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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Damn, damn, triple damn. Zoe Andrews dragged in a breath.

      Could the Chief seriously pick a worse time to drop a new distraction into the mix? A man lounged against the open doors at the rear of the ambulance. The pale blue, short-sleeved uniform shirt pulled taut across his chest, sleeves straining against his biceps.

      Rich coffee-colored eyes swept over her, slow and deliberate. Like he could see more than she intended to share. Neat black hair, a little long for her liking, grazed the collar of his class-A dress shirt. A muscle twitched beneath the surface of his strong jaw. Zoe’s pulse shot into overdrive as a slow smile spread across his lips. Damn. Of course, he couldn’t simply be good-looking. No, he had to be damn hot.

      She shivered slightly, her posture remaining stiff, as her attention turned to the forgotten inventory list on the bench seat. She rose in one fluid motion, her fingers trembled slightly as they curled around the sheet of paper. Zoe navigated the tight confines of the box, calves brushing against the side of the stretcher, with each step. Three quick steps brought her to the back of the ambulance. Her boots clanked against the diamond plate rear bumper as she stepped out of the passenger cabin. Her boots thudded on the concrete floor of the ambulance bay.

      Zoe took a step back. Her gaze followed as he rocked back on his heels – hands shoved deep in his front pockets – stretching the material tight. Muscles rippled beneath the cotton fabric. Her gaze traveled upward again. Heat climbed her neck, spreading to her cheeks. He moved like he knew exactly what to do with all that strength – and she hated that her brain noticed.

      Warm, mocha eyes fixed on her, and the corners of his mouth tilted upward. Her pulse kicked hard against her ribs. She jerked her gaze away, studying the clipboard in her hands.

      No way was this man just visiting the station house today. Even if he hadn’t been decked out in full uniform, he had all the qualities the Chief looked for in a firefighter. Clean cut, strong build, and an intelligence that beamed from behind those amazingly distracting, brown eyes.

      Hell, if she had any luck, he would end up on the black shift - as far away from her red shift as Zoe could get him.

      She sent the silent prayer skyward and forced her attention back to Chief Daniels.

      “Good morning, sir.” She cringed when her voice cracked. Her gaze flew to the men before her. Maybe neither had noticed. “How are you today?”

      If anyone could dig up a problem, it was Chief Daniels. He had a sixth sense when something was amiss – it had surprised Zoe several times. She’d been the recipient of that skill before, and the way Chief was looking at her right now, she was in his sights again.

      “I’m good.” His dark brow arched. “How about you?”

      “Oh, I’m fine, Sir.” She forced a cough. “Trying to fight off this darn cold is all.”

      “Well, nip it in the bud. I need everyone to stay healthy. We can’t afford to lose anyone else right now.” His dark brown eyes softened, a contrast to the stern set of his jaw. He stared long and steadily. After several seconds, he turned his attention to the man at his side. “Zoe, this is Firefighter/Paramedic Mason Ramsey. Mason, this is Firefighter/Paramedic Zoe Andrews.”

      “Nice to meet you, Zoe.” His voice, though deep, was crisp and clear. She grasped the large hand Mason extended - bracing for the usual too-tight squeeze, the ego flex. Instead, his grip was warm. Steady. Her breath caught. Strong, sure - no surprise there. Everyone in the fire field worked with their hands daily. What took her off-guard was the firm, yet gentle pressure. A ripple skittered up her spine. No. Not happening.

      Not good, Andrews.

      A shrill tone squealed from the overhead speakers, cutting short her response before she could even begin. She pulled her hand back, letting it fall to her side. He’d for sure be gone by the time she got back to the station.

      “Hammonds Bend Station One, for the rescue and an ambulance, Route 50 and the bypass, for a rollover mva,” the dispatcher's voice crackled over the speaker. “Single car with entrapment.” Zoe swung the compartment doors closed, clicking each in place. A warm hand on her shoulder halted her progress. She spun fast, meeting her Chief’s eyes.

      “No better time than the present to show Mason the ropes.”

      No, this can’t be happening. She inhaled deeply. She opened her mouth, then caught the look on Art’s face – set in granite. No use arguing.

      “Hop in.” Zoe stepped aside and waited as Mason Ramsey climbed into the ambulance. Her gaze followed the tantalizing curve of his backside as he moved. She’d be having words with the Chief about the fit of those uniform pants. Or, at least his.

      She slammed the door and made her way to the driver’s door at the same instant Damon bounded through the passenger side door.

      Her partner glanced through the cubby separating the cab and the patient box of the ambulance before he shot a questioning look in her direction.

      “Damon, Mason Ramsey.” She flipped the battery switch on and cranked the key in the ignition. “Mason, Damon Flynn.”

      Lights flashed and the siren wailed as they burst through the large opening of the apparatus bay door.

      He’d better be able to handle himself on a fire scene. And if he couldn’t, he’d damn well better stay out of her way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Damon watched as they worked side by side. Too easy for how new their relationship was. He’d seen partners work together for years and still trip over each other. He’d worked with Zoe for three years and still felt on edge around her. Like his every move was under a microscope, beneath her. She had never said any such thing to him. She wouldn’t have the nerve. He chuckled under his breath.

      Sweet little Zoe. Always watching, always worrying what the men thought. Damon knew that sadness. That gutted-out shame. His Mother made sure of it - every day of his childhood. Every chance, every word, every glance. Until he couldn’t take it anymore, she’d never make anyone else feel that way again. He’d made sure of that.

      His hand tightened around the handle of the hydraulic tool, the forged metal jaws expanding to raise the roof of the damaged vehicle their patient had been driving. Zoe peered up at him from where she crouched on the rear seat, the delicate curve of her neck within reach. One little slip. A simple accident – the kind that happened every day on EMS scenes.

      The corners of his mouth pulled upwards. Poor Damon would carry the guilt for months. He’d made others do worse.

      Zoe’s gaze locked onto Damon’s for a brief second before turning her attention to the man beside her. Damon’s spine stiffened as Mason Ramsey stepped closer. His jaw clenched, eyes narrowing as Ramsey leaned in. Ramsey’s gaze skimmed over Zoe, his features softening. Damon's stomach twisted.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe pulled open the heavy door leading into the crew quarters. John Flynn settled comfortably into the chair at the head of the table, legs splayed out to the side, his posture open and relaxed. A relaxed smile played about the senior firefighter's mouth as he surveyed the room. He was still the one others turned to. And if he didn’t have the answer, he’d find it. The chair creaked as he shifted his two-hundred-and-fifty-pound frame. Zoe blinked at the mountain of food before her — everything from eggs and bacon to donuts. The scent of coffee wafted from the giant urn on the counter. Portion control wasn’t part of the man's vocabulary.

      A wisp of movement drew Zoe’s gaze from the buffet of food. Mason filled the doorway beside her, too close for comfort. With a quick sidestep, Zoe moved away from the intense, hard body before she melted from the heat. She inhaled deeply – her heartbeat hammered in her chest. She turned her gaze back to the room at large.

      “I swear I’m going to gain fifty pounds before the end of the year if you keep making meals like this. I may have to ask the Chief to switch me to the other shift.” Zoe sighed. “I’ve already gained ten pounds since I started here.”

      “Let me tell you something darlin,” John answered in the southern drawl she’d come to love, “Even if you did gain fifty pounds, you would still look good.”

      Heat burned up Zoe’s neck, settling in her cheeks. With a broad, goofy grin, John gave an exaggerated wink. The room erupted in laughter. Mason shifted beside her, drawing her attention from the room at large. Zoe stepped further into the room - goose bumps pebbled her arms from the loss of the invisible connection between them.

      “For those of you who haven’t met him yet, this is Mason Ramsey. He’s our newest victim.” She cast a careless wave in his direction; her mouth curved in the same lazy smile she shared with the other men. “He’s cross-trained in fire and EMS. And while he’s new to the area, he’s not new to the job.”

      One by one, the men crossed the room, shaking hands with Mason. John was the last to approach him. Zoe’s breath lodged in her throat, threatening to choke her. Several seconds passed before John extended a big meaty hand, and delivered a hearty slap on Mason’s back.

      Zoe had seen the power behind the blow physically move other men. Mason stood solidly in place, never wavering.

      “Welcome to the family, Mason.” The older man laughed.    “There’s only one person around here you need to watch out for.” He winked again at Zoe. “She can be quite a handful at times. Enough to turn your hair gray.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep a good eye on her.” Mason’s dark gaze swept over Zoe from head to toe, and back. Heat climbed through her chest and up her neck. The muscles in her throat worked as she swallowed past the sudden lump. Delicate lines of humor bracketed the turned-up corners of his mouth – the laughter stayed clear of his eyes though.

      A throat cleared behind her, sharp and deliberate. Zoe blinked, pulse ramping up.

      “I’ll just bet you will, son.” Zoe swept her eyes to John. Of all the self-centered, egotistical things!

      “She doesn’t need anyone to keep an eye on her.” She snapped. Her gaze pinned first one and then the other. “Thanks though.”

      She turned on her heels and marched toward the kitchen area. “If you’re hungry, Ramsey, you should probably get in here and get your plate before the rest of this crowd makes its way in here and there’s nothing left.” She called over her shoulder, praying her voice didn’t hold the same quivering the rest of her body seemed afflicted by.

      Zoe picked up a plate and piled it high with eggs, bacon, and toast, thankful for the distraction the action served. When she dared to look up, she met the perplexed face of Steve Lawson, her lieutenant.

      Her eyebrows shot up - a silent question - when she caught sight of his outstretched arm. A sudden movement close behind her raised the tiny hairs on the back of her neck.

      Zoe squealed, jerking backward and slamming into a hard body, as a well-muscled arm brushed her waist. The contents of her plate went airborne. She quickly regained her balance, before turning an alarmed gaze in Steve’s direction once again. His light blue eyes were rounded, his mouth pursed as he struggled to hold back laughter—her stomach dropped. The room erupted with hoots of laughter, further dispelling her hopes that there had been no casualties in the mishap.

      Fighting the strong compulsion to set her plate on the counter and walk out without assessing the full extent of the damage, she inhaled deeply, raised her chin, and pulled herself up tall before setting her now-empty plate on the counter. With one last fortifying breath, she pivoted on her heel.

      “Oh my God!” Both hands flew to her mouth—splotches of scrambled egg decorated Mason’s broad shoulders. An errant slice of bacon dangled precariously from the badge pinned on his shirt. Zoe’s gaze followed a glob of scrambled egg as it slid from its perch, landing on the toe of his shiny boot. Heat burned her cheeks; unable to contain her laughter, she burst out laughing. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She swiped at the wetness in an attempt to regain her composure. Her chin tilted up as she wiped the last of the dampness from her eyes and met his.

      “I’m not sure how you do things here,” Mason plucked the offending piece of bacon from his chest and extended it in her direction. “But I prefer to eat my breakfast from a plate. Not my uniform.”

      Zoe’s lips twitched as she plucked the wayward portion of meat from his extended hand and plopped it on her plate.

      “Umm, well, that’s typically how I eat mine too.” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “I guess next time you’ll be more careful about sneaking up on a person.”

      Holding her gaze, Mason’s fingers wrapped gently around her wrist, and placed a cooling lump of scrambled egg in her palm. If this were any other man, Zoe would have found the gesture hysterical. There was nothing funny about how quickly her throat went dry and her heart hammered wildly against the confines of her chest as his fingertips grazed the sensitive skin. Oh man, this could be bad.

      Zoe tugged her hand free, breaking contact. She stepped back until her backside bumped against the kitchen island. Her gaze dropped to her plate and the mess that surrounded it. Heat rushed up her neck and over her face again. What was it about Mason Ramsey that had her blushing like a teenager?

      She spun around. Crossing to the large trash can at the end of the island, she scraped the food into a pile before brushing it in. She blew out a breath, the heat in her cheeks eased, and a faint tingle remained.

      Inhaling, she turned her attention back to the other occupants of the room.

      “Mason Ramsey, this is Lieutenant Steve Lawson.”

      Mason wiped his hand with a dishcloth before offering it. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “Morning, Mason. Finding your way around okay?”

      “Yes sir, Zoe has seen to that.”

      She stiffened, her gaze following the glance the two men exchanged.

      “She’s a good teacher, Mason. You couldn’t be in better hands.” Zoe’s chest puffed up a bit, the corners of her mouth lifted. “As much as we harass her, all in fun, of course, there’s not a man here who wouldn’t lay down his life to protect her.”

      Was that a warning to Mason? Did Steve think she had something to worry about now that Mason was around? Peering down, Zoe studied her plate like it held the answers. She blinked hard, crossed the room, the toe of her boot scraping against the table leg as she sat down.

      The rest of the meal progressed to the tune of Steve and John’s incessant questioning of Mason regarding his past experiences as well as the usual inquiry of “What brought you here?” John’s eyes sparkled as they rehashed the history of the department. Zoe’s gaze bounced from man to man, landing on Mason’s dark one. Her heartbeat kicked up, and her stomach dropped. She forced a swallow, dropping her head.

      Just terrific, she sighed, why can’t he be one of the few guys who didn’t connect with everyone? Zoe gathered her plate and glass and started for the kitchen.

      “Hey, Andrews,” Damon called after her. “Since Daniels put you in charge of showing Mason around, I guess you get to show him how the newbie washes the dishes. Ain’t that right, Lieutenant?”

      Zoe whipped around, Damon’s lips curled up in a self-satisfied smile. Her fingers gripped the plate tightly. She glared at him in return. She turned back toward the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “You lunkheads can at least clear the table.”

      “Hey, I guess this means I get out of latrine duty this morning, doesn’t it?” Zoe grinned broadly as the dining area behind her erupted in a chorus of harrumphs. Grasping the bottle of dish soap, she squeezed several drops into the running water, mentally patting herself on the back.

      The clatter of dishes hitting the counter beside her drew her attention away from the soapy water. “You wash and I’ll rinse.” Her shoulders tightened, a ripple of heat stirred in her core as Mason’s deep cadence reverberated in her ear. “Deal?”

      Zoe eyed the hallway leading to the latrines. She shifted from foot to foot, her fingers wrapping around the wash rag in her hand. The generic scent of the air freshener seemed more enticing than the heat curling low in her abdomen.

      “Deal.” She replied, her heart pounding a staccato beat in her chest. She turned her attention to the sink once again, plunging the dish rag into the warm, soapy water. The rhythmic movement of scrubbing the dishes should’ve helped. But the throbbing beneath her ribs hadn’t gotten the message.
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        * * *

      

      They worked in comfortable silence. He wasn’t used to falling into rhythm with someone so quickly.

      Mason cast a sideways glance at Zoe. Small wisps of hair escaped the confines of her ponytail. Smooth skin glowing with pale gold undertones, stretched over high cheekbones. Full, dark lashes surrounded warm brown eyes. Unlike the women Mason was used to keeping company with, not one drop of makeup graced her features. Zoe didn’t need it.

      For the past five years, he’d chased the same type: leggy blondes who left before sunrise and wanted no part of anything that caused them to break a sweat outside of the bedroom. None of them would be caught dead volunteering for dish duty. They were nothing like the fiery brunette currently scrubbing the hell out of the dishes beside him.

      “I am sure this is no different than other places you’ve worked. We have station duties every day. Some are okay, but none of them are glamorous.” Her gentle laugh rippled through the air.

      His gaze followed the expanse of her creamy neck to the collar of her light blue shirt. The uniform hugged the soft curves of her body— his shirt felt suddenly tight around his chest. A strand of wavy hair had slipped from its confines, caressing her cheek. He pushed down the urge to reach out and tuck it behind her ear. Her full, pink lips were void of any artificial color. What would she do if he closed the small distance between them and tasted her?

      “Do you have any questions so far?”

      “Not so far.” Mason grinned down at her. “But I’ll be sure to let you know if I do.”

      He turned back to the dishes in the sink. Time to focus - on the job, not the woman with an unyielding set to her jaw and hazel eyes that hinted at a fire he had no business investigating.
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        * * *

      

      They dried the dishes and tidied up the kitchen, working side-by-side as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      “So what kind of experience do you have Mason?” Zoe’s face burned hot. Damn, why had she asked that?

      “Well, let me see...” He leaned into her, and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level. “Where would you like me to begin?”

      Her mouth went dry. Whoa brother you better watch what you say with this one or you’re going to end up in a whole lot of hot water.

      “You’ve had that many jobs?” A laugh slipped out - lighter than she liked. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad. Were you not liked at these other places?”

      “Oh I’ve never been dismissed from any job.” Mason smirked. “But let’s not talk about that right now. I’ve worked in several different areas. I worked as a wild land firefighter for a time, but the majority of my experience is in structural firefighting. I received my paramedic training almost ten years ago. I’m not as green as people expect.”

      Had Zoe imagined the way his tone had faltered a bit? Get a grip. Your imagination is working overtime again.

      “Shall we go see what everyone else is doing? Once duties are done, we try to work in some training around calls.”

      “Lead the way.”
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      Zoe’s throat worked as she entered the small diner. Across the dimly lit room - a hand shot up - fingers wriggling in a celebratory dance. She returned the wave, the knot in her stomach eased. She hurried across the room to the booth where Cathy sat.

      A low flame flickered in the candle in the center of the table. Raymond’s restaurant was one of the oldest establishments in Hammonds Bend, and the only Italian restaurant in a twenty-five mile radius. The scent of tomatoes mixed with basil filled the air, and suddenly Zoe was eight years old again, balancing on her tip-toes, as her mom stirred a simmering pot of pasta sauce. Her stomach growled.

      “Hey Cath.” Zoe wrapped her friend in a hug. “How’s everything going?” Her breath stilled. Cathy’s shoulder sagged beneath her hands. All traces of the enthusiasm of moments before, gone. Zoe’s heart raced in her chest as she eased her best friend onto the bench.

      “I’m not sure Zoe.” Cathy’s voice shook, her fingers shredding the napkin clutched in her hands. Zoe’s gut clenched. Her fingers grazed Cathy’s arm, stilling their frantic motion. Tears welled up, collecting in her dark lashes, her teeth toying with her lower lip. Zoe’s heart caught in her chest. “What’s going on Cathy? You’ve decimated that poor napkin beyond recognition.”

      Deep frown lines marred Cathy’s forehead.

      “It’s Joe” Cathy’s broken whisper tugged at Zoe’s heart. “I think he’s seeing someone.” A single tear escaped, tracking down Cathy’s cheek. “He’s been so distant lately, Zoe. I’ve tried getting him to talk. He just says he can’t talk about it.” She  dabbed at her cheek with the mangled napkin.

      Joe wouldn’t do that. Would he?

      “Cath, maybe he’s just feeling some extra stress. Didn’t his mother die around this time of year? Maybe it’s just affecting him differently?” She tucked a new napkin in Cathy’s trembling hand.

      “Zoe, he’s been away so much this year.” The words rushed from Cathy. “It used to be that he would go once or twice, but he’s been gone four times already.” Her bottom lip trembled. “At first when I asked him where he was going, he wouldn’t tell me, but the last time he said he was going to Houston. I didn’t even have to ask him. He said he was visiting friends there.”

      “Well, there you go Cathy.” Zoe leaned in, propping her elbows on the table. “He was visiting friends.”

      Cathy watched Zoe, her face perfectly still, her gaze unwavering. “We don’t have any friends in Houston, Zoe. We don’t have friends anywhere in Texas for that matter.” Her head dropped forward as shudders wracked her body.

      With Cathy’s hand still firm in her grasp, Zoe stood and pulled Cathy to her feet.

      “Come on Cath. Let’s get out of here. Whatever’s going on, I’ll be there for you. We’ll get to the bottom of this together.” she murmured, the words still sounding inadequate even to her ears.

      Zoe wrapped an arm around Cathy’s shaking shoulders, and guided her from the restaurant to her truck. She bundled her dejected friend into the passenger seat and locked the seat belt firmly in place. Before she walked around the front of the truck, she cast a glance at her friend slumped in the interior, face buried in her hands, shoulders heaving. She knew too well how loving the wrong person could end. She’d seen it in the field, where adrenaline masked real connections.

      An ache tightened deep in Zoe’s chest. Her friend slumped in the passenger seat. Was loving someone worth this much pain? And just like that, Mason Ramsey’s image shot through the silence of her mind.

      No doubt he was the type of man who could cause a woman this kind of heartache. No way would she let anyone put her through the kind of pain Cathy was experiencing at the moment. No way.

      Right then and there, in the suffering silence of the cab, Zoe made a silent vow. She’d keep her distance. Whatever smoldering thing he had going on - she wanted no part of it. She cranked the engine to life and pulled out.

      For the moment her friend needed help. The first step would be to get Cathy home. The next would be to find Joseph Martin and give him a piece of her mind. She needed to hear his side of things. Her gut ached, it didn’t line up with the man she’d known since childhood.
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        * * *

      

      Mason paced around the confines of his home office. He had found it way too easy to work with Zoe. Easier than any other partner he could remember. The whine of the k12 saw shearing metal replayed in his head. The way she’d climbed into the back seat of that car without a second thought. She hadn’t so much as twitched when the whirling blade of the k12 saw came within inches of striking her neck. Mason had almost come unglued on the firefighter operating it. He didn’t need the hassle of explaining to anyone - himself included - why he beat the hell out of a guy on his first day.

      He stalked into the kitchen and snatched a beer from the refrigerator. Slanting a hip against the counter, he cracked open the bottle and took a long pull, savoring the cold liquid as it washed over his tongue and down his throat.

      He took in the granite counter tops, clean lines, and the shine of stainless steel appliances. He stared at the large island, imagining Zoe leaning against it, barefoot, hair tousled from sleep. Was it even her style? Hell, he didn’t even know her. Why the hell did he care if she’d like his kitchen?

      He blew out a frustrated sigh, and downed another large swig of the beer before tipping the bottle into the sink to drain the last dregs. What he didn’t need at the moment was to be thinking about Zoe as anything other than a means to get to the bottom of this case.

      His stomach had plummeted at the end of the night when Zoe had called dibs on a bed in the same room as the men.

      After spending the entire day in close quarters with her, space to clear her from his mind was what he’d needed. Instead, he found himself awake. Listening to the soft breathing from the bunk mere feet from his.

      Even now, his body stirred when he caught a phantom whiff of the slight scent of magnolias that seemed to follow her. Mason had never been one to like flowery scents before now. Damn, Mason you are really in a sorry state, aren’t you?

      He hadn’t stopped thinking about her. He needed a distraction. Maybe a trip to the local bar. Something to douse the flame she kept igniting. But, he knew how that would end. Past experience had proven no one would quench the desire building in him except the one who caused it.

      He snatched his cell phone from the clip on his belt, hesitating for a split second before punching in the number he had memorized from the personnel file.

      “Hello.” Zoe’s sleep laden voice sounded over the line several seconds later.

      His gaze shot to the clock on the wall and he cursed inwardly. The red numbers glowed at him across the distance. Midnight. No wonder she sounded out of it. He had let his desire to hear her voice override common sense.

      “Hey Zoe, I didn’t mean to wake you up. Guess I lost track of the time.”

      “No worries.” She yawned. “I only laid down a few minutes ago.”

      He pressed his lips together, and forced away the tantalizing image of Zoe, relaxed and warm in her bed, and back to the reason for his late-night call. “Wanna grab lunch with me?”

      “Lunch?” Zoe sputtered, the astonishment clear in her voice. “Are you asking me out, Ramsey?”

      A warm, tingling started low in his gut. Being around her was far too easy to get used to. And judging by the way she blushed every time he got near her yesterday, she felt it too.

      Hanging around Zoe had the potential to jeopardize his self-imposed bachelor status. More importantly, if she was involved in his investigation it could be occupational suicide.

      Physical attraction aside, she set off that tick at the back of his neck. The one that had saved his skin many times over the years.

      Another muffled yawn drew his attention back to the current conversation.

      “Yeah, I guess I am. Don’t start planning a wedding, Andrews. I don’t know very many people
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