, if that was the thanks he was going to get . . .

Shrugging, he returned to Mulligan, who drained his mug and eyed him with amusement. “At least she didn’t whack you this time. So back to fight club. It’s not a bad way to prove up. Show the crew you’re more than a kitten lover. Let that pretty face of yours fool them, then bring down the hammer. If I hadn’t seen you in that ring, I wouldn’t have believed it, Fred.” His cell phone rang. As Mulligan muttered into his phone, Fred watched the dart players finish a game, then start another, then finish that one.

Mulligan ended his call. “I might have to hedge my bets, though, in case you decide to pull your punches. It’s that nice guy thing again. How do I know you aren’t going to wuss out and . . .”

“Hang on.”

Rachel had been gone too long. He just knew it. Leaving Mulligan in mid-sentence, he hurried to the dark hallway where the men’s and women’s bathrooms were located. Sure enough, there she was, a silvery sprite in the dim fluorescents, bending over a guy who knelt on the gritty, sawdust-covered floor. His chinos and stained crewneck sweater screamed vomiting frat boy.

“Are you all right?” Rachel was asking him in a concerned voice, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she was alone in a dark hallway with a drunk.

“Awesome.” The guy swiped a hand across his face. “Hey, you’re pretty. Gimme a kiss.”

“Uh . . . no thanks.” She started to straighten up, but the guy latched on to her arm.

“Come on, baby.” He sang, “You can leave your veil on . . .” and tugged her so she lost her balance and started to fall on top of him.

Fred didn’t wait another second. He strode to her side, swooped her out of the drunk guy’s reach, and whisked her down the hallway. Her rosewater scent teased his nostrils; he resisted the urge to bend closer to sniff her hair, a move that might shift him from rescuer to stalker.

With her dark curls falling back over his arm, she tilted her head back to glare at him. “I had the situation handled.”

“You’re welcome,” he said grimly.

She seemed to puzzle over that for a second. “I guess I was supposed to thank you.”

“Some people would at least consider it.”

Her quick shimmer of a smile cast sparks of light into their grungy surroundings. “Who are you, anyway? Why do you keep”—she gestured wildly, bonking him on the chin—“popping up like this? Did my father hire you?”

“What?” The throb in his chin distracted Fred from her odd question.

“He insisted on hiring the limo driver, but he didn’t tell me about hiring anyone else.”

He had no idea what she was talking about, but she seemed to forget about the subject anyway. He headed down the hall, toward the bar. Surprisingly, she didn’t ask to be put down, and he didn’t offer. She needed to be with her friends. And for some reason, he needed to make sure she was safe. Besides, it felt good, holding her in his arms, so good he sort of lost track of time. The hallway seemed to go on forever, and yet end too soon.

When they stepped back into the bar, the blonde, Cindy, spotted them and came hurtling over, shrieking bloody murder.

“What happened? Are you okay, Rachel?”

“I’m fine,” she grumbled, as Fred set her on her feet. “Someone threw up in the hallway and tried to come on to me. Apparently this guy”—she jerked a thumb over her shoulder, jabbing him in the chest, making him wince—“thought it was a federal crime.”

The spiky redhead appeared at Cindy’s shoulder. “The most important question is, how’s the veil? It’s my turn to wear it.”

Rachel whipped the veil off her head, dragging long strands of her hair along with it. “No, the important question is why this complete stranger thinks I can’t take care of myself.”

Now that was just too much. Fred threw up his hands. “Really? The important thing isn’t nearly walking into a game of darts? Or worse?”

Rachel, struggling to free her hair from the veil, turned to her friends. “Don’t I have enough people watching every little thing I do? Why him?”

Exasperated, Fred reached over and untangled her veil from her hair. “You are the strangest girl I’ve ever met.”

“What kind of thing is that to say—”

“All right, all right.” Cindy grabbed her hand. “Let’s go. Limo’s waiting.” She bundled Rachel behind her and addressed Fred. “Thanks for everything, attractive stranger. She’s usually such a sweet girl, believe it or not. Devotes her life to helping animals, will do anything for a friend, even drink too much champagne during her friend’s last night of freedom . . . okay, we’re going now.”

They all waved good-bye and flocked to the door. After they left, the entire room seemed to go dim.

Back at the table, Mulligan tossed some money down and pushed back his chair. “Nice move, bro. You scared away the only girls worth talking to in this whole joint.”

“I didn’t scare anyone away. I rescued her from being slobbered on by a vomit-covered idiot.” Fred worked at a knot in his neck, trying to understand how the night had begun with a mauling in the fight ring and somehow gone downhill from there.

“Details, details,” said Mulligan. “Come on, let’s ghost. I want to see what’s rolling at Firefly.”

“Nah, man. I’m done. If that bout wasn’t enough to do me in, that girl was. She got in more hits than Namsaknoi.” He tenderly felt his jawbone, where she’d bonked him in the hallway.

Mulligan cackled. “You should date her. I can see you with a girl like that. She’d keep things hopping.”

“Not going to happen. The girl I go for is going to be nothing like her.”

“I wouldn’t say nothing like her,” mused Mulligan as they headed for the exit. “She’ll probably wear a veil at the wedding.”

“Nothing like her,” said Fred firmly. “What kind of woman nearly walks into a game of darts?”

“Someone fun, someone who lets loose once in a while. Someone who’s not Courtney. Someone who doesn’t think she’s superior to everyone else in the damn world.”

Mulligan’s lip curled. The guys really didn’t like Courtney. Sometimes Fred thought he would have called it off much sooner if he hadn’t wanted to prove them wrong. Dumb, since they weren’t exactly wrong. “Courtney,” he pointed out, “is proud of my fight trophies. She wouldn’t rip them apart.” He gave a mournful glance at the dismantled statuette in his hand.

“Right. She’d probably polish them every day in their little glass case,” said Mulligan. “Because she’s a control freak.”

“And Courtney wouldn’t be caught dead alone in a dark hallway with a drunk. What was that girl thinking?” He followed Mulligan through the door into the cool of midnight. The loud music from the bar chased them, the wail of U2’s “Mysterious Ways” suddenly stifled as the door slammed shut.

“Seems like you were watching every move she made.”

“Someone had to,” he grumbled, trying to remember where he’d parked.

“Holy shit,” Mulligan breathed.

Fred was still scanning the street for his truck. He remembered parking next to a construction barricade. The City Lights Grill squatted in the shadow of the old City Hall, which had partially burned a couple of years ago. They were finally starting to rebuild, and during the day this entire area was a construction zone mess. At night, it was a ghost town of earth movers, backhoes, and cranes.

“There it is,” Fred said, finally spotting his Toyota pickup and moving toward it. But Mulligan snaked out a hand and stopped him cold. The big guy’s phone was at his ear.

“Look,” he said, and pointed up the street, to the end of the block.

The sight made Fred’s blood run cold. Illuminated by the chill light of a streetlamp, a white stretch limousine was stopped in the middle of the street. Its roof was crushed by the arm of a crane, awkward and ungainly, like a metallic giraffe that had toppled over. Steam hissed from the engine. If the crane had hit the gas tank, it could explode at any moment.

“Calling 911?” he asked Mulligan.

“Yup.”

The door opened, spilling a blast of music and a handful of people. “Keep everyone back. I’m going in.” Fred ran toward the limo.





Chapter 2


As the fire department’s newest Urban Search and Rescue member, Fred would have gotten the call if he’d been on duty. Of course he would have been in Truck 1, with all his gear, not to mention the Jaws of Life, air bags, and other tools to extract people from wrecked cars. But there wasn’t time to worry about that. He had to do what he could right here, right now.

As he got closer, he saw that the telescoping steel structure of the crane arm had struck toward the rear of the limo, pinning the passenger doors. The truck to which it was mounted lay on its side, its bed abandoned. Whatever idiot had been operating a crane truck at night had fled. A pallet of something, possibly shingles, had spilled across the sidewalk on the other side of the street.

The driver’s side door of the limo hung open and a man in a dark suit and cap knelt on the pavement. Blood ran down the side of his face. Fred ran to meet him.

“Did you turn off the engine?”

When the driver just stared at him blankly, Fred crawled into the driver’s seat and turned the key in the ignition. If there was a gas leak, the smallest spark from the engine could send the limo sky-high.

When the world didn’t explode, Fred let out a breath and extracted himself from the vehicle. The driver was still staring at him with a look of confusion. Fred gave him a quick assessment. Dazed, disoriented, thready pulse. Very possible head injury.

“In the back. Party,” he told Fred. “Girls.”

“I know. I’m a firefighter, and so’s my friend back there. We’ll take care of it. Can you make it to the sidewalk?”

The driver shook his head. “I can help.”

Absolutely not. Fred didn’t need an injured civilian getting in the way. “No need. The fire department’s been called, they’ll be here any minute. The paramedics will want to take a look at you.” He took off his sweater, balled it up, and pressed it against the cut on the man’s head. “Keep pressure on that wound.” He lifted the man’s hand to take the place of his own, and shifted to the firm, matter-of-fact tone that he always used at fire calls. “Sir, please sit down right away so we can do our job.”

The driver toddled off, slumping onto the sidewalk with a moan.

Fred did a thorough check under the vehicle, searching for signs of a fuel leak. When he found none, he turned his attention to the best way to get the girls out of the mangled limousine. He could grab a tire iron from his truck and knock out a window, or maybe pop open a door.

Oddly enough, the front of the vehicle didn’t look so bad. The rear looked like a crushed eggshell, but luckily, it was an extra-long limo and the middle didn’t seem too severely impacted. As he’d been trained, he did a quick assessment of the crane’s stability. If it was going to shift again, he needed to be prepared. But the long, gray metal struts of the crane seemed rock-solid, as if the piece of machinery would never budge from its new resting place.

Now for the passengers.

He crouched next to the passenger side rear window. It was halfway open, which was lucky because he’d be surprised if anything worked in this car anymore. Inside, the four girls from the bachelorette party were squished together in the long, leather-covered seat, bent slightly forward, the crushed roof pressing against their heads. Rachel, crammed against the driver’s side door, was the only one still conscious. Maybe her small size had kept her from getting knocked out. She was hyperventilating, her breath coming in quick, wheezing gasps. She turned her head from its awkward position and fixed him with enormous eyes, purple in the pale illumination from the streetlights outside.

“Can you . . . we have to get . . . help,” she gasped.

“I’m going to get you out,” he said, sticking with the fire scene voice that always worked magic with panicking accident victims. “But I’m going to need your help, okay? I need you to take a good long breath.”

He held her gaze until she gulped some air, and saw the most extreme edge of her panic subside.

“That’s good. That’s very good. The best thing you can do is keep calm. What’s your name? We were never formally introduced,” he added with a smile.

She managed a whisper of a smile in response. “R . . . Rachel.”

Thankfully, she seemed to be alert and not disoriented. His guess would be that her severely dilated pupils were due to panic, not a head injury. But panic could lead to injury, so keeping her calm was all-important. A glance at the door behind her told him it was much more damaged than the one on the passenger side. He’d have to work from this side, leaving her extraction for last. He hoped she was okay with that.

“Rachel. That’s a pretty name.”

A quick flash of incredulity crossed her face. Idiot. She wasn’t a four-year-old. She didn’t need her name complimented. Still, any expression besides hysteria was a plus, so he considered it a win.

He shifted his attention to the interior of the limo, assessing the conditions for extraction. The air reeked of alcohol. Nope, a four-year-old, she definitely wasn’t. They must have been having quite a party.

“Don’t judge. It’s just champagne,” Rachel said, sounding annoyed. Good. Annoyance was a lot better than panic. “Cindy’s wedding’s in two days, so you have to get her out of here. She’s okay, isn’t she?”

“One thing at a time. Are you injured, Rachel? Does anything hurt?”

“Oh.” She examined her left arm, which looked as if the limo door had nearly squashed it. “Barely bruised. I was watching out the window and saw this truck tipping over and this huge construction thing falling. I tried to warn the driver, but . . . I’d know if anything major was broken, right?”

“Possibly.” He didn’t want to explain that adrenaline masked the pain of a trauma.

She glanced at him sharply, then dragged in a long, deep breath. He noticed that her hands were clenched so tightly on her seat belt that her fingernails were white. “Really, I’m okay. I don’t think I’m hurt.”

“Good. Then let’s get you guys out of here. My name’s Fred, by the way. I’m a firefighter with special training in situations like these.”

Of all things, she let out a burst of laughter. Slightly hysterical laughter, he noticed, as if she were clinging desperately to her control. “You’re Fred the Fireman?”

“Yes.” Though he wasn’t sure why that was so funny.

“Do you know Thomas the Tank?”

Oh. Now he saw what had set her off. “I’m familiar with his work, yes.”

Her pale lips curved into a smile, or probably the closest thing she could manage at the moment. “And you have special training in smushed limos?”

He gave her a rueful smile. Maybe a little entertainment would help her deal with the situation. “Among other things, sure.”

“What exactly is your training? Because from where I’m sitting, things are looking a little sketchy. How many situations like this have you been in? I mean, kind of like this?”

Fred, reaching an arm inside the half-open window to feel for the redhead’s pulse, clamped down on his irritation. “I’m certified in Rescue Systems, stuff like high-angle and low-angle rescues, trench rescues, confined space rescues, swiftwater, personal water craft, structural collapse, rope rescue, GPS awareness, and Instructor 1A and 1B, all of which qualifies me for Urban Search and Rescue, which is handy in an earthquake zone. But do you think we could discuss my career later? Right now I’d really like to get you out of here.”

“Oh. Right. Obviously you’re highly qualified. I’m sorry, I’m a little . . .” She took another deep breath. “I have a problem with small spaces. A big problem.”

The tension in her voice made him look at her more closely. He hoped she wasn’t going to start panicking again.

“Keep looking out the window, Rachel. That might help. We’re going to do this as quickly as possible.”

She turned her head, fixing her gaze on the world outside the window, and seemed to calm down. “I’m fine. I promise.”

Fred nodded, and stood up. He stepped away from the limo to consult with Mulligan, who had run up behind him.

“I’d feel better if we could shore up the crane, just in case,” he told the other firefighter.

“Good thing it’s a construction zone,” Mulligan said.

“Exactly what I was thinking. I have a tire iron in my truck. I’ll see if I can pop the doors. You go look for some two-by-fours or something.” He spotted a couple leaving the bar. They gaped at the scene, the woman whipping out her phone to take pictures. “Go. I’ll see if I can keep the area clear.”

Mulligan ran off, hurdling over one of the construction barricades. Fred spotted some orange cones and, at a fast jog, planted one at the head of the street and one at the end. The couple backed off. On the way past his truck, he grabbed a tire iron.

When he came back to the limo, at first he thought Rachel had fallen into unconsciousness. But her head swung around as soon as she heard him. The sight of her deep purple eyes made him blink. She looked so fierce, teeth gritted, the tendons of her neck wire-tight.

Normally he’d try to get the more seriously injured victims out first, but he didn’t want a panic attack on his hands. He’d better get her out first, before she lost it completely.

“I’m going to try popping your door with a tire iron,” he told her. “I think I can get it open enough to pull you out.”

“What about my friends?”

“I’ll get them from the other side.”

She frowned. “But they’re more badly hurt. You should get them out first. I’m fine. I got this. Maybe I can even help from here.”

He felt a sudden shot of admiration for her. Her mouth was still white around the edges, but she was holding herself together with a steely will. Maybe she wasn’t the airhead he’d taken her for. Almost unconsciously, he found himself checking out the rest of her. Her wavy black hair was drenched with sweat and clung to her forehead in dramatically thick strands.

“Think hard before you offer that,” he told her. “It means you’ll be stuck in here longer, and you mentioned not liking small spaces. I don’t know how long the extraction will take.”

Cindy moaned, and opened her eyes. “Rach? What happened?”

“Shhh,” Rachel murmured. “There was an accident. But the firemen are here and they’re going to get us out.”

“Accident? There can’t be an accident. I’m about to get married!”

Rachel met Fred’s eyes over Cindy’s head. “I can handle it,” she told him, her face set with determination. “Get the others out. I can help.”

Fred made the decision instantly. Some accident victims made the process more complicated, but Rachel seemed strong enough to be an asset.

Sirens sounded. He’d never been so glad to hear them in his life. Lights flashing, Engine 1 pulled up at the curb a short distance away, a paramedic van close behind. Firefighters in turnouts jumped out of the rig. The C shift was on duty, which meant Captain Jeb Stone, heading up the engine company, would be the incident commander. Paramedics ran to help the limo driver.

Fred quickly briefed Captain Stone. “I suggest attempting extraction from the passenger side, after we get some air bags going under the crane. We have four females trapped, two are unconscious, injuries unknown. Tell the paramedics to set up for C-spine.”

Captain Stone nodded, then relayed the instructions on the tactical channel. “You want to stay with the victims?” he asked Fred, who nodded firmly. Technically, he wasn’t on shift, but the hell with that. “Good,” Stone said. “Keep them calm and see if you can assess their condition a little better.”

Fred turned back to the window of the limo and spoke to Cindy. “Cindy, I need you to tell me where it hurts.”

She rolled her head to the side and, still clearly disoriented, peered at him. “Hey, you’re the one with the trophy.”

“Was the one with the trophy.” Come to think of it, he had no idea where the thing had gone. He’d flung it away when he’d gone running toward the limo. “Can you move your limbs freely?”

“Limbs? Rachel, why’s he asking about my limbs? Who are you, anyway?”

Trying not to laugh, he pulled out his best reassuring smile. “Just call me Fred the Fireman.”

Rachel’s snort of laughter made his heart give a silly little jolt.

Rachel managed to keep it together by the skin of her teeth. Pressed between Cindy and the limo door, her trembling body drenched with the sweat of fear, she forced herself to shift her focus from her trapped state. Every time she felt the walls of the limo close in and the panic rise, she looked at Fred the Fireman. Something about him made her feel better, as if everything would—or at least might—be okay. After all, he’d intervened on her behalf a couple times already. She’d thought he was attractive back in the City Lights, but now, using him as an anchor against the tug of terror, she gave him much closer attention.

His eyes were the kind of deep, velvety brown that always seemed to reflect some kind of light. Shining eyes, she thought vaguely. No bad guy can fake shining eyes. She figured he was maybe a few years older than she was. Lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes when he smiled. And he smiled so easily. It gave her a warm feeling—he wouldn’t be smiling so readily if things were really bad. He’d lost the brown Henley he’d worn earlier, which left him in nothing but a white T-shirt, now streaked with grease and dirt.

And he seemed so capable. Not show-offy, just smart and skillful. The other firefighters, who were all a blur behind him, seemed to defer to him and respect what he said. One of them brought him a bulky firefighter’s jacket with reflective stripes and some gloves. He pulled them on.

“All right, then,” he told her and Cindy. “The trick here is to get you out without hurting you worse. Just so you guys know, the crane is being shored up to keep it from shifting once we start the extraction. We’re going to open the door now.”

Rachel just had time to wonder how on earth he was going to open a door that had been partially flattened when another firefighter heaved into view a giant tool that looked like a claw. After some loud, horrible mechanical screeching, the door was lifted away and Fred the Fireman was crouching next to Feather. An intense desire to flee the stifling, stinking deathtrap of a limo grabbed hold of her. If she could just get out, fight free, run and run until no one could catch her . . .

She yanked herself back to reality. She was here, now, not in that other bad, horrible place. And her friends needed her. If there was one thing she would never, ever do, it would be to leave behind someone who was trapped, or someone who needed help. She’d die first.

Focusing carefully, she unclenched her fists, where her nails had dug gouges into her palms. She took hold of Cindy’s hand in both of hers, looked into Fred the Fireman’s kind eyes, and said something she rarely, if ever, said to anyone.

“Tell us what to do.”

Rachel made it through the next half hour on a combination of sheer willpower and random babbling. Every nerve in her body screamed to get out of that limousine, but she refused to give in to the panic. Cindy passed out again, but Rachel managed to stay alert while Fred, with the help of another firefighter, maneuvered Liza and Feather out of the car. As soon as each girl was freed, Fred handed her off to a team of paramedics who whisked her away on a gurney. As each moment passed, the desire to be free of the space grew stronger. If she gave in to her deepest primal instincts, she’d be clawing her way past her best friend, broken bones be damned.

But she didn’t. When it was Cindy’s turn, she tried to help, though she had almost no room to move. Fred had to come halfway into the limo to operate, and this close she saw sweat beading his face and tension in his jaw. He looked so young for such a big responsibility as saving four people’s lives.

“How old are you?” she asked him without thinking.

He ignored her, rightfully so, focusing his entire attention on maneuvering Cindy’s limp form into his grip. She liked his face, with its square jaw and nicely shaped mouth. Nicely shaped mouth? Was this really the right moment for that kind of observation? Hell, she had to distract herself somehow.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t an appropriate question. Clearly you know what you’re doing. And I hate it when people jump to conclusions when they don’t really know you. Don’t you?”

His jaw tightened.

“And now I’m making it worse. I’m really sorry. I’m not myself at the moment. Although you probably wouldn’t like me when I am myself either. My father says I’m headstrong. But that’s just because I don’t do whatever he tells me. Don’t get me wrong. I do some things he tells me. Most things, actually. And that’s probably what’s wrong with my life, right there. Do you think you could give me something to make me stop babbling?”

A smile pulled at the corner of his mouth, and when he looked up, Cindy securely in his arms, the light in his eyes made her momentarily breathless.

“Don’t worry. Nothing you say during an emergency counts. It’s like Vegas.”

“What happens in the car crash stays in the car crash?”

“Exactly. I’m ready to take Cindy out now.”

Rachel felt cool air against her side as Fred bore Cindy toward the door. She could practically smell the freedom. Once Cindy was out, she could scramble out of here and run, run, run . . .

Too bad she couldn’t explain so Fred the Fireman could understand. See, when I was eight, I was kidnapped and held for ransom in a cage the size of a cereal box, and ever since then I’ve been a little sketched out by tight spaces.

“One more thing,” Fred added as he neared the door. “You’ll probably be tempted to get the hell out of here once Cindy’s gone. Please don’t do that. You might have injuries you don’t realize. The safest course is to take it nice and slow and controlled. And let me do all the work.”

She nodded. And she certainly intended to do as he asked. Fred, unlike many people in her life, had proven himself to be completely trustworthy up to this point. But when Cindy’s warm, suffocating weight had been lifted off her, giddy relief flooded through her in a hot rush. Suddenly all her carefully maintained control shattered. She crawled across the seat toward the gaping hole torn in the side of the limo.

Fred was still blocking the door—or the space where the door had been—with his bulky fireman’s jacket. He was saying something to someone but everything was just a buzzing in her ears. She had to get out, out. She aimed a shove at his back but her hand landed on the rear of his jeans. He turned, looking down at her with an exasperated expression.

“What are you doing?”

“I have to . . . I need to . . . get me out . . .” The air felt like cement moving in and out of her lungs.

“I told you to wait.”

The censure in his voice was exactly the right thing to bring her to her senses. “Right. And I did. Now I’m ready to leave,” she announced, clinging to her dignity with all her might.

Her efforts didn’t seem to impress him at all. He looked amused by her declaration. “You can leave. I promise. I’m not aiming to keep you in a wrecked limo all night. I was trying to deal with these reporters out here. I don’t know how they got this close, but they did. I blame Ella Joy; that woman could talk her way into a mama bear’s den. Anyway, come on out, but you’d better be ready to be famous.” He shifted to the side, and she saw something even worse than being trapped in a small space.

Camera crews.

She shrank back in the limo, chills racing up her spine. “No,” she told Fred. “I’m not getting out until they leave.”

He did a double take. “Excuse me? A second ago you were practically mauling me to get out.”

She tried to answer but couldn’t, emotions seesawing through her.

“I’m confused,” he said. “What’s going on?”

Digging deep, she dredged up enough control to answer. “I won’t go on camera. Either make them go away or I’m staying in here.” She gave him her most mulish look, the one that made her father practically lose his mind. But in this case, her father would agree with her one hundred percent. She couldn’t let the cameras get a shot of her.

“I have a better idea. Let me handle this.” Fred crouched down and beckoned to her, opening both his arms. “If you turn your head against my chest, no one will be able to see your face. I’ll put you right in the ambulance, and you’ll be off to the hospital before anyone’s the wiser. Okay?”

She stared at him, feeling as if he were the only solid thing in the swirling fog of panic. She took in the warmth of his dark eyes, the firmness of his jaw. If she didn’t get out of this limo soon, she might seriously lose it. If she could trust anyone, surely it would be this kindhearted, if slightly annoyed, firefighter.

She nodded, then felt his arms come around her. It happened so swiftly it took her breath away. Suddenly she was surrounded in warmth and strength. His arms, under the padded jacket, felt reassuringly powerful. The guy was strong, she realized. He didn’t look like a huge, muscular guy, but he didn’t blink at carrying her weight. She felt his muscles tense as he gathered her close. Crowded against his jacket, she inhaled the scent of the thick fabric. It reminded her of the smell of the dock at their place in Marin County. A little bit of tar, a little bit of diesel. The smell of a working man.

“Here we go,” he murmured, and slid her off the seat.





Chapter 3


The white glare of camera lights made Rachel burrow her head against Fred’s chest. She felt him adjust her hair so it covered her face. His glove brushed against her cheek in the process, an oddly gentle touch.

In the safe darkness, nestled against his chest, she took deep breaths of the night air, saturated with the comforting scent of Fred’s jacket. Thank God, thank God she was out of there. She couldn’t go through that again, couldn’t ever go through that again.

One of the firemen dropped a tool, and the sharp clang triggered one of the memories she’d been keeping at bay while trapped in the limo. Her kidnapper had brought her food in a dented tin dish. For the first few days of her captivity, she’d flung it against the bars. Headstrong even at eight years old. Later, she’d given in and eaten his food.

She began to tremble, and felt the fireman tighten his grip. The gentle up-and-down bounce of his stride was surprisingly soothing. Forget those horrible memories. It was history, long ago and far away. It had nothing to do with the bizarre freak event of a crane landing on their limo. Focus on the handsome firefighter.

Outside the safe circle of Fred the Fireman’s arms, reporters were shouting questions.

“How long were you trapped inside? What’s your name? Is it true you were on your way to a bachelorette party? Did you ever expect something like that to happen? It’s a miracle everyone survived the crash, do you have anything to say to the heroes who rescued you?”

“Keep back,” she heard Fred say in a commanding tone. “She doesn’t want to talk. If she changes her mind, she’ll contact you.”

“Can you at least tell us her name?”

“You know I don’t have clearance to talk to the media. We have a PIO for that. Contact him if you have any more questions.”

“Come on, Stud,” came a sultry female voice. “You gotta give us something here. This is the biggest story we’ve had in months. We’re calling it the Miracle on Main.”

“You’re a genius, Ella Joy. How do you do it? Year after year after year after—”

“Very cute, Stud. You’re going to pay for that one.” But from the way the reporter teased him, Rachel had the feeling she liked him. And why not? He’d just rescued four damsels in distress, practically single-handedly. Now he was going above and beyond the call of duty by shielding her from the cameras. And Lord, he was strong. He didn’t even seem to be breathing hard after everything he’d done.

She heard the sound of a car door open, then found herself peering inside another confined space, this one packed with medical equipment, IVs, a gurney, a paramedic. Suddenly the craving for freedom overwhelmed her. No. No. Absolutely no. I can’t go in there. Like a wild animal, barely aware of what she was doing, she pushed against Fred’s hard chest and wrenched herself out of his hold.

“What the hell?” he exclaimed, but her feet were already on the ground. One of her strappy sandals slipped under her foot, and she staggered. Fred reached for her, but she yanked her arm away so he couldn’t grab it. Her flying hand accidentally slammed against his nose, and he jerked back.

“What are you doing?” He sounded more shocked than angry about his nose.

He grabbed for her, but she backed away from him. Even in her runaway panic, she remembered to keep her face turned away from the cameras, and her hair loose across her features. The reporters might think she was a madwoman, but at least they wouldn’t get a shot of her face. She launched herself away from the cameras, away from Fred, dodging other firefighters who tried to stop her, scrambling past the orange cones that marked the perimeter of the accident.

She ran and ran, just as she had when she’d scrambled out of that warehouse prison. When she reached the next street, out of sight of the nosy media and the well-meaning firefighters, she slowed to a fast walk, taking big gulps of the night air. Her heart was still racing with the aftereffects of her terror. Her skin felt clammy with sweat, not exercise sweat but the fight-or-flight kind.

Fight or flight—or both, in her case. Looking down at herself, she heaved a giant sigh. Flecks of blood dotted her silver mesh party dress. One of her sandal straps had broken, making her drag her left foot. She probably looked like a runaway from a home for deranged debutantes.

She wondered what time it was. The occasional car rumbled past her, but the street was mostly deserted, the streetlamps granting pools of amber light to the sidewalk. Even though San Gabriel was generally safe, she had no business walking alone out here.

She should call Marsden for a pickup. The security guard was on call until the limo brought her home, which wasn’t going to happen now. Luckily, her little chain purse still dangled against her hip. She’d call in a minute, once she’d gotten hold of herself. Once she could face getting into another vehicle.

Tremors kept traveling through her body. Had she really punched Fred the Fireman in the nose before taking off as if the flying monkeys of Oz were after her? Now he probably thought she was bipolar and paranoid. She winced, remembering the shock on his face as her hand connected with his nose. It hadn’t been a hard strike, more of a glancing blow, surely not enough to actually break his nose. Sorry, Fred the Fireman. Sorry about the nose. Sorry I won’t ever see you again.

Reaching Vista Street, she turned right, toward her apartment building. It was only a few miles away. Surely she could face a short ride with Marsden at the wheel. She’d open all the windows and keep her head halfway out the window, like a dog enjoying the rush of wind against her face.

Okay, she could admit it. Her behavior wasn’t always what most people would call normal. But she’d learned over the years not to judge her occasionally weird reactions. Her only real regret was punching Fred, who’d been extremely cute and kind and strong and someone she could absolutely develop an enormous crush on given the opportunity. Which she wouldn’t have, thanks to her temporary return to Crazytown.

She wondered why the reporter had called him Stud. Most likely because she wasn’t the only one who’d noticed his thoroughly obvious hotness. Put him out of your mind, she advised herself. Punching someone who’s trying to rescue you, then fleeing with no explanation isn’t the recommended method for attracting a guy.

With a big sigh, she dug out her cell phone and called Marsden. “The limo had an accident,” she started to explain, her voice wobbling, the shakes starting again.

“Stay right where you are. I’m on my way.” His gruff, worried voice nearly made her cry.

“I’m at—”

“I have your location.” He ended the call. Of course he had her location. All Kessler employees were equipped with the most cutting-edge technology, as befitted members of the Kessler Tech empire.

She put her cell back in her purse, and rubbed her arms against the slight night chill she hadn’t noticed in the throes of her adrenaline rush. As soon as Marsden got her home, she’d feed Greta, her border collie; take a shower; change out of her blood-speckled party clothes; and go to the hospital to check on Cindy, Liza, and Feather. She’d overheard one of the paramedics say that everyone was alive and responsive.

But as she knew all too well, some injuries couldn’t be seen from the outside.

The next morning, Fred’s nose still ached and had turned purple. He considered blaming it on his epic bout with a Muay Thai master, but unfortunately, he was pretty sure the whole incident with Rachel had been caught on camera. As he padded gingerly through his sunny, tract-style house toward the kitchen, he vowed not to turn on the TV today. He did not want to know what that embarrassing moment looked like on Channel Six.

He also had no intention of setting foot inside his favorite spot, his garage–turned–martial arts studio. He’d started studying jujitsu, then gotten into Muay Thai, and become so dedicated he’d banished his truck to the street so he could use the garage to work out. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one who liked to work out there.

Barely eight o’clock in the morning, and already the three bright-eyed Sinclair kids from across the street were sitting on his front porch. As soon as they caught sight of him through the front picture window, they banged on the door until he opened it.

“You locked your door,” said ten-year-old Tremaine indignantly. “How we supposed to get in if you do that?”

“You’re not supposed to get in unless I want you to,” explained Fred. Not that he’d ever turn them away. He got a huge kick out of the kids, and they were nearly as obsessed with martial arts as he was.

“Aw, man. That’s cold,” complained Tremaine’s twin, Jackson, as they all bounded into his house, as if propelled by a slingshot. “Dude, whazzup with your face?”

“Accident,” said Fred shortly. He didn’t want to think about his damn nose. Every time he remembered last night, it throbbed. “Where’s your mom?”

“She’s studying.”

“No, she’s in the shower,” said little Kip, who was two years younger and very literal-minded. “Then she’s studying.”

With three rambunctious boys, their mother, Jasmine, had her hands full. Fred didn’t mind helping her out, but at the moment he could use some peace and quiet.

“Why don’t you boys come back later and I’ll teach you some new moves?”

“What about breakfast?” Kip, who was going through a growth spurt, asked.

“You haven’t eaten yet?” Fred winced as he bent to pick up the newspaper off the front porch. Maybe he’d go to the gym later for a sauna.

“Mama said she’d pay you back if you give us some Froot Loops or something. While she’s studying.”

“Froot Loops are not a healthy breakfast.”

“She said you’d say that, and that she’d pay you double for a healthy breakfast.”

Fred unrolled the newspaper. Usually he did a quick scan for news from the various parts of the world where his brothers were deployed. But today the crane accident dominated the front page. Crap. He rolled the paper back up. Maybe he’d give it to Stan, the firehouse dog, as a chew toy. “Your mom drives a hard bargain.”

Kip took his thumb out of his mouth again. “If that’s too ’spensive, we’ll take the Froot Loops. We won’t tell.”

Fred had to laugh at that. The kids were so cute. Their father, a member of the Army Rangers, had been killed in Afghanistan. They’d told him that they’d only seen their father for short bits of time. Jasmine got some money from the government, but her real challenge was time. She was trying to finish her real estate training so she could bring in some extra cash.

“Tell you what. I’ll pour you boys some cereal and you can eat it—quietly—while I take a hot shower. If you’re quiet enough, I’ll let you spar.”

Tremaine jumped to his feet. “How quiet do you mean?”

“Like is this okay?” Jackson mimicked chomping cereal as if he were a warthog gnawing on a bone.

“No.”

“What about this?” Tremaine moved his jaw up and down with a high-pitched whining sound.

“No.”

“What about this?” Kip joined the fun, chewing while jumping up and down so hard the windows clattered.

“You guys are hilarious. I think you should join a comedy club, I really do. Maybe go on tour and buy your own breakfasts. Now do you want cereal or not?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” They all performed admirable salutes. There was something to be said for the military, Fred thought as he led them into the tidy kitchen. In fact, sometimes the Sinclairs reminded him of an African-American version of his own family—a bunch of boys destined for the armed forces.

The kids crowded around the bar he’d built to separate the kitchen from the living room while he barked orders.

“Tremaine, bowls. Jackson, spoons. Kip, milk.”

They hopped to it, and in under a minute they were each perched on a stool and had a bowl in front of them. He poured the raisin bran—Jasmine knew perfectly well he didn’t keep Froot Loops in the house—and ignored the groans of complaint.

“Eat quietly, or no lesson,” he warned.

They all instantly went silent. As a threat, it worked every time. They loved their jujitsu lessons. In the silence, his phone rang. He took it into the living room and lowered himself carefully onto his couch.

“Hello?”

A brisk female voice answered, “Hi Poochie. It’s me.”

Fred nearly groaned out loud at the horrible nickname. Where had Courtney gotten Poochie? And why had she never asked if he minded? And why was she calling him? “Hi, Courtney. How did your exam go?” Courtney was getting her business degree. After that, she wanted to get married. On their third date, she’d told him that he fit all her criteria for a husband. He hadn’t felt complimented; he’d felt cornered.

“Killed it.”

He pictured her aiming a shotgun at her exam book. Courtney almost always got what she went after, as she was fond of boasting. The only thing she hadn’t gotten yet was a commitment from Fred. No matter what Fred told her, she couldn’t quite believe that he didn’t want to link his future with hers.

But he didn’t. He wasn’t in love with her and was never going to be. As soon as he’d figured that out, he’d begun the breaking-up process.

“I saw you on TV. You’re a superstar.”

“Nah, just another day at the office.”

“They didn’t make it sound that way. And they kept referring to you as a Bachelor Fireman.” She sniffed, which evoked a vivid picture of her. That sniff usually went with a curl of her lip and a twitch of her perfectly highlighted blond ponytail.

“That’s just a stupid media thing, Court. Sells papers, or ad spots, or whatever.”

“I’m not complaining about it. It’s a good business opportunity. You’re famous, and we should be profiting from it. I have some ideas for us.”

Ideas for us. As if they were still together. Would always be together. What part of “I want to break up” had she blocked out? All of it?

An image flashed through his mind—the crushed interior of the limo, and Rachel’s wide eyes alive in the darkness, like the petals of a violet. Even though she’d fought him like a wildcat and bloodied his nose, he could still feel the supple weight of her in his arms. He’d felt more captivated in those few short moments than he ever had with Courtney.

Bad, Fred, bad. Why was he thinking of some girl he’d never see again while on the phone with the woman he’d been dating up until two weeks ago? He dragged his attention back to the phone call.

“Courtney, we broke up, remember? There is no—”

“Let’s not have this conversation right now,” she interrupted. “Are you trying to upset me?”

He clenched the phone in his fist, resisting the urge to slam it against the counter. How did she always manage to make him feel like the bad guy, no matter what he did or said?

In a huge stroke of luck, his other line beeped. For a wild moment, he wondered if it was Rachel. Maybe she was calling him with an apology for the nosebleed. “Gotta go, Court. I have another call coming in.”

“Call me back, okay? We’re not done.”

Oh yes, we are, he thought. And one of these days you’ll get it. He clicked over to the other call.

“Well, hello, hero.” His little sister, Lizzie, greeted him. “Did you know that you’re all over the news?”

“Yeah, I’m starting to figure that out. Please don’t tell me they showed that girl ditching me.” Just what he needed: the most humiliating rescue operation in San Gabriel history. The hero fireman dumped by his rescuee. He remembered Ella Joy’s threat. You’ll pay for that, Stud. She certainly had the ammunition for it.

“What are you talking about? All I know is that my friends are calling me and asking for your number.”

Um . . . what? Fred frowned, wincing as the skin of his nose pulled tight.

He rubbed his forehead, wondering if that blow to his nose had knocked him into the Twilight Zone. “I’d better check this out. I’ll call you back, Lizzie.”

He got up and returned to the kitchen, where he’d left the newspaper on the kitchen island. The boys barely looked up from their voracious consumption of raisin bran as he shook open the paper.

“Dude,” said Tremaine, impressed. “Is that you?”

The full-color photo splashed across the front page showed Fred striding toward the camera, smiling at the blond
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