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Prologue

BLACK SMOKE CURLED like an angry fist
around Hidden Cove’s newest restaurant, while furious fingers of
flame choked the air out of the building. It was a beautiful
sight.

“You set this fire, mister?”

Startled, he stepped farther into the
shadows then looked at the speaker. “What the hell are you doing
here?”

“Just admiring my
handiwork.”

“Goddamn it, are you fucking
nuts?”

“Nah, I’m a happy man.” He nodded
across the street to Noah Callahan, chief of the town fire
department, who barked orders into the radio. “How come he’s at
Incident Command? The Cap’s supposed to direct the
maneuver.”

“He’s a control freak.”

An ugly chuckle escaped his companion’s
lips. “The chief can’t afford any more screwups.”

Unable to resist, he allowed himself to
take pleasure in what he’d already accomplished. “Yeah, like the
Sinco fire.”

“And the apartment complex on Jay
Street.”

And all those pesky problems with
equipment and inspections, but he didn’t say that out loud. No
need for everybody to know everything. All told, several
firefighters had been injured. Ten had died.

“Well, lookee there—another eruption of
the red devil.”

His head swung around.
“Where?”

“On the west side of the
structure.”

He saw fire lick at what he knew was
the small dining hall off of a larger one. He’d eaten there many
times. “Perfect.”

“Hey, I do good work.”

Cloaked in inky blackness, he savored
the moment. “Soon, very soon, Callahan’s going down.”

“Amen!”


Chapter 1

Three months later

“Chief Callahan?”

Feeling more like his beleaguered
namesake from the Bible than a fire chief, Noah turned and, wiping
the sweat from his brow on the sleeve of his navy T-shirt, came
face-to-face with a woman he’d never seen before. She was dressed
in a severe blue power suit, clasping a leather folder at her side.
“I’m Noah Callahan.”

“Eve Woodward.” She held out her
hand.

He shook it. Her grip was firm. “Nice
to meet you.” He gave her a quizzical look.

She squared her shoulders. “I’m the
investigator from Office of Fire Prevention and
Control.”

His gut clenched as he remembered the
state fire commissioner’s voice on the phone last week.

We’ve got to come down
there, Callahan. There have been an unusual number of fires,
building inspection problems and shoddy equipment maintenance in
your department. Mayor Johnson wants an unbiased
investigator.

Noah had known then that he was in for
weeks, maybe months, of some hotshot official from the state
breathing down his neck. He just hadn’t realized it would start so
soon.

“I thought you weren’t coming until
next week.”

“No. My memo read today.” She frowned,
marring the smooth lines of her brow. Up close, he noticed her eyes
were gray, reminding him of a cloudy sky just before it rained.
“There must be some mix-up in your office. They told me you were
out here working on the children’s camp, and I wondered why.” Her
look clearly asked, Can’t you guys get anything
right?

Damn it!

“Well,” he said, covering glibly. “No
harm done.” He glanced down at the sweat-soaked shirt and jeans he
wore. He’d come out here to work today because he needed a physical
task to tax his body and numb his brain. Good hard labor had always
been an antidote to what ailed him. “I’d be glad to meet with you
after I clean up.” He smelled like the fire academy’s locker room
after recruit fitness classes.

“No need to clean up. I work at fire
scenes all the time, and it gets plenty dirty.” Shading her eyes,
she surveyed the camp. “Nice place.” A half smile. “Great
idea.”

It was. Hale’s Haven, the summer
residential camp for children of slain firefighters and police
officers, to open in July, had been conceived and implemented by
Hidden Cove’s bravest and finest after the tragic loss of ten men
in a fire last year. The incident still haunted Noah’s midnights.
“Thanks. Credit goes to my staff, though. It was their idea.
“

She nodded to the pavilion that had
been completed last week. Under its roof were a few picnic tables
already donated by Carroll Lumber. “Can we get out of the sun?” He
noticed she was light-skinned and she’d covered her face with
makeup, but still a few freckles peeked out.

He’d rather soak up the warm April
rays, but he couldn’t afford to antagonize her. “Sure. Let me tell
Mitch I’m off hard labor.” Mitch, a captain on his staff and a good
friend, was crew boss this afternoon; at least today Noah didn’t
have to deal directly with Mitch’s brother Zach, who sometimes
filled that position.

“Fine, I’ll wait over there.” She
headed toward the pavilion.

He noticed several men eye her. She
wasn’t all that attractive—pretty hair though, if she let it out of
the knot at her neck. Its reddish highlights reminded him of the
color of warm cedar. He supposed his people took note of the way
she was dressed. Since the department had buzzed with rumors that
he was on the line for a whole truckload of problems, they probably
pieced her identity together.

As he headed for the hole where Mitch
was laying the foundation for the second cabin, he thought of the
investigator’s biblical namesake and wondered if Eve Woodward would
bring about his fall from grace just as hard and fast as the other
Eve had brought about Adam’s.

o0o

EVE STAKED OUT at the lake from under
the pavilion and cursed her fair skin. Though she couldn’t afford
to show any weakness in front of fire department personnel, she
certainly didn’t want a sunburn. It was only April, but the weather
had warmed up and the sun bounced off the water sending dangerous
noontime rays arcing down toward her. She stared out at the lake
and enjoyed the soft whoosh of the waves on the shore. As she
waited for Chief Callahan, she mentally calculated what she knew
about him. Forty-seven. Widowed. A hometown boy. He’d been a
firefighter for a few years in another small town called Sands
Point. Then he’d returned to Hidden Cove, this sleepy town about a
hundred miles outside of New York City, and worked his way up
through the ranks of the two-hundred-person fire department. He had
numerous successes, including a daring rescue when he went to help
out in Oklahoma City after the 1995 bombing. He’d been HCFD chief
for five years.

And had a bad track record. Craig was
concerned.

Too many incendiary fires.
Suspicion of kickbacks, fixing permits, and ignoring code
violations for profit. The commissioner says it’s hard to believe
of Noah Callahan. But something’s going on. What do you think,
Evie?

Eve had looked at the man. Deputy New
York State Fire Commissioner Craig Atkins had been her mentor for
years and was one of the most decent men she knew. Sounds like
the good-ole-boys’ network to me.

Wanna check it
out?

You bet.

Eve was good at her job—helping with,
or exposing, problems concerning fire safety. She liked nothing
better than to catch people who were endangering the lives of
others.

So far, if Noah Callahan was dirty,
he’d been responsible for the deaths of ten and the injuries of
several more.

“Ms. Woodward?”

She turned.

Callahan stood before her. “So, when
did you get in?”

“This morning. Albany’s only an hour
away.”

“Yeah, I know. I went to school
there.”

“At the university?” When he nodded,
Eve edged up against the picnic table, which still smelled like
fresh wood. “That’s right, you have a bachelor’s degree in public
administration.” And an associate’s degree in fire science. And
countless hours of training at the National Fire Academy. By all
rights, he should be a top-notch chief. Too bad he succumbed to
criminal activities.

“So, how do we start?” he
asked.

She reached down, fished her glasses
out of her pocket, and put them on. Flipping open her folder, she
read the notes she’d made with Craig. “First, I’d like to see the
reports on all the major incidents here in the last five
years.”

“Since I became chief.”

“Yes.” She glanced up. And was stunned
by the naked pain on his chiseled features. She didn’t know what to
say.

Literally, he drew back and blanked his
face. Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned against a table
opposite her. “Will you need somebody to interpret
them?”

“Interpret them?”

“Explain the technical
terminology.”

“No.”

“Oh. You’re taking them back to
Albany?”

“No, I’m not.”

He cocked his head.

“I can understand the reports, Chief.
I’m a fire marshal.” The premier investigator in the fire
department hierarchy. Then she added, just so he’d know what he was
dealing with, “And I have police certification.” Which meant she
could carry a gun and arrest people, though she no longer did
either, preferring to turn criminals over to the state or local
authorities.

“I see. What’s your rank?”

“Captain.”

His lips thinned. “Can you tell me how
this is gonna shake out? Time lines and stuff.”

“I’ll need space at your headquarters.
Access to reports and to the buildings themselves, for anything
recent. I’ll also need lists of personnel involved in those
fires—arson investigators who handled the cases where that’s
applicable, firefighters who fought them, and inspectors who
certified the buildings safe after construction or on routine
inspections.” She paused. “I’ll want all the files on equipment
problems in the past, oh, two years.”

“Jesus.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What, Chief? Didn’t
you think we’d be this thorough?”

He ran a hand through his full head of
blond hair. It was sprinkled with gray, and when he messed it up,
he looked younger. “I didn’t know this investigation was gonna
include so much of my staff.”

He glanced out over the grounds—a
beautiful setting. Eve let herself admire it—and what he was doing
here on the lake. Word of the children’s camp had filtered over to
OFPC, and everyone in her office lauded him for it. Most had even
sent money. He seemed to be doing so much good here, so the pieces
didn’t fit.

“Chief?”

He focused on her. “Will you be
commuting between here and Albany?”

“No. I’m moving to Hidden Cove
temporarily. I always reside in town when I’m on cases like
these.”

“Must be hard on your personal
life.”

Actually, it worked out perfectly for
her and her twin brother, Ian. It gave them time apart so they
didn’t get on each other’s nerves. But she ignored his comment; men
often tried to distract women in her position with statements like
that. “So, when can I—”

“Papa!”

Callahan turned as a tiny pink tornado
raced toward them. His expression changed from one of grim
displeasure to one of pure joy, like he’d been searching for
victims in a burning building and found one alive. The little girl
reached him just as he bent down and scooped her up.

“Papa!” she squealed again, burying her
face in his chest. She resembled him so much—wheat-colored hair in
pigtails, same angular features—it was eerie, Eve
thought.

“How’s my favorite girl?” he asked,
hugging her close.

“Mommy, too. She’s your
favorite.”

“That she is, pumpkin.” They both
glanced up at the sloping grass that spread from the parking lot to
the shore. Its verdant color was a fitting backdrop to the stunning
brunette who traversed it. Tall. Willowy. The kind of woman that
always made Eve feel unfeminine.

And at least half Noah Callahan’s
age.

Hell. Did this guy fit every stereotype
in the book?

o0o

ZACH MALVASO TURNED away from the sight
of Noah Callahan, caught between his two worlds. But as he hauled
bags of concrete to the mixer to be used for the foundation of the
boys’ cabin, Zach couldn’t stop himself from shooting surreptitious
glances toward the chief. The suit he was with must he from OFPC.
Rumor had it the department was being investigated and Callahan’s
ass was on the line big-time. To top it off, Mitch had told Zach
that the chief’s daughter and her kid had come to live with him
after her marriage had broken up. Damn, the guy had a shitload to
deal with. Not the least of which was Zach himself. As he lifted
the bag to stack it on the others, he remembered the pure venom on
Callahan’s face when Zach had changed his ways after the Sinco fire
and gone to the chief to apologize for his sins against the
man.

I gotta work with you, Malvaso,
Callahan had said. But I’ll never like you, or forget what
happened between you and my wife.

Well, that was okay. Zach would never
forget—or forgive—himself for a lot of things, either, despite the
fact that he was paying the piper big-time for his mistakes. The
post-traumatic stress he suffered since the Sinco fire, when he’d
been buried under hot plaster and thought for sure he was going to
buy it, along with the chief’s contempt, were just two of the
things he had to live with.

“You gonna help me with this concrete,
or you gonna stay there daydreaming all day, Malvaso?” Casey
Brennan’s harsh voice broke up Zach’s pity party.

He didn’t realize he’d stopped in his
tracks. He turned. Here was yet another stone in his shoe.
What had he been thinking when he recommended she join their
fire station group? Another crew member had retired in January, and
she wanted to move from her former house, but she’d done nothing
but shoot sparks off all the guys in the two months she’d been at
Quint/Midi 7, Group 2.

“Quit complaining, Hulk.” He’d given
her the nickname when he discovered what kind of muscles she had.
Hell, he bet she could out-lift everybody at the station. Which was
part of the reason some of the guys disliked her.

“Yeah, well get the lead out of your
ass. We got a lot to do before dusk.” Her sunny disposition was
another.

“Take a break, Brennan. Live a
little.”

She glanced across the lake, and for a
minute, her face shadowed.

If she wasn’t so hard she’d be
pretty, Zach thought to himself. Her thick hair was pulled up
like she wore it at work. She had nice cheekbones, eyes the deep
blue of the sky at midnight. And that body...

“No. I gotta be out of here a little
early, so I wanna keep working,” she said.

“Got a hot date?”

Still staring out at the water, she
watched a boat make waves as it cut through the lake. “Yeah, sure.
Don’t you know I’m working my way through the department? By recent
tallies, I’ll bet I’ve slept with at least half the
guys.”

He heard the hurt beneath her saucy
tone. “I don’t believe that, Casey.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him.
“Don’t go soft on me, Malvaso. I’m not big on warm
fuzzies.”

He shrugged. God, she was so much like
he used to be. “Okay, fine. Then, do I get a turn?”

Pivoting, she hooked her fingers in the
belt loops of jeans that gloved her nicely and gave him a sexy
perusal that sent his blood pressure rocking. “No turn for the new
you, buddy. Now, if you were the old Zach, I’d hop right into the
sack with you. Word has it you were a legend between the sheets.”
She shook her head. “But now—you’re Milquetoast. I like my men
tougher than me.”

He socked her playfully in the
shoulder. “You don’t fool me, Brennan. I’ve been where you are.
Underneath that veneer is a sweet and tender heart.”

“Nah, I don’t even have a
heart.”

“Course you do, darlin’.” He gave her a
bad boy wink. “You just need the right guy to help you find
it.”

Again she glanced at the lake. “I
already had—” She stopped abruptly. “Never mind.” She donned a
sassy look. “I only need a guy for one thing. Now, I’m getting back
to work.” Crossing to the pile, she hefted a fifty-pound bag of
concrete like it was feathers and strode toward the
foundation.

Mitch came up behind him and tracked
his gaze. “Man, she’s strong, isn’t she?”

“Physically, yeah.”

His older brother took a bead on him.
“What do you mean?”

“I think she’s got a fragile
side.”

“Yeah? You looking to find
it?”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t dare.
She’d eat me up and spit me out before I could make the first
move.”

Mitch’s hand clapped his shoulder.
“Maybe. In any case, be careful, big guy. I don’t want to see you
get hurt. But I sure would like you to find yourself a
girl.”

Zach’s gaze focused on blond and pretty
Megan Hale, who’d stopped to talk to Brennan. “Just because you hit
the jackpot?”

As he stared at Megan, Mitch’s grin was
a mile wide. After a disastrous marriage, Mitch was biding his time
until the divorce so he could marry Megan. But their road to wedded
bliss hadn’t been easy. “She sure is a winner.”

“You’re one lucky man,
Mitello.”

“I know.” Mitch’s face sobered. “You
will be, too, Zaccaria.”

Zach remembered how beautiful Angie had
looked on their wedding day, how she told him that night all she
wanted out of life was him and his babies.

Less than four months later, he’d been
in the sack with another woman.

“Nah, I had my shot and blew it. I’m
not expecting paradise anymore.”

Zach meant what he said. As he turned
and caught sight of Callahan again, he knew for sure that even if
he was looking for heaven, he’d never find it. The most he could
hope for was to get out of this purgatory. He’d settle for
that.

o0o

CASEY BRENNAN SWORE under her breath as
she hefted another concrete bag and carried it to the mixer.
Malvaso was getting to her. She found herself slipping up around
him, and she didn’t know why. Maybe because he’d been where she
was.

Only he’d had a fucking epiphany, and
those kinds of men were the most dangerous. They thought everybody
was salvageable. Which she definitely wasn’t. She glanced out at
the lake as she deposited the bag and pictured the white clapboard
house nestled on the opposite side, with its pretty bedrooms and
swing set in the backyard.

Damn, she didn’t need this. Turning,
she let the concrete fall—grazing somebody’s foot.

“Shit, Brennan, watch what you’re
doing.”

“Whatsamatter, Snyder, I hurt your
toesies?”

The wiry, nasty firefighter with an ego
the size of Texas, kicked the bag with his boot. “You
bitch.”

Her face flushed. “I—”

Mitch Malvaso, Snyder’s captain on the
Rescue Squad, came up to them. The elite force was responsible for
all fires, regardless of which station house covered the area,
along with water crises, car accidents, and confined space
maneuvers. Unfortunately, the Rescue Squad was housed at Quint/Midi
7, Casey’s new home. “What’s going on here?” Mitch
asked.

“Nothing.” Casey shrugged. “Me and
Snyder were just having one of our cozy chats.”

“Look, you two, you gotta find a way to
get along. I’m sick of your sniping at each other.”

Snyder regarded Mitch coldly. “She’s
the one that transferred to our house. Which was about the dumbest
move—”

“Oh, can it, Snyder. You don’t like me,
because you’re stupid and incompetent, and I call you on
it.”

He took a step forward toward her. “I
don’t like you because you’re a cu—”

Mitch stepped in between them.
“Enough.”

Casey had observed that the
mild-mannered captain could turn into a pit bull when he had
to.

“You’re right.” Casey yanked off her
gloves and slapped them on her jeans. “I didn’t come here on my day
off to put up with this shit. I’m bookin’.” She gave Snyder a
disgusted look and strode away.

She’d just reached her Camaro when
somebody grabbed her arm. She knew who it was as sure as she knew
when fire was hiding in walls. “Hey, wait a sec,” Zach Malvaso
said.

Since he was close, and since his
concern dented her emotional armor, Casey whirled on him and
attacked. “Back off, Malvaso. Jesus Christ, why are you always
nagging at me?”

His eyes, the color of rich earth,
narrowed. He was sweaty, and the red T-shirt he wore stretched
across world-class muscles. “Because I know you.”

“What does that mean?”

“Casey, I’ve been where you are. I know
where your head’s at.”

For a brief minute, she stared at the
man before her and wished that were true. Then she came to her
senses. “You don’t know me. What’s more, I don’t want you
to.”

“Why?”

“Because...” She glanced behind him to
the lake, saw whitecaps beginning to form as more boats whizzed by.
“Shit, Malvaso, just leave it alone!”

Whipping open the door, she slid inside
the car. She didn’t look back until the engine had roared to life;
then she glanced in the rearview mirror. He was staring at her, his
expression somehow knowing. She tore out of the lot faster than a
rig on its way to a call.

That was all she needed—for
Malvaso to find out her secrets. Too many people already knew about
her drunken father. Some probably guessed she herself drank and
smoked too much. And although tales of her sexual exploits were
exaggerated, she did like to sleep with men. It kept the loneliness
at bay.

Which was caused, primarily, by her
greatest secret of all, something nobody in the department knew
about.

At that thought—and far enough away so
she couldn’t be seen by camp workers—Casey pulled off the road and
lit a cigarette. The tobacco calmed her, but the images didn’t
recede. So when she tossed the butt out the window, she gave in to
the urge and opened the glove compartment. From inside, she drew
out her wallet, and from the leather folds, a battered picture,
crinkled with wear, its edges ragged. Her throat tight, she stared
down at the photo and lovingly traced the lines and swirls of the
two images there. Her eight-year-old twin daughters, Shannon and
Lindsay, who lived across the lake from the camp in a storybook
home, with a storybook father, a not-so-wicked stepmother, and a
life that Casey was incapable of giving them.

Jesus, all she needed was for anybody
in the department to find out about that.


Chapter 2

NOAH CUDDLED HIS five-year-old
granddaughter close to his chest as he read her the book about Pig
Will cooperating with her father and Pig Won’t refusing to help
out. He hadn’t done nearly enough of this kind of thing with his
own daughter, and he regretted it now. Back then, though, his
schedule had been erratic, and when Becca was born, he was intent
on becoming the best firefighter in Hidden Cove; the results were
evident. He glanced at the clock. Eight at night, and Becca still
wasn’t home.

Like father, like
daughter.

“Papa, read.” Dressed for bed in
pink pajamas, Abby nestled herself into the crook of his shoulder
and neck and poked a chubby finger at the book. Then she stuck that
finger into her mouth. “I...” The rest was garbled.

He kissed her head. “Can’t understand
you, pumpkin.”

Her finger came out and she grinned
evilly. “Wanna see when Pig Won’t doesn’t get corn.”

Laughing, Noah finished the book,
thinking what a joy Abby was; he hadn’t realized how much he’d
missed her until Becca came home just before Christmas and asked if
she could move in temporarily. After the Sinco fire, a lot had
clicked into place for him; one was that he needed to spend more
time with his family.

The story done, he gave Abby a
piggyback ride up the steps of the house her mother had been raised
in and jogged to the bedroom he’d redecorated for the little girl.
She dived for the bed and landed on the Barbie
coverlets.

“Gotta brush your teeth first,” he
chided.

She yawned. “Too sleepy.”

“Doesn’t cut it, baby.” He had to nudge
her off the bed. “Now scoot.” He waited there for her, lying back,
staring up at the ceiling. He’d painted this room in pink and white
just for Abby, when it looked like Becca wasn’t going back to Tom
any time soon.

“Want Mommy to tuck me in,” Abby said a
minute later as she hurled herself back on the bed and onto Noah’s
chest. She plucked at his green chamois shirt.

He held her close—she smelled like
shampoo and baby soap—then flipped her over and covered her with
the quilt before she could protest. He gave her a big fat sloppy
kiss. “Mommy’s working.”

“Daddy doesn’t like it.” The little
girl’s face clouded. “I miss my daddy.”

“I know you do, Abby. You’re gonna stay
with him this weekend and next week.” Becca was attending a real
estate conference.

Tears misted Abby’s eyes. “Want Mommy
home.”

So did her daddy. Noah had heard them
fighting the last time Tom Wescott visited.

For Christ’s sake, Becca,
come home. We’ll work it out there.

No, I’m tired of you
criticizing me, my work, who I am. I’m not coming back until you
stop obsessing about my job.

I do not obsess.

It had gone downhill from there. The
shouting and accusations had rung through the entire house until
Noah was forced to intervene, as he’d done with probies in a
scuffle at the fire station.

After some snuggling, he became aware
of dead weight against his side. Looking down, he saw that Abby had
fallen asleep, still cuddled against him. He took a few precious
moments to savor her, then slid off the bed, turned off the light,
and exited the room, closing the door tight. In case of fire,
closed doors saved lives by keeping out the deadly smoke. He ambled
down the stairs and, since he’d eaten with Abby, he headed for his
sanctuary, where he poured himself a scotch.

Every time he entered his den, his
nerves calmed. It was a big space, the size of most living rooms.
He’d covered the walls and ceiling with cedar, giving it an outdoor
feeling. The scent of wood he’d burned last winter in the fireplace
still hung in the air. He’d hung Manwaring prints of fire fighting
scenes on one wall, pictures of his friends and family on another,
and behind his desk were his degrees and some of his honors and
awards.

He crossed to that wall now. It made
his throat tight to look at what he’d accomplished in the fire
service—and know it all might end badly.

An award from the state for innovative
training techniques. A degree in the Executive Fire Officers
Program from the National Fire Academy, where he’d completed a
paper equivalent to most Ph.D. dissertations. A plaque for placing
third in the Firefighter’s Combat Challenge, a grueling competition
that he’d entered to be a physical fitness role model to his staff.
A citation from NOW for promoting women. Reaching out, he fingered
a golden plaque that was in the shape of hungry flames. The New
York State Fire Safety Award, given by Firehouse magazine.
He remembered well the incident that had earned him that
commendation. His men had been on a roof trying to ventilate.
Uncomfortable with the progress of the fire, Noah had gone up the
ladder himself and found the roof spongy. As a veteran, he was able
to read the situation and ordered everybody off—just minutes before
the thing collapsed.

How ironic. Now, they were gunning for
him on safety issues, brought on by evidence that, had he not known
he was innocent, he’d believe himself.

He sipped his scotch and wondered how
life had gotten so complicated. All he’d ever wanted was to be a
good firefighter.

Sighing, he dropped into the desk
chair, booted up his computer, and settled in to make a list of the
files he’d need to get for Eve Woodward. He accessed his work hard
drive, thinking how out of place she had been today at the camp.
She was a fire marshal. He wondered where she’d worked. And why
she’d aspired to that position. It wasn’t a common job for a
female.

A half hour later, he heard the front
door open and close and his daughter’s heels clicking on the
hardwood floor. She appeared in the den doorway, looking so much
like her mother, Valerie, that it hurt. Same tall, slender build
accented by the severe gray suit she wore, thick mink-colored hair,
razor-sharp blue eyes. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hi, honey.” Don’t criticize.
“You look tired.”

“I had a bitch of a day. Abby asleep
already?”

“Just.” He glanced over to the corner,
where a beautiful oak grandfather clock stood. Valerie had given it
to him for his fortieth birthday.

Coming inside, plopping down on a chair
across from him, she tracked his gaze. “Jeez, I had no idea it was
this late.”

“Did you eat?”

“No. I’m not hungry.” She shot a glance
at his drink. “I sure could use one of those.”

He smiled, stood and crossed to the
sideboard; he fixed her a scotch, brought it to her, and kissed her
head. “Here you go, Bec.”

She grabbed his arm. “Thanks,
Daddy.”

For some reason, the childlike response
made his heart clutch. Trying for nonchalance, he leaned against
his desk, picked up his drink and sipped it. “You okay?”

Becca nodded, then said, “No, I’m not.
I miss my home, my things.” She swallowed hard. “My
husband.”

“You still love him, don’t you,
honey?”

“Of course I do. I just can’t stand his
nagging at me about my job.”

A flash of the past ambushed
Noah.

Holy hell, Val, I’m just
doing my job.

At our expense.

You knew what I did for a
living.

The fire department is more
than a living to you. It’s your whole life.

He’d always gotten angry at this point;
now he saw it was because she was right about his quest for the
white helmet.

“Dad...”

“Yeah?”

“Where’d you go?”

“I was thinking about the fights your
mother and I used to have over my working too much.”

“I always thought she was selfish about
that. You were out saving lives.”

“I wasn’t here enough when you grew
up.”

“I did fine.”

“Did you?”

Her eyes flashed like the blue of fire.
“What do you mean?”

“Maybe you work as hard as you do
because you had me as a role model.”

“Dad, don’t take his side.”

“There don’t have to be sides,
baby.”

She bristled. “Of course there do. Tom
gave me ultimatums. That makes for sides.”

“If it’s any help, I have regrets.”
Especially after Sinco. Could he have done something to preclude
that tragedy? Was he really a good chief? Had all his sacrifices
been for nothing?

“It doesn’t help. It makes things
worse.” She stood. “I’m going to check on Abby.” She turned and
strode out.

Noah sighed. He didn’t know if he was
handling this right any more than if he’d handled her broken
curfews and questionable friends right when she was young. But he
was sure of one thing. He was going to help her.

He didn’t want her to end up where he
was.

Alone.

At the top of his
profession.

Even that, now, was about to topple
like an ill-built house of cards. Then what would he have? He
looked after Becca.

He had regrets, all right. And guilt. A
whole mountain of them.

o0o

“DID JOE GET there?” Eve asked her twin
brother, Ian. She was sitting on the bed in her mother’s condo on
the lake, sipping a scotch. Stretched out comfortably on the
mattress in the jeans and FDNY sweatshirt she’d put on after work,
with some mellow Rippingtons coming from the corner stereo, she’d
finally relaxed.

“Yeah, he came.” Ian sighed. Joe Harmon
was Ian’s part-time physical therapist, aide, and companion. “After
he fixed me Cajun chicken, we played Scrabble.”

“Better him than me.”

A snort. She could just picture Ian’s
laughing face, though God knew what he’d had to laugh about these
last three years. Once shockingly handsome, he now had a scar on
his left cheek. “I’ll make you into a decent opponent yet. So,
how’d it go today?”

“I met Callahan.”

“What’s he like?”

Eve thought for a minute. “Not what I
expected. He’s pretty subdued. Melancholy, almost.”

“Well, if he’s as guilty as it sounds
like, or as inept, he has reason.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Is the town nice?”

“Picturesque. The lakeside’s
beautiful.”

“How’s Mom and Patrick’s
condo?”

“Great. Beautiful view, and when the
windows are open, you can hear the water rush up against the
shore.” She chuckled. “I’ll pay for this, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ian, every time I let her do something
for me, she pushes for more. Which means I end up going on a
shopping spree or sitting in some damned spa with cucumber
slathered all over my face.”

“Most women like to be
pampered.”

It was her turn to snort. “Easy for you
to say.” She waited a minute. “So, what are you going to do this
week?”

Tension crept through the phone lines,
like flames spreading over a puddle of gasoline.

“Not much.”

“What about the job at the Fire Academy
here?” Hidden Cove was home to the county academy that serviced
surrounding areas.

Silence. She could picture him gripping
the arms of his wheelchair. See his hands turn white, his face
redden even more.

“Ian?”

“I’m still thinking about it. But,
jeez, Evie, I don’t want charity.”

“It’s not charity. They’re after your
expertise.”

“They only asked me because of the
attack.”

She bit her lip, but couldn’t stifle a
tiny gasp. 9/11 had wreaked havoc on many families, hers among
them. Ian had been trapped on the ground floor of the North Tower,
when a beam fell on him. They were still picking up the
pieces.

“Aw shit, don’t go all feminine on
me.”

As a twin, he could always sense her
near-tears state. As a twin, she’d never forget the paralyzing
premonition she’d had when he’d been hurt in the World Trade
Center. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

He laughed. “Maybe I’ll call the
Academy.”

“Super.” She yawned.

“You’re tired. Hang up and go to
sleep.”

“I’ll be home Saturday.”

“No!”

She startled at his tone.

“Evie, stay there. Take a break. Enjoy
yourself.”

“Look, we agreed when I said I’d move
in with you that you wouldn’t sacrifice your life for me. I told
you if I see it happening, I’m jettin’.”

“Jettin’? You been watching those teen
sitcoms again?” He laughed. “Go to sleep, sis, and don’t come home
Saturday. Call me, though.”

“All right.”

“Sleep well, Evie.”

“You, too.” Her throat clogged. She
knew he wouldn’t. He’d be up through the night with cramps in his
arms from the strain of lifting himself out of the chair, and with
spasms in his legs, which were paralyzed from the knees down. The
doctor had prescribed sleeping pills, whose strength he kept
increasing.

She’d be awake, too. Since Ian had been
hurt, she hadn’t slept worth shit. After she hung up, she slid off
the bed and crossed to the bank of windows that faced the lake from
the master bedroom. As she sipped her drink and watched the lights
twinkle on the water, she thought of how unfair life
was.

Ian had been a captain in the FDNY and
the nicest guy you’d ever want to meet. When he’d been injured, his
weak wife, Marla, hadn’t been able to handle the fallout and left
him. That was last year. Sometimes, anger at her brother’s
situation welled up inside her and burst, like a room reaching
flashover. She pounded her fist on the glass. Son of a
bitch.

Don’t think about it, she told herself,
just as the phone rang. Heading toward it, she tried to blank her
mind. “Hello?”

“Hello, darling, it’s
mother.”

Oh, damn. This was all she needed. She
sat down, bracing herself for the drill.

I worry so about you. How
can you do this for a living?

Isn’t the sacrifice your
brother made enough?

When are you going to
settle down and raise a family?

But she said only, “Hello,
Mom.”

o0o

THE BROAD STREET fire station was
called Quint/Midi 7, after the two state-of-the-art trucks it
housed. The Quint performed five different functions—provided
seating for all personnel to ride safely; carried water and hoses
like a pumper; stored ladders and fire-fighting equipment, such as
axes; housed rescue tools, like the well-known Hurst generator and
Jaws of Life; and contained all medical equipment for EMS calls.
The Midi was a two-person medical truck that often went out
alone.

The house itself was a big brick
building that had been connected an older structure, which was
headquarters. Quint/Midi 7 was also home to the Rescue
Squad.

Casey had agreed to sub on the Midi for
another shift tonight when she’d been called, even though she was
scheduled off for three days. Her group was on the traditional four
days on, three off, four nights on, three off. She liked to work,
and the overtime pay helped buy extras for the girls.

But hell, she didn’t know Malvaso was
also filling in on the Rescue Squad. She didn’t want to listen to
his nagging. So after some training on terrorism and the fire
department’s role in responding to it, she’d headed to the
station’s exercise room. She was benching one seventy-five. No
spotter. Somebody had come in and asked if she wanted one, but
she’d refused. Sweat beading on her forehead, her arms feeling as
if she’d hauled hose for hours, she finished the set and sat up.
Her gaze strayed to her bag, where her cell phone was packed
away.

Don’t do it.

She was in here, trying to outrun the
demons that kept telling her to call her daughters. It wasn’t good
to talk to them too much. It...hurt. Contact with them made it more
painful to be away from them. She glanced at the clock. In a few
minutes, they’d be in bed, so the temptation would be
over.

After she did leg squats, she wiped her
face, swore, and headed to her backpack. Feeling like a lapsing
alcoholic, she fished out the phone and punched in the number. Her
back to the door, she sank onto a mat cross-legged and cursed her
weak will.

Maybe they weren’t home. Maybe she’d
dodge this bullet of vulnerability.

“Carson residence.”

Ah, Mrs. Carson. Jack’s wife, the
girls’ stepmother, their former preschool teacher, and the mother
of their half sister, Daniella. “Hey, Carol, it’s me,
Casey.”

“Hi, Casey.” Carol’s voice was Sunday
school nice. “Let me get the girls.”

She heard a quiet, “Linds, Shan, your
mom’s on the phone.”

Casey remembered her own lack of phone
etiquette. Who the hell is calling this early? I gotta sleep,
damn it.

And once, she’d ripped the instrument
out of her ex’s hands and thrown it across the room because it had
disturbed her.

“Casey?” Jack came on the line. “I
wanted to speak to you before the girls.”

“Sure.”

“You okay?”

Aw, shit. He was always so nice.
“Yeah.”

“They tried to call you earlier. You
weren’t home, and you didn’t pick up your cell.”

She lied. “Um, we had a
call.’

“You’re not on tonight.” The girls had
her schedule—for some reason, they wanted it every
month.

“I’m subbing.”

“Oh.”

Ah, there it was—the disapproval. The
dissatisfaction with her choices. She could hear voices in the
background. “Look, just let me talk to them.”

“All right.” A pause. “Take care of
yourself.”

In minutes, her girls picked up on two
extensions. A chorus of angels couldn’t sound sweeter.

“Mommy, hi,” Shannon said.

And Lindsay, “Mom! Where are
you?”

“I’m at work.”

“This is your day off,” Lindsay told
her, as if she was the adult in this situation.

“You were supposed to come over after
school today.” Shannon was prone to whining when she didn’t get her
way, probably because she’d suffered from asthma, and they had all
babied her.

“I got tied up, honey.”

Silence. “It’s okay, Mommy.” Shannon
was also the more forgiving.

Lindsay jumped on board. “We gotta work
on the badge before our meeting Monday.”

“How about if I come over tomorrow?
It’s Saturday, and I’m off, and you don’t have school.”

“Yay!” both girls chimed.

“Let me ask your dad first.”

They chatted some more, lulling Casey
with their musical voices and childlike cadence. As usual, she
struggled against the notion that the only time she felt truly at
peace was when she was with the girls, or talking to
them.

“What’s up?” Jack asked, once he was
back on the line.

“Can I see them tomorrow?”

Gently, he said, “You were supposed to
come today.”

I know, but I didn’t have
the badge work done.

“I’m sorry. Do they have plans for
tomorrow?”

“We’re taking them to the city to the
children’s books fair. We’re having dinner with some of the authors
afterwards.” Jack was a children’s book writer, famous enough to be
friends with the stars of the genre. Of the countless books she’d
read to the girls, besides their father’s, Where the Wild Things
Are was their favorite, probably because the girls were the
exact opposite of the characters. Jack also worked from home, which
was only one of the reasons he had gotten custody of the girls when
the two of them divorced.

“Oh, okay. I should have talked to you
first, before I said something to them.”

“How about Sunday? You can have them
all day.”

“Great.” Maybe she could get the
stitching mastered by then.

After she hung up, she reached over,
picked up her bag, and drew out the Girl Scout BADGEBOOK.
Jesus, who was she kidding? She was never going to be able to do
this. But then she pictured her daughters’ faces when they asked
her.

“Be our leader, Mom,” and
“Please, Mommy.”

“Oh, girls, I can’t. My
schedule is too erratic.”

“Maybe I could be your leader,”
Carol had offered. Of course, she’d quit her teaching job to stay
home with the three girls. “And your mom could do your badge
work with you.” She’d looked up at Casey. “It would be fun.
There are a lot of different things you can do with
them.”

Unspoken was, You gotta be able to
find something there you’re good at.

So Casey had agreed.

Shaking her head, she pulled out the
needlework she’d been fumbling with for days. God, it was a sorry
excuse for a pillow cover. The letters were crooked. The frame bent
from being knocked around in her backpack. Damn it, why did the
kids have to choose such girly things? Needlework. Sewing, for
God’s sake.

Sighing, she traced the letters.
Home sweet home. Which was exactly what they had. Without
her.

Still, she was going to be part of
their lives if it killed her.

So she snatched out the needle and
sucked in a breath.

Five minutes later she was swearing
like a trooper.

“What’s going on in here?” Malvaso
again.

Quickly she stuffed her things in her
bag. “Nothing.”

He came up to her. She sat facing away
from him. He smelled great, like he’d just taken a shower and
applied some earthy cologne.

“Somebody said you were working out in
here without a spotter,” he said.

“I’m done.”

“Casey...”

She stood abruptly and grabbed her bag.
“I gotta shower.” And she scooted out of the exercise
room.

Because if there was one thing Casey
Brennan was good at, it was running away. She’d done it four years
ago, escaping from a family whose needs she simply couldn’t meet.
And she was still doing it today. With them, and everybody else who
tried to get close to her.

o0o

ZACH DROPPED TO his knees when the
intense heat encompassed him like a burning blanket. A building on
fire could reach five hundred degrees. His navy turnout coat
weighed heavily on him, and his uniform stuck to his skin. He slid
his hand along the wall. Already, the smoke was black, and he and
his partner, Rachel Wellington from House 5, couldn’t see anything.
He spoke into the radio attached to his face mask. “We’re on the
first floor, Chief. Over.”

Callahan’s voice crackled through the
line. “There’s somebody inside. A neighbor just came up and said
the owner’s home tonight. She doesn’t have a car, so that’s why we
didn’t know. Head upstairs; the woman thinks her bedroom’s to the
right. Mitch’s checking the first floor. Over.”

Like a blind man seeking familiar
landmarks, Zach felt his way along the wall, with Wellington behind
him. They’d taken a survey of the house from the outside, and he
guessed the steps would be off the foyer. They were. He started to
crawl up them on hands and knees.

He heard the vague slap of water on the
fire; Engine 5 was knocking it down, but they wouldn’t subdue it in
time for the owner upstairs to survive, since the house was already
filled with smoke. Zach had to get her out. Too bad they didn’t
know where she was.

His breathing was labored—sounding like
Darth Vader—as he felt his way up the steps. The railing was
spindled. Probably one of those fancy ones—tiger tailed, open
landings. Damn, he hoped he didn’t fall off the balcony. He
followed it, picturing what he touched. It wasn’t quite as hot up
at the top, and the smoke cleared up a bit. Zach could see a long
hallway, with rooms to the left and right. “We should go left,” he
said to Wellington, his voice tinny through the SCBA
mask.

“The chief said to go
right.”

Zach hesitated. Gut instinct told him
the neighbor was wrong. He headed left, despite the chief’s
command. His intuition had saved lives before.

A cardinal rule of fire fighting was
not to go it alone, so Wellington followed.

Finding a door, he tested the handle.
Cool. He pushed it open. The smoke was thin in here. Huge space.
Frilly decor. Big bed. He could see a lump on the
mattress.

Bingo. Chalk one up for the good guys.
He said to his partner, “On the bed.”

They’d just reached the victim, when
they heard a boom. Mitch was in the building. Zach had to
consciously quell the panic that threatened to overwhelm him at the
thought of where his brother might be. Leaning over, he scooped up
the woman. She was as light as a child. With We ahead of him, they
strode to the door.

But the hallway was in flames, now. The
fire was really rolling.

“Jesus,” Wellington said.

“The window.” Zach spoke into the
radio. “Get a ladder up to the front left side of the house.
Over.”

The chief asked, “The left side,
Malvaso?”

“Yep.”

He heard Callahan barking
orders.

After slamming the door shut,
Wellington preceded him to the window and gingerly opened it. The
fire needed oxygen to thrive, and ventilation from an unplanned
source could be dangerous. But what choice did they
have?

In minutes, the aerial appeared at the
second-story window. Zach handed the victim out to a rookie in the
bucket. Then he and Wellington climbed in with her. Once out of the
building, Zach whipped off his SCBA and bent over the woman. The
fresh air was so cool on his face it made him shiver. Still, he
sucked it in, relishing the absence of the putrid black
smoke.

The victim’s breath was shallow and her
pulse thready. As an EMT—and after significantly more training,
just a test away from being a paramedic—he recognized the signs of
smoke inhalation. Tilting her head, he placed his mask over her
mouth. Vaguely he was aware of people crowding around him when they
reached the ground, but he focused on the victim.

In less than a minute, she began to
breathe easily. Zach leaned back on his heels and closed his eyes.
Thank God. He stood and moved back so the ambulance personnel could
get into the bucket.

He heard behind him, “Malvaso? The
chief wants to talk to you.”

Wincing at the command, Zach knew he
was in deep shit for disobeying orders.

And for a lot more.

o0o

NOAH COUNTED TO ten. If it was anybody
but this guy, if it was Mitch, he’d clap him on the back, tell him
what a good job he’d done, that a firefighter’s instinct was gold
in these kinds of situations. That saving a life made up for not
following orders. He glanced at the building. They’d mounted an
exterior attack, and the Rescue Squad and Engine 5 just about had
the red devil out. Another battle won.

Grime streaked Malvaso’s face, and he
was dripping with sweat when he approached Noah. He smelled like a
barn.

Without preamble, Noah said, “I told
you to go right.”

“I know.”

“You disobeyed an order.
Again.”

“I had a feeling it was
left.”

“What if your feeling was
wrong?”

The younger man’s chin came up; though
Malvaso was a shit of a person, he was a consummate firefighter.
“It wasn’t.”

Zach knew as well as he did that when
push came to shove, the man inside made the call. Within
reason.

Stalling, Noah transferred his gaze to
the house. It was eerie now, with the moon kissing it and smoke
billowing out like dark feathers. Frustrated, he raked a hand
through his hair. “Make an appointment to see me today
sometime.”

Malvaso nodded and headed out. Noah
circled around, only to find Eve Woodward standing behind him.
Shit. She’d have something to say about this, he bet.

“Chief.” She was dressed in a tan
canvas jacket, jeans, and a sweatshirt. Wisps of hair fell into her
eyes, and the rest was pulled back in some kind of ponytail, making
her look younger. “I saw the late-breaking news and came over. I’m
staying out here.”

“Out here?”

“In a condo across the
lake.”

Nodding, he asked, “Checkin’ up on
me?”

Her brows arched. “I’m not sure I like
that turn of phrase.” She stuck her hands in the jacket pockets as
she stared at the charred house. Then she faced him and nodded off
to the side, where Malvaso had gone.

Here comes, he
thought.

“Tough call.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s tough, deciding what to do when
one of your men disobeys an order but saves a life.”

“Yeah.” He knew his mouth dropped, but
he was shocked as hell at her understanding. “You been
there?”

“Uh-huh.”

He waited for her to explain. She
didn’t.

“The news said this is Lisel Loring’s
house. I saw her in that Shakespeare revival that won a Tony last
year. She made a hell of a Lady Macbeth.”

He was about to comment, when he heard
behind him, “Evie? Is that you?”

Turning, Noah saw Stan Steele, town
councilman, come up behind them. Since Noah had become chief and
Stan had moved to Hidden Cove five years ago, the two men had had a
lot of contact, and Noah considered Stan a friend.

“Stan?” Woodward asked.

“Yes, it’s me.” As he squeezed her arm
in a friendly gesture, Stan nodded to Noah. “Chief.”

“Hey, Steele. What are you doing
here?”

“I was just leaving a friend’s house on
the cove, when I saw the trucks and heard the sirens.” He faced
Woodward, gave her a man’s grin. “What are you doing
here?”

“I work for OFPC now. I came to Hidden
Cove at the request of the mayor.”

“Ah.” Steele’s expression darkened and
he shook his head. “Well, I’m sure our boy here’s going to come out
clean.” Right from the start, Stan had been unwaveringly supportive
of Noah. He’d fought the mayor about requesting an investigation,
wholeheartedly believing in Noah’s innocence. When the mayor went
ahead anyway, Steele had kept in contact with Noah about what was
going on. They often played racquetball games and had a beer
afterward.

Woodward didn’t respond to Stan’s
vouching for Noah.

Noah asked, “How do you two know each
other?”

“I’m a friend of her stepfather,
Patrick Cunningham.” He glanced at Eve. “You staying at the
condo?”

“Yes.”

Noah raised his brows. “Of Cunningham
Enterprises?” It was a Fortune 500 company. Big money. Noah
remembered Steele himself came from Long Island, and Noah wondered
if his family was wealthy, too. Noah didn’t know much about
Steele’s background, except that he’d been a lawyer before he’d
gotten into politics.

“Yes, that Cunningham.” Eve
turned to look out at the water, as if she didn’t want to talk
about this. “It’s so different out here at night.”

Steele smiled at her. “Hmm. In the
summer, it’s very romantic.” The comment reminded Noah of how the
women at work said the councilman resembled George Clooney, with
his graying hair, intense eyes, and suave ways.

Woodward tossed him a neutral look.
Just then, one of the chief’s assistants approached him. Noah
turned as Steele asked Woodward if he could walk her to her
car.

Please do, Noah thought,
half-listening to the deputy chief’s question. When he glanced over
his shoulder, he saw Steele and Woodward heading away. Once again
he wondered about her background. Her mother had remarried into
money. Not the typical profile of a female firefighter’s family.
Interesting how the pieces of Eve Woodward didn’t seem to
fit.


Chapter 3

THE MORNING AFTER the Loring fire, Eve
stood back and watched Babs, Noah Callahan’s cute little blond
secretary, fuss over her boss. The woman’s doe eyes were glued on
him, and her curvy body, decked out in a pencil-thin black skirt
and tight white sweater, practically purred. There was a big-time
crush going on here. “I’ll get it, Chief,” she said from his office
file cabinets.

“No, Babs. I can get my own coffee. You
find the files.”

Babs’ flawless brow wrinkled. “Yes,
sir.”

“But thanks anyway.” He shot a glance
to Eve. “Would you like some coffee, Captain Woodward?”

“Sure. I’ll come along.” As she walked
with him into the common area, she caught a whiff of some really
sexy aftershave—dark, mysterious, expensive. It surprised her.
She’d have pegged him as an Old Spice man.

“You don’t have a pot in your
office?”

Holding the door for her, he shook his
head. “Nah. I’d drink too much for one thing. But mostly, I get to
interact with my staff more if I come out here.”

He stopped just as they reached the
outer area, where his secretary’s desk and several cubicles were
located. Off those was a hallway with various staff offices. The
buzz of chatter quieted as they all listened to a call over the PA.
Eve had forgotten from her line days how staticky the dispatcher’s
voice came across. When he was done, the normal office noise did
not resume. She’d experienced this before. Sometimes, like now, her
job was similar to Internal Affairs in the police department, and
she was treated like a pariah. They crossed to the coffeepot. Noah
poured hers first. “Cream and sugar are right there.” He nodded to
the left.

“No, thanks. I like it dark and
strong.”

He gave her a half-grin that she didn’t
understand until he filled his cup only halfway, added three
tablespoons of sugar and topped it off with cream. She chuckled.
“Why do you bother with the coffee?”

“I got a sweet tooth that’s legendary
in the department.” His shrug was boyish. But he looked tired. The
pinched lines around his mouth and eyes were most likely due to
her. She studied those eyes as he, sipped his coffee. They were
startlingly green, almost emerald.

“I got you an office,” he said, his
voice gravelly. “Wanna see it?”

“Sure.” She followed him through the
maze of desks. He was greeted warmly along the way.

“Hey, Chief.”

“Morning, Noah.”

“Bad one last night, huh?”

Obviously the man was well liked. She
thought of what she’d witnessed in his office. He was particularly
well liked by his secretary. Stealing a few surreptitious looks at
him, Eve guessed he was attractive enough. His wide shoulders
seemed big today in a white long-sleeved shirt, with the four
epaulets designating a chief. Beneath the starched cotton, muscles
bulged.

He led her into a room at the far end
of the hall. From the doorway, he said, “Sorry it’s small, but
there’s a window.”

She gave the Spartan walls, desk,
chair, and phone a cursory glance. “I’ll need a computer, but
outside of that, it’s fine.” That way she could email Ian every
day, too, and use her laptop to talk to him at night. God, she
worried about him.

Callahan’s voice broke into her
reminiscence. “Your scowl says otherwise.”

“Oh, no. I’m sorry. My mind went
somewhere else.”

“Well, if this is all right, I’ll bring
you the files Babs is getting.”

“She can do it. You don’t have to walk
on eggshells around me, Chief.”

He shot her an Are you crazy?
look. Just as he stepped out of the office, he bumped into a woman
hurrying down the corridor. Tall, pretty, and athletic looking, she
wore the light blue shirt, navy pants, and the badge of a
firefighter. But she had her shirt un-tucked, and it was baggy. Eve
straightened the lapels of her red suit and smoothed down her
tailored skirt. Briefly she wondered why Callahan let his staff
dress so sloppily.

“Hey, Jenn, watch it, girl.” He grasped
on to her shoulders gently and gave them an affectionate squeeze.
Eve cringed. Not a good idea in this day and age of sexual
harassment cases. Though Callahan had a great track record for
eliminating that.

The woman smiled warmly. “Didn’t see
you, Chief.”

Behind her was another woman, who
looked remarkably like this Jenn. They exchanged greetings, and the
chief addressed her as Connie.

Callahan’s face was tender as he turned
it on Jenn again. “How you feeling today? You look a little
green.”

She placed a hand over her stomach.
“Sick again. I was just coming from the john.” She rolled dark
eyes. “It must be a boy to be giving me so much
trouble.”

Connie laughed. “My boys did,
too.”

Ah. Eve caught on. And quelled
her immediate reaction.

Callahan faced her. “Eve Woodward, from
OFPC, this is Firefighter Jenn Malvaso and her sister Connie
Lewis.”

“Actually, it’s O’Connor now. Grady
talked me into changing my name.” Jenn shook her head as if she
couldn’t believe she’d done such a dumb thing. “We just got married
a few weeks ago.”

Eve smiled. “Nice to meet you
both.”

“Jenn’s in charge of the camp you saw
yesterday. Connie’s doing the fund-raising.”

“I was very impressed.”

“My brother instigated it, but it’s
become a family affair.” She smiled warmly at her sister. “I was
assigned point guard when I got pregnant.” She faced Noah again.
“I’d like to talk to you later about having a rock climbing wall at
the camp.”

“Rock climbing?”

“It’s all the rage. Kids love it. Do
you have time today?”

He smiled. “Always time for Hale’s
Haven. About two. I have somewhere to go this morning.”

Jenn and Connie said their good-byes,
and Noah left to go get the files. Eve walked into her new office
and crossed to the window. She fidgeted with the blinds and tried
to block the images Jenn O’Connor conjured, but she
couldn’t.

Mike, I’m
pregnant.

Swear words. Cussing.

Why are you so
upset?

I don’t want kids now. You
travel all the time. What are you going to do with a
baby?

We’ll work something
out.

I have a lot I want to do.
And so do you.

Eve sighed. Of its own accord, her hand
went to her stomach. Over the lightweight suit, she pressed gently.
Then she shook her head. Damn, sometimes the ghosts just wouldn’t
leave you alone. Like Lady Macbeth.

“Captain Woodward?”

Eve looked to the doorway. Carrying a
stack of files, Callahan’s secretary stood poised in the entrance.
“Noah says you can start with these. They’re the most recent. I’ve
got to dig for the rest.”

“Fine. These will do for
now.”

Babs placed the files on the desk and
sashayed to the door. There, she turned back. She didn’t look so
young, or at all friendly, now. “He didn’t do anything wrong, you
know.”

Eve resisted the urge to say No, I
don’t know. And neither do you. “I’m sure you’re very fond of
him.”

“He’s a wonderful man. Everybody loves
him.”

“So I see.”

Babs shook her head, sending blond
locks flying. “You’ll find out,” she said icily and
left.

Feeling like the Grand Inquisitor, Eve
sighed and sat down at the desk. She took her glasses out of her
bag, along with a pen and notepad, and began to dig through the
files. She’d start with the one that most interested her. She found
the folder near the bottom and opened it.

Sinco Automotive Warehouse. Fire on
April 7, 2003. The anniversary was coming up. That would be a big
deal in town. And for the fire department. She knew that on every
September 11th, her brother had a rough time. Most firehouse
personnel did. And though the country rallied for the date, the
firefighters she knew just wanted to bury their heads in the sand
that day.

She read on. Preliminary reports
indicated suspicion of electrical wiring source.

It took her fifteen minutes to read the
investigator’s findings. When she was done, she sighed and sat
back. Inconclusive as to the cause of the wiring failure. How
convenient. She checked the date of the last inspection. She wrote
it down, along with the person’s name who conducted it—a Michael
Moriarty. At the bottom, in big masculine scrawl, was Noah
Callahan’s signature; she knew the chief had to sign off on all
inspections, though he didn’t actually do them. It was common
practice.

She thought for a minute. Ian had been
an electrician on the side before he was hurt. Maybe he’d take a
look at this report for her. Maybe he’d even come down and spend
some time in Hidden Cove with her.

Not that he went out of the house
much.

Not that she blamed him. Little kids
pointed at his scarred face, and adults turned away from him,
embarrassed. Still, if she told him she needed help...

Her mind whirled. There had to be more
to Sinco, though, if Callahan was to blame. It would only make
sense if he had something to gain from ignoring problems—or if the
inspector did. Then they would sign off on faulty
wiring.

She leaned over and wrote, Find out
who did initial wiring on warehouse. Which company. Who owns
them. Her stepfather, Patrick, might be able to help there. Of
course, if she consulted him, her mother would exact her pound of
flesh. Eve would probably have to agree to a manicure, a pedicure,
and a facial.

But she could handle that. Especially
if it would prove that Chief Noah Callahan was taking
kickbacks.
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HOSPITALS EVERYWHERE SMELLED the
same—like sickness, antiseptic, and cleaning products. In his line
days, Noah had occasionally been admitted for burns, twice for a
broken limb, and once for chest pains. All firefighters worried
about heart attacks, as it was the leading cause of death among
rescue personnel.

And of course, after Valerie’s
diagnosis with cancer, he’d spent countless hours in Hidden Cove
General.

He thought again about the men who died
here after the Sinco fire. He’d sat with their families as they
waited for news. And got the worst. He remembered holding Patty
Debreeze as she cried and trying to offer sympathy to Marian
Cummings, both whose husbands had died. The women had been
inconsolable.

God, he hated hospitals.

But he was on a mission today. For his
entire career as chief, which now seemed a dubious one, he made it
a point to visit any fire victim who was hospitalized. It was
something he just wanted to do.

Approaching the room the nurse had
directed him to, he recalled what he knew about Lisel Loring from
the papers. Thirty-five, divorced, very talented. From checking
with the paramedics, he’d found out she’d sustained no burns but
was suffering from smoke inhalation. He knocked and heard a cough,
then a soft, “Come in.”

Noah swung open the door.

And startled. He’d never seen a woman
quite as lovely. Dark as night hair, flowing in soft curls around
her shoulders. Creamy skin. Eyes the color of a summer sky. “Ms.
Loring?”

A dazzling smile. “Yes.” She glanced at
his uniform, over which he’d thrown a light leather jacket. “You’re
from the fire department? Are you Zach Malvaso?”

He stiffened. “Noah Callahan.
Chief.”

“Come on in.” Again a grin. “I thought
maybe you were the firefighter who saved me. I’d like to personally
thank him.”

He doesn’t deserve it. “I’ll
make a point of telling him to come see you.” Noah entered and
crossed the room to the bed. God, she looked fragile. Slender,
petite, dressed in some frilly thing that was a hundred percent
feminine.

He’d always liked a hundred percent
feminine.

“Sit down, Chief.” Her hoarse voice
played across his nerves.

Noah sat, feeling a little like a
preadolescent discovering girls. Since Valerie died, he hadn’t seen
anyone seriously. “How are you doing?”

As if on cue, she coughed. “My lungs
feel like I took up smoking. “ She reached for the oxygen next to
her bed and breathed it in.

“I’m sorry.”

Letting the mask fall to her lap, she
shifted in the bed. “For?”

He shrugged. “That you were hurt in a
fire.”

“The doctors say I just inhaled a lot
of smoke.” She coughed again. “But they wanted to keep me here when
they found my blood count to be low.” She rolled those beautiful
eyes. “Anemia.”

“The papers said you built the house on
the cove for some peace and quiet.” He shook his head. “You didn’t
need this.”

“No, she didn’t.” Noah turned to find a
man in the doorway. Slick, was the first word that came to
mind. Confidently, the guy strode inside and over to them. He
handed Lisel a Starbucks cup. “Here you go, love. Something
drinkable, for a change.”

“Thanks, Max.” She smiled at Noah.
“Chief Callahan, this is my agent, Max Strong.”

They exchanged greetings. Up close, the
guy’s eyes were rife with irritation. “Damn shame about the house.”
Strong sat on the edge of the bed and put his hand on Lisel’s arm.
Both actions suggested intimacy. “Know what caused the fire
yet?”

“No.”

“The investigator that was here this
morning asked a lot of questions.”

This was news to Noah. His arson
inspector had come out to the scene last night, but Noah wasn’t
aware of anything suspicious. “When did that happen?”

Lisel looked to Max.

“Oh, about eight. She seemed troubled
by the fire.”

“She?” Joe Manning was the HCFD arson
inspector.

Frowning, Lisel dug her hand into the
pockets of the dressing gown she wore. She fished out a card. “An
Eve Woodward.”

Shit. When he’d seen her this morning,
Woodward hadn’t said anything about the fire being suspicious or
visiting the hospital.

He covered his irritation with another
smile. “In any case, it’s just routine. Arson investigators always
talk to the occupants of buildings where there are
fires.”

Max Strong’s look was
skeptical.

Noah stood. “I just wanted to make sure
you were all right. I’ll be leaving.” He stared at the incredibly
beautiful woman in the bed. “I hope you feel better.” Something
compelled him to ask, “What will you do now?”

“I’m not sure. We’re starting
rehearsals for a new play, but your doctors seem concerned about my
blood work.”

Strong said, “Lisel, darling, we’ll get
a second opinion. I’m sure this place isn’t exactly state of the
art.”

Noah bristled. “We have a highly
competent hospital facility here, Mr. Strong. Our doctors trained
in the best schools.”

“Yes, well—”

Lisel interrupted her agent. “I’m sure
this place is just fine. In any case, I feel like I need a
rest.”

“But your house is uninhabitable.”
Again from Strong.

“I could rent. I saw some condos
available along the cove.”

Strong scowled like an unhappy parent
who couldn’t persuade his teenager to do something he
wanted.

“My daughter’s one of the real estate
agents for those condos,” Noah said. “If you’d like some help, I
can put you in touch with her.”

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll take you up on
that.”

Noah said good-bye and headed out the
door. For some reason he smiled. Then chided himself. Lisel Loring
was more than ten years his junior. He’d never gone for younger
women.

But something had pulled at him—her
fragility. Her femininity. Firefighters were a protective lot, so
that was probably it. Still, all the way back to the office, he
kept picturing her face—and her body, which was slender but
curvaceous. It diffused some of the anger he was feeling toward Eve
Woodward.
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“PLEASE. IAN.”

“No way, Sis. Find somebody
else.”

“The condo is wheelchair accessible.
The whole place is, inside. Mom had it done just for
you.”

He hesitated, like he did when he
wanted to ask something but was embarrassed. “How long do you plan
on being there?”

“For a while.” She stared at the files.
“Would you at least think about it? I need you.”

“I’ll think about it. Look, I gotta go.
My show’s on.”

Eve almost asked him if he called the
Fire Academy, but she didn’t want to press her luck. Emotion welled
up as she thought about her formerly robust, active brother sitting
in front of the TV, his body crippled, his face scarred. At least
he exercised consistently so he could maneuver himself with some
degree of autonomy. “I love you, Ian.”

“Love you, too.”

He clicked off, and so did Eve. Facing
the window, she clutched the cell phone to her chest, trying to
control the feelings inside her.

A knock on the ajar door startled her.
She swiveled around to find Noah Callahan at the entrance to her
office. His wide shoulders spanned the three-foot opening. And his
face was full of thunderclouds. “Sorry to interrupt your personal
call, but I’d like to talk to you.”

Hmm, so the chief wasn’t always all
boyish friendliness and down-home charm. Right now, he was
pissed.

“Come on in.”

Even his stride was stiff. He settled
into a chair and stretched out his long legs. In a deceptively
casual gesture, he stuck his hands in his pockets. “I hear you were
busy this morning.”

Ah, she got it. “You mean my visit to
Lisel Loring?” She, too, affected a casual pose. Leaning back, she
forced her shoulders and arms to relax as she loosely clasped her
hands in the lap of her red skirt.

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

“What about it?”

“I have two questions.” He lifted a
hand, and stuck out his thumb. “First, what makes you think the
fire is suspicious? And” —his index finger jutted out— “second, why
didn’t you tell me you were going to interrogate her?”

Eve’s temper spiked. Arching a brow,
she lifted her own hand, mimicking his gestures. “To answer your
first question, from now on, all fires in this city are suspicious.
You have a bad track record, Chief. I’m here to figure out why.
And, I plan to investigate thoroughly.” She rapped her knuckles on
the files. “I’m going to read these, and I’m going to do primary
research.”

“Like showing up at the fire last
night.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I was going
to tell you I want a scanner so I can listen to the calls while I’m
here.” As if on cue, the PA crackled out a call.

His eyes burned green fire. His
light-complexioned cheeks flushed angrily.

When the dispatcher finished, she
ticked off another finger. “And second, as an official of the OFPC,
I do not have to run my actions by you.”

“As an official, no. How about as a
person?”

“What do you mean?”

“I went to the hospital this morning,
and Lisel Loring’s slick-as-grease agent informed me you’d been
there. I felt like a complete idiot not knowing.”

That surprised her. “Why did you go to
the hospital?”

His chin angled out in a defiant
gesture. A muscle worked in his jaw. “I always visit victims of
fires when they’re in the hospital.”

Was he for real?

“You don’t believe me?” His tone was as
strong as if she’d accused him of being a torch.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Your look did.” When she didn’t
answer, he asked, “Is this how it’s going to be?”

Hell. Why was she feeling defensive?
“How what’s going to be?”

“Your investigation. I was hoping it
would be amicable.”

“It’ll be as amicable as I can make it,
Chief Callahan. But I won’t run my actions by you. And I won’t be
questioned like some first-year rookie.”

“A little common courtesy is all I ask.
I want to know what you’re doing, who you’re interviewing. I’m
entitled to that.”

Feeling pressed, she shook her head. “I
don’t think so.”

“Who’s your superior at
OFPC?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’d like the name of your immediate
boss.”

“Craig Atkins. Why?”

“Because I’m going to call about you
before this goes any farther. I won’t go behind your back, either,
with my complaint.” He stood. “You’re given notice that I’m lodging
one against you.”

“I didn’t go behind your
back.”

“Yeah, well, that’s only one place we
disagree.” Turning, he strode out the door.

Eve stared after him. Jesus. Either he
was ingenuous as hell, or guilty as the devil himself.

All along, she’d gravitated toward the
latter, but his indignation gave her pause.


Chapter 4

“DAMN IT.” EVE threw down her pen,
leaned back in her chair, and rubbed her eyes. She was having
trouble concentrating.

It was because she was
tired.

It was because she was facing the
prospect of an evening alone, a weekend alone.

It was because of Ian’s criticism, when
he’d called her back about some household detail and asked her what
was wrong; as always, he’d heard the mood in her voice.

She flicked on the small radio at the
back of her desk, found some jazz, hoping her favorite music would
soothe her. The clock read eight. Around six, in the outer office,
the sounds of computers humming, softly murmured questions, and a
bit of good-natured bantering had diminished, then silenced
completely. She’d heard people leaving, saying good night, making
plans— “Shall we go to Badges? I got a date...”

Abruptly Eve rose and crossed to the
window. The top floor of headquarters looked down on the streets of
Hidden Cove; people bustled by, preparing to have fun on Friday
night. Cars honked and a few buses hurtled past. This was a nice
location and she was wondering why they were building a new
headquarters, though this one was old.

Pressing her face against the glass,
she tried to remember how long it had been since she’d had a date.
Too long. After her fiasco with Mike, she’d not seen anyone
seriously. She didn’t miss the tedious ritual all that
much.

Except for sex. She missed that. A
lot.

“Arrgh...” She went back to her desk
and dropped down at the computer, which had been delivered and
installed late that afternoon. Ordinarily, she would have made a
point to stop and thank Callahan for the quick delivery, as she’d
only asked for it that morning. And given he was pissed as hell at
her, he could have made her wait.

Who’s your
superior?

As she stared at the diagrams of the
Hurst tools, she wondered if Noah had called Craig. Not that she
was worried. Craig was fair. And she was his protégée, in any case.
Just one more thing Mike hadn’t liked.

What’s with you and this
guy? You got a thing for him?

Of course not. You’re being
unreasonable, Mike.

Yeah, well everybody’s
talking about it.

She hadn’t known that. Hadn’t known
that she’d been slandered, that her rise to fire marshal had been
attributed to sleeping with the brass.

Well, she wouldn’t think about that
tonight, either. It galled her. And it hurt. So she focused on the
screen. A few minutes later, she threw back her chair and stood
again. She’d brought some books from home that explained the
general maintenance of car accident rescue machinery. Although
she’d used the Jaws of Life a couple of times, and had often popped
vehicle doors with the rams, she didn’t have much knowledge of the
mechanics of the tools. In an incident here in Hidden Cove six
months ago, one of the generators had malfunctioned and a second
rig had to be called in. Meanwhile, the lives of three victims had
hung in that balance. Grabbing her keys from her desk drawer, she
left the office. It was quiet and dark with only one beacon of
light shining from an office down the hall.

The chief’s office.

Noah Callahan was still
here.

Go talk to him, Evie. You
know you’re overly sensitive about men telling you what to do.
Don’t start off on this foot.

Had Ian been right? Maybe. Dominating
men tended to get her back up. But still. Okay, so she’d run to her
car, get the book, and if Callahan was still here when she came
back up, she’d stop in and see him.

At the elevator, she pressed the button
to call the car. It seemed like a long time before it arrived, then
there was a strange sound just before the door opened. Maybe the
offices did need to be moved. Briefly hesitating, she stepped
inside. The door shut with a thud. Tired now, she leaned back
against the rail and closed her eyes. It was cold in here, and she
rubbed the sleeves of her thin taupe blouse. She should have put
her jacket back on before she went outside. Hell, she should just
be going home...or rather back to her mother’s condo.

Hell of a way to be spending your
Friday nights, Ian had also said.

The elevator car jarred, and her head
banged against the wall. For a minute she saw stars. When the
sensation faded and her vision cleared, she became aware of the
pain. Reaching up, she rubbed a spot on the back of her skull; it
was already beginning to swell. She realized the elevator had
stopped; then, the lights went off.

Great. Just what she needed. She drew
in a deep breath. The silence was eerie in the darkness. It was
pitch black, like it got when you were inside a building filled
with smoke. Her eyes narrowed. She hadn’t been in one of those
buildings in a long time and was no longer used to the sensation.
She couldn’t make out anything.

All right, think. You’ve fought a
lot of fires in these conditions. Elevator buttons were stacked
on the left front wall. Big red emergency button below these. Phone
under that. Carefully, she felt her way along the left side of the
car. Around the adjacent wall. To the front wall.

First she pressed floor buttons.
Nothing.

Then she found the bigger button below.
She pressed that. No alarm bell. How could that be? The emergency
button didn’t work? Lower, she fumbled on the phone. She’d call
911.

But the phone was dead. Damn. And her
cell phone was in her purse. What was she going to do? Resigned,
she began to pound on the elevator door. Surely somebody besides
Chief Callahan was in the building. Cleaning people,
somebody!

“I’m stuck in here!” she yelled as her
palm slapped the door. “Help!”
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AT NINE, NOAH gave up trying to
concentrate. Sighing, he leaned back in his chair and closed his
eyes. He wasn’t anxious to leave. His house would be empty tonight.
Abby’s father was picking her up after school to spend the next
several days with him, and Becca had left for the conference. Noah
guessed he felt lonely because he was getting used to having them
around.

He stood, stretched then yanked his tie
off, opened his shirt collar, and grabbed his jacket from the
closet. He stepped outside and secured his office. The floor was
dark, except for the light spilling out of an office a few doors
down.

Eve Woodward’s.

Obviously, the woman was working late.
Probably digging into his files, searching for something to bury
him with. Would it be there? He looked around; the stillness was
eerie on the deserted floor. She shouldn’t be working this late,
all alone here.

Hell, what did he care? Fishing his
keys out of his pocket, he jingled them in his hand as he turned
right and got halfway to the elevator, stopped, swore under his
breath, and retraced his steps. He couldn’t just go and leave a
woman all alone in this building. Particularly someone unfamiliar
with it. As he headed to her office, he thought of his conversation
with Fire Commissioner Lincoln.

Atkins has taken a long
weekend, Callahan. Can I help you?

Noah had hesitated. He had no qualms
about discussing his complaint with Woodward’s boss. But to go to
the top guy? He’d have to think about that one.

No, thanks, Commissioner.
When will Atkins be back?

Just before he reached the small office
doorway, Noah heard music wafting out. So the contrary inspector
liked jazz. So did he. He wondered about her age. Around forty, he
guessed. He’d raised his hand to knock on the open door when he saw
she wasn’t there. Her chair was pushed back, and the computer
hummed softly. A cup of coffee was on the desk, and her glasses lay
on a folder.

And her red jacket, which matched the
skirt she wore today, was draped over her chair.

So, she was still here. Probably in the
bathroom. He’d wait. Something made him cross to the desk. He
looked at the computer. On the screen was a diagram of some Hurst
tools. He recalled the car accident where a generator had
malfunctioned last November. He glanced at the folder on her desk.
Sure enough, it was the one. On top of that was a sticky note with
the word Ian.

I love you, Ian, she’d said on
the phone this afternoon. Her voice had been sad, and concerned. He
wondered if she was married. Crossing to the window again, he
thought about his own marriage, and Valerie’s complaints. Did
Woodward’s husband, if that’s what he was, mind that she traveled
so much?

After ten minutes, Noah began to worry.
Woodward hadn’t come back. He left the office and headed down the
hall. Could she still be in the ladies’ room? Was she all right?
The doors to the lavs were both open. Paco had been in around seven
to clean. Noah had conversed with the janitor for a
while.

The woman’s lav was dark. Noah was
stumped. Methodically he checked the entire floor. Not a soul was
there.

Maybe she went to her car for
something. He glanced at his watch. She shouldn’t be in the parking
garage in downtown Hidden Cove this late. He strode to the
elevator. And she could have gone down to the car and gotten back
in the time Noah had been waiting. His heart gave a little lurch.
Was she all right?

He pressed the down button, then
noticed that it didn’t light up. What the hell? His hand fisted, he
hit the button again, then looked up. The light for floor three was
lit. He waited. It stayed lit. Was the elevator stuck?

Hmm. Eve Woodward was nowhere in sight.
And the elevator wasn’t moving. Something told him to check this
out. He headed for the stairwell and yanked open the door; his feet
clattered down the steps from the sixth floor to the third. The
echo of his footsteps underscored how deserted the building
was.

It was dark on the third floor, too. He
switched on some lights and strode to the elevator. Again, the
floor indicator showed it was on three. Just in case, he pressed
the down button again, then the up button. Nothing.

Was he overreacting? Oh, hell. Lifting
his hand, he pounded on the door. “Captain Woodward, you in
there?”

No answer.

He called out and pounded
again.

Then he heard it. Pounding
back.

Well, someone was stuck. He thought of
calling in his men, but he’d heard on the PA the Rescue Squad and
Quint/Midi 7 had been called out. Was there any sense in making
another company come over here? Hell, this should be an easy one.
Just pry open the doors. Pull her out. Might even be fun to play
the good guy again. He pounded again, yelled, “I’ll be right back,”
then jogged to the stairs, down them, and over to the station house
to get a rabbit tool. He was gone ten minutes. When he got back, he
called out that he was coming, and easily popped the door. The pry
tool felt good in his hand.

The shaft greeted him, well lit, but
cavernous. About four feet down, the elevator was stuck between the
second and third floors. Hell, in for a penny, in for a pound. He
discarded his jacket and, mindful of the cables and electrical
wires, he jumped into the shaft onto the top of the car. It
shimmied beneath him. Then he dragged open the trapdoor he’d
insisted on for all elevators in this building; it was dark
inside.

“Oh, thank God.” The voice was raw,
probably from yelling, but it was Woodward’s. He could see her in
the light from the shaft.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I am now.” She was standing in the
middle of the car. On closer look, he saw she was sweaty and
flushed. A few buttons on her blouse were undone.

“You think you can get out if I help
pull you up, or should I call my men?” He had a cell phone in his
pocket.

He heard a chuckle. “We’re two
experienced firefighters. I think we can manage.” She glanced
around. “Can you get a step stool or something I could stand
on?”

“Good idea.”

He stood, braced his arms on the third
floor, then levered himself out of the shaft and headed for an
office. Quickly, he retrieved a chair from the hallway and made his
way back to the elevator. He jumped down to the ceiling first,
grabbed the chair then handed it to her through the
trapdoor.

She took it, set it down, and kicked
off her shoes. “Here, catch,” she said, tossing them up.

He caught them and set them out on the
third floor. Woodward stood on the chair bringing her head just out
of the car.

Getting down on his knees, Noah leaned
over. “Here, wrap your arms around my neck. I’ll pull you
out.”

“I’m not a lightweight, Chief. Let me
try it myself.”

He slid back. “You can try, but you
don’t have a good angle.”

She didn’t. After the third attempt,
she said, “Shit.”

“Here.” Sidling to the opening again,
he reached into the car. She put her arms around his
neck.

Her hair was damp where it brushed his
cheek; it smelled like wildflowers. Her thin blouse was sweaty—he
noticed, as he wrapped his arms around it. His forearms grazed her
breasts in the process. They both ignored it.

When he had a good grip on her, he
said, “All right, I’m gonna pull you up. Hang on.”

She did. He eased back and lifted her.
His muscles strained as dragged her up. She braced her knees on the
edge of the metal trapdoor to take some of her weight and, with one
burst of strength, avoiding the cables and electrical wires, he
pulled her all the way out and to the top of the car.

The action sent them sprawling back,
and she landed half on top of him. Startled, they both
stilled.

Noah became aware of several things.
She wasn’t any lightweight, as she’d said, but she was mostly
muscle. And well-defined curves. His arms were still around her,
the blouse molded to her, and when he looked down, the straight
skirt revealed a nicely rounded fanny. He liked the way she felt
against him.

She was breathing hard and took a
minute to catch her breath. Her body aligned against his for
seconds, then she knelt up. “Ohhh.” Her face crumpled, and she
leaned away from him and sat down.

“What’s wrong?”

She looked down. “I scraped my
knees.”

He tracked her gaze. That was an
understatement. Her stockings were full of holes, and her knees
were already bruising.

Scowling, Noah glanced past her to the
elevator. “I’m sorry. The edge of the trapdoor must have been
sharp.”

“I’m okay.” She peered up at him. Some
of her hair had come out of its knot and hung down to her
shoulders. It was longer than he thought, and the glaring shaft
lights sparkled off of it, teasing the blond out of the red,
reminding him of the many colors of fire. She said, “Listen, thanks
for this.”

“You’re welcome. It’s kind of fun doing
rescue work firsthand again.”

“I know. I miss it, too.”

He nodded and stood up. “Ready to get
out of here?” He held out a hand.

“More than ready.” She scowled at the
distance to the floor. “I can probably manage this one.” Avoiding
the cables, she stood and wavered. He caught her arm, and she
leaned into him.

“Hurt?”

“Some. And I hit my head when the
elevator stopped.”

“Come on, I’ll boost you.”

“All right.” The breathiness of her
voice made her seem vulnerable. Bracing her palms on the third
floor, she said, “I’m ready.”

His hands went around her waist. He
took a brief male moment to appreciate its suppleness. “Okay,
go.”

She vaulted up, but when her knees
connected with the floor, she yelped in pain. His hands went to her
hips to hold her tighter as she came back down.

“Why don’t I go get another chair?
You’re hurt.”

“No, let’s give it one more try. I’ll
avoid my knees.” He could hear the chagrin in her tone now, and
figured it was a matter of pride. The female firefighters he knew
were mega-competitive. Once again bracing herself on her arms, she
swung one leg up, blissfully unaware of how the action hiked up the
skirt of her suit.

Noah tried to look away, he really did.
But hell, he was only human. And when he caught sight of thigh-high
stockings with lacy tops, kissing creamy female flesh, no power on
earth could have stopped him from taking in the view. Who the hell
would have thought Captain Woodward had a penchant for fancy
undies?

o0o

SITTING ON THE plush leather couch,
holding an ice pack on the back of her head, which also helped her
swollen palm, Eve bit her lip and refused to cry out. Instead, she
focused on the top of Noah Callahan’s head, which was bent over her
knees. His big hands stopped, poised above her right
kneecap.

“You can yell, you know. Or cuss me
out.”

“Please, I’ve already embarrassed
myself by not being able to climb out of the elevator, or that
shaft, alone.”

His brow furrowed, he dabbed some
strong-smelling antiseptic on her knee, and she winced.

“You’re in good shape.” He looked up,
and she saw a twinkle in his eyes. They were a really pretty green
tonight. “It was the angle. Not that I minded,” he
added.

Unfortunately, she knew why he was
amused. He’d had his hands all over her, and her skirt had ridden
up to kingdom come.

“I didn’t see that much,” he said
diplomatically, as his gaze dropped back to her knees and he
continued to doctor her. He took out a tube of Neosporin and
applied it.

She shook her head, sending more hair
out of its knot. Removing the ice pack, she reached up and tugged
the pins out of the knot, letting the heavy strands fall to her
shoulders. It eased some of the pressure over the goose egg
there.

“That about does—” He stopped abruptly
as he glanced back up. He focused on the spill of her hair. He said
nothing. But something male flared in his eyes.

She struggled for composure, for
professionalism, but it was hard, given that she was on his office
couch with her shoes and stockings off. Given also the intimacy of
what had transpired earlier. “Chief?”

He shook himself. His gaze met hers.
“Sorry, Captain. My mind drifted off.”

“Why don’t you just call me
Eve?”

He studied her, their earlier tension
creeping back like low-riding smoke sneaking around a burning
building. “All right. Call me Noah.”

He started to stand, but she grasped
his wrist, keeping him eye level. “Thanks for this. For helping
me.”

Nodding, he rose, drew back, and busied
himself with the first aid kit he’d retrieved from a cabinet in his
office. He also had a small fridge where he kept the ice. “No
thanks necessary.” He frowned. “I wonder what happened to the
elevator.”

“It made a funny noise when it came up.
I probably should have thought something was wrong.”

“Nah, why would you?” He faced her.
“Want some water? You look a little worse for wear.”

She indicated his private bathroom.
“No, I had a drink when I cleaned up and removed my stockings. I’m
okay.” She touched her face. “Once I get flushed, it stays awhile.”
She gave him a weak grin. “Sit down a minute, would
you?”

“Sure.” He joined her on the couch. His
big body sprawled over the dark brown leather, his arm looped
across the back, his hand caressing the buttery-soft
material.

“This is nice,” she said, fingering the
couch.

“Yeah. I wouldn’t have spent the money,
though. It belonged to the last chief.” He watched her. “You wanna
talk about furniture, Eve?”

She liked the way he said her name.
“No. Earlier, I was out of line.” She glanced to the ceiling, then
at him. “I overreacted when you said I should run things by you.
Ian says I bristle at male authority sometimes, and he’s
right.”

“Is Ian your husband?”

“Oh, no. My brother.”

“Is he right?”

“Uh-huh. It has something to do with
clawing my way up through the ranks of the very male-dominated fire
department.”

“I know it’s not easy, being a woman in
fire service.”

“Yes, you’ve published some articles on
that.”

“I have. As a matter of fact, I’m
speaking at the New York State Women’s Firefighter Seminar in
Albany next month about a chief’s perspective on equal rights.” He
shrugged, boyishly. “They seem to think I have the best track
record for hiring and promoting females.”

She grinned. “I know all that, Noah.
The OFPC is overseeing the seminar, and my assistant contacted you
for a workshop.”

“Yeah? That’s great.” The smile he gave
her crinkled the corners of his eyes.

For a minute it distracted her. Then
she continued, “Anyway, I don’t want to go behind your back during
this investigation. I’ll try to keep you apprised of my
actions.”

He sighed. “And I’ll try to be more
open.” His hand fisted, and he tapped it lightly on his muscled
thigh. “This is hard for me.”

“I can imagine. All I can say is I’ll
be fair.”

“Thanks for that. I haven’t done
anything wrong, and I swear I don’t think I’ve been negligent. But
the evidence is stacking up against me. Almost too much. It’s so
odd.” He shrugged. “Still, I feel guilty about the Sinco fire and
the other incidents.” He shook off the thought. “In any case, I’ll
work at accepting you being here.”

“And I’ll do my best to not go behind
your back.”

He watched her. “I didn’t speak to
Atkins.”

“No?”

“He’s out of town.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. He’s
visiting his daughter in Rochester this weekend.”

“Fire Commissioner Lincoln came on the
line. He wanted to know what was wrong.”

“Oh.” Well, hell. “So you told
him?”

“No, I didn’t. I would have talked to
your boss, but I wasn’t going to go that far over your head.
Administrative issues should be kept between the immediate superior
and the person involved.”

She was surprised by his
fairness.

“And now, since we’ve come to terms, I
won’t bother with Atkins.”

She gave him a weak grin. “Well, I
should be going.” She glanced at the clock. “I can’t believe it’s
ten already.”

“You always work this late?”

“A lot.” She felt edgy now, in the dim
light of his office, after coming to a truce. “You?”

“Often.”

“Don’t your wife and daughter
mind?”

“Excuse me?”

“I saw your wife and daughter at the
camp Thursday. Don’t they mind your hours?”

His face blanked. “Oh, you got it
wrong. That was my daughter, but not my wife.”

That surprised her. She would have
thought he had a more conservative attitude toward these things.
“Oh. Well, she looks just like you.”

A puzzled frown. “Becca doesn’t look
like me at all. She looks just like her mother.”

“Blond hair and green eyes?”

Again the blank look. Then he threw
back his head and laughed. It was a nice sound, rumbling from his
chest. “Oh, jeez. Thanks for the compliment, but the blond is my
granddaughter. Becca, the brunette, is my daughter.”

“Oh. I thought—”

“She’s twenty-six, Eve. I’m
forty-seven.”

“It happens.” Embarrassed, Eve stood.
“Well, I’d better let you get home to Becca’s mother.”

His face shadowed as he rose from the
couch. “Becca’s mother’s dead. Three years, now.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me, too...You
married?”

“No.”

She fumbled to get the black pumps on,
and when she stood, her knees were weak and she wavered. He grasped
her shoulder. “Steady. Here, hold on to me.”

She did. He was nicely muscled. She’d
felt his strength earlier, watched his biceps bulge with the strain
of lifting her from the elevator. He’d rolled up his sleeves to
doctor her, and now she felt the skin over hard sinew. For a brief
flash, she missed a man’s warm skin, his muscled body.

“Eve, you all right? Your face is even
redder.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. My jacket and purse
are in my office.”

“Come on, I’ll walk you there and see
you out. You’ll have to go down six flights of stairs.”

“Oh, God.”

“I could carry you,” he
teased.

“No, thanks. I think you’ve played Sir
Galahad enough for one night. But I’d appreciate the
company.”

And on that friendly note, they left
the office together.


Chapter 5

“PLEASE, DADDY. ONE story before we go
to sleep.” Nicky wrapped his legs around Zach’s waist and clung to
his neck like a lifeline.

“Yeah, Dad, come on. Then we’ll go to
sleep.” This from Jason, his twelve-year-old, who was nestled in
one of the twin beds in the boys’ room. Zach had just recently
bought the house on Park Boulevard. The walls still needed to be
painted, and the trim and floor had to be re-stained, but he’d
gotten beds for the kids, and let them pick out covers. Jay’s
spread showed current rock stars singing into microphones; Nicky’s
sported dinosaurs.

“It’s already past your
bedtime.”

Jason came up on his elbows. Zach
noticed his shoulders were broadening, and his voice had already
begun to change. “It’s Friday night.”

“Yeah, okay.” He plunked down on the
bed with his seven-year-old. Zach loved telling his boys these
stories. His brother Mitch had started sharing firefighter rescues
with his own kids to help them understand their father’s way of
life better. The tradition had spread to Zach and his children, to
his sister Jenny and her husband, Grady, and even to the members of
the fire department. His crew really got into swapping tales in
stressful times, and during 9/11, storytelling had been rampant.
“This week a woman came to the firehouse with trays of Italian
cookies, like Grandma Malvaso makes.”

“Yummy.” Nicky cuddled in close, nosing
Zach’s denim shirt. He smelled like the shower Zach had just
wrestled him into.

Jason asked, “Why’d she bring ’em,
Dad?”

“Because ten years ago, the crew on at
Quint/Midi 7 saved her grandson’s life. She brings little Tommy
with her every year.”

“Did you save him, Dad?” Nicky wanted
to know.

“No, buddy, I wasn’t there then. I was
a rookie at another firehouse. Uncle Mitch was on that crew. He
wasn’t on duty, but he remembers the incident.”

“How’d the guys save the
kid?”

“Tommy was three weeks old, and he’d
stopped breathing. The fire department arrived within forty-five
seconds after receiving the call. The guys gave the baby oxygen,
took his pulse, rubbed his body. He started breathing
again.”

“Cool.” This from Jason.

“And every year, on his birthday, his
grandma brings him to the house along with her goodies.” Zach
smiled into the semidarkness. “There are pictures of him up at the
fire station—on his first birthday, his fifth, his tenth, playing
pool, dressed in the guys’ goods.”

Nicky yawned. “Firefighters are
heroes.”

“Well, the world knows that after 9/11.
But this incident and lots of others happened long before all those
men lost their lives.”

Jason asked from his bed, “Does Tommy
want to be a firefighter, Dad?”

“Yeah, he does.” Zach slid off Nicky’s
bed, tucked in his younger son, and then went to the other and
dropped down beside him. “How did you know that, Jay?”

“Just a guess.” Jason yawned, too, his
blue eyes sleepy. “Maybe I wanna be one,” he said, turning his face
into the pillow.

For a minute, Zach was dumbstruck.
Jason had been slow in trusting him again, after Zach had finally
come to his senses. For years, he’d callously abused the boys’
faith and love and hadn’t been there for either of them or their
mother. Though it was too late with Angie, Zach was trying hard to
be a good father now. But the images of his sins wouldn’t leave
him. He was hit with one memory of sublime neglect...

Can I go with you to the firehouse,
Dad? Jay had asked.

Can’t, kid.

Please. Bobby used to go
with Uncle Mitch. He told me.

But Zach hadn’t wanted to be
bothered.

Couldn’t you take him just for an
hour? Angie had begged. I’ll come and get
him.

He’d grabbed her arm. Don’t ever
question me in front of the boy, Angie.

Beautiful, fragile Angie had
cowered.

Never mind, Jay had said fast.
It’s all right. I don’t really wanna go anyway.

He’d never asked again...

A lump in his throat, Zach leaned over
and kissed Jason’s head, whispered good night, then switched off
the lights. The two boys slept like rocks and wouldn’t stir until
morning.

Unlike Zach, whose nightmares came and
went with the unpredictability—and sometimes the vehemence—of a
February snowstorm. As he trudged down the stairs, he heard soft
laughter from the family room. And intimate mumbling.

Mitch and Megan. The
lovebirds.

When he’d realized his life with Angela
was really over, Zach had bought this house on Park Boulevard. He
could only swing the down payment with help from Mitch, who’d moved
in with his two kids until his divorce was final. Then he and Megan
were getting married and building their own place.

“Get a room, you guys,” Zach joked, as
he hit the bottom of the steps and saw them wrapped up in each
other on the couch.

Mitch chuckled. “Kids
asleep?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You okay?” Megan asked. The two of
them had become friends, because she was at the house so much. Zach
had learned to value her feminine perspective on things.

“Just fine.” Restless, he scanned the
room. “We still on tomorrow night with Paulie and Connie?” There
were five Malvaso children, and though they got along now, there
had been years where Mitch and Jenn and Zach had locked horns with
the other two who weren’t firefighters. And Paulie and Mitch had
had a bad falling out when Mitch found out Paulie had an affair
with his wife, Cynthia. Everybody had bridged the gap since Sinco,
though, and tried to make time for each other.

“Yep. We’re gonna get the kids
together, too. So remind the boys.”

Zach grunted distractedly. “You guys
gonna be here a while?”

“We’d planned to be. But if we’re in
the way...” Mitch’s eyes narrowed. “It’s ten o’clock on Friday
night, Zaccaria. Tell me you’re not working on the house, like
you’ve been known to do at all hours.”

“I wasn’t planning to. I thought I’d go
out for a while. To Badges, for a beer.” He glanced up the steps.
“But obviously, I can’t—”

“Go ahead, we’ll baby-sit.” Megan shot
Mitch an intimate smile. She’d told Zach she wanted to have a baby
as soon as possible.

“Thanks.” Zach said his good-byes and
let them pick up where they’d left off. He was jealous as hell of
what they found together, though he didn’t begrudge his brother the
happiness one bit. Mitch had had a nightmarish relationship with
his first wife that took him years to get free from.

Not you, buddy. You had the
dream wife, and you blew it.

Yeah, I did, he told his alter
ego as he climbed into his Bronco and headed for the bar. Thinking
about his faults and the rotten things he’d done—especially to
Angie—Zach drove to Badges, pulled into the parking lot, and cut
the engine. He felt incredibly sad, so he sat there a minute,
opened the windows, and closed his eyes. April brought light rain
with it that had just stopped. The air was heavy with
precipitation. The smell of spring coming to Hidden Cove surrounded
him. It had been a night like this when the Sinco fire
happened.

Suddenly, the scents of grass and the
earth slammed into Zach. He gripped the steering wheel. Then he was
gripping a huge hunk of plaster that had fallen on a firefighter.
Inside the Sinco warehouse...

He couldn’t budge it. He could hear a
person moaning under the pile, and he didn’t know who was there. It
could be Mitch or Jenny. “I need help over here!” he’d yelled. But
nobody came. Everybody was busy. Or hurt. The fire raged, licking
its hungry tongue on the outside of the structure. The heat was
inferno level. Sweat soaked his hood and uniform.

Somebody came up to him.
“Malvaso...what do you need?”

“I can’t budge this. Help
me.”

And then the wall caved. It was like
being suffocated under a hard white blanket. His whole body was
covered except his head.

“Help me!” he continued to
yell...

“Malvaso, come of it.”

“Somebody help me!” he screamed
again.

Hard shaking on his shoulder. “Jesus,
Malvaso!”

Slowly he became aware of his
surroundings. The interior of his Bronco. The night air.

And the face of Casey Brennan, peering
in through the side window. She squeezed his shoulder and left her
hand there. Shit, this was the second time she’d been around for
one of these PTSD attacks. “You with me, Malvaso?”

“Uh, yeah.”

In the dim outline of the parking lot
lights, she drew back, and he could just make out her features. Her
inky hair was down around her shoulders. And she smelled like a
bottle of Jim Beam.

“You just leaving?” he asked, nodding
toward Badges.

“Just coming back, actually.” She
studied him through the open window. “You okay? You were yelling to
wake the dead.”

“Sorry. I haven’t had one of these in a
while.” Recently they seemed to come when he was really
sad.

“Be careful if you drive.”

“I’m coming inside, too.” He smiled at
her. “Buy you a beer?”

She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m
with someone here.”

Zach got out of the car. He saw she was
dressed like him in jeans and boots. Under her light canvas jacket
she had on a tight Spandex top. It fit her real nice.

They walked to the bar together. “Who
you with?”

She stiffened. “You my social secretary
now, Malvaso?”

Chuckling he said, “No, just your
friend.”

“Haven’t you heard? I don’t have
friends.” She picked up her pace and strode ahead of him. “See ya,”
she called out over her shoulder.

“Yeah, sure.” He let her go. He didn’t
need her baggage. He had enough of his own.

Once inside, he took a stool at the
bar. Badges was crowded, and all the tables were full. As he sat,
Zach scanned the mahogany paneled walls, covered with firefighter
memorabilia. The bar was long; at one end were booths and off of
that side, a pool table. There was an alcove eating
area.

Ordering a beer, he didn’t spot Brennan
anywhere; she’d been absorbed by the crowd. Fifteen minutes later,
he was studying the poster of the Fire Academy’s most recent
graduating class on the opposite wall, when he caught a glimpse of
her. She was standing on the other side of the bar with a cop. Rick
Ruscio. Who Zach didn’t particularly like. A good buddy of his,
Brody O’Malley, said his brother on the police force hated the guy,
too.

Manny Piccone, the owner of Badges,
came up to Zach. “You’re scowlin’, Malvaso.” He tracked Zach’s
gaze. “Shit, you don’t have the hots for that broad, do
you?”

“Nope, of course not.” She’d burn a guy
up, and he had no desire to be left in the cinders when she was
done with him.

“She’s tough.” Manny washed some
glasses. “No wonder, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Her father. He’s my age and was in
Nam. He’s always in here drinking.” Manny shook his head as he
watched Brennan. “She just drove him home tonight. He’d been here
since three when he got off work at the computer plant.”

“Me and Brennan met up in the parking
lot,” Zach said. “From what I could tell, she’d been hitting the
sauce pretty hard herself.”

“Yeah. I offered to get somebody else
to take Ace home.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“She told me to go fuck
myself.”

“Sounds like Brennan.”

Somebody at the far end called for a
drink, and Manny left.

Zach continued to cast surreptitious
glances at Brennan and Ruscio. Casey drank shots like they were
Kool-Aid, though Ruscio was just sipping a beer. The guy’s hands
were all over her. She seemed to like it. But it bothered Zach to
see her being manhandled in public.

An hour later, Zach decided to leave.
As he crossed to the door, he saw Ruscio and Brennan headed the
same way. Brennan was swaying on her feet.

“Come on, doll.” Ruscio grabbed her arm
none too gently. “Just a little ways.”

She shook him off. “Don’t call me
sexist names.”

Still, she left the bar with Ruscio.
Following, Zach hung back in the parking lot. He meant to go right
to his Bronco, but instead he watched the two of them cross the
lot, stopping to kiss along the way.

Ruscio seemed into it; Brennan didn’t.
He wondered what kind of kisser she was. How did she like to make
love?

Jesus, he had to be losing it to
speculate about that. Truth be told, Brennan scared him. Still, he
pretended to fumble with his keys as he walked toward his vehicle,
so he could make sure she was all right.

They reached an SUV. He saw Ruscio pull
her close for another lip lock. He saw Brennan edge away. Then
Ruscio said something Zach couldn’t hear. Brennan shook her head
and turned. He yanked her back, opened the passenger door, and
tried to get Brennan inside.

“No!” Her voice hiked up several
notches.

Zach stopped in his tracks.

“Just get the fuck in,
Casey.”

“Take your hands off me. I’m not gonna
screw you, Ruscio.”

“You said that’s what you wanted.” He
grabbed her by the lapels of her coat.

Brennan was tall, and strong. But right
now she was drunk and didn’t seem capable of fending Ruscio
off.

Calling himself all kinds of a fool,
Zach headed toward them. Hell, he thought on the way over, she
probably liked it rough. But he didn’t like what was going on out
here. She was struggling—and Ruscio was winning. “I said get in the
damn car,” he barked, grasping her by the shoulders. Her head hit
the high truck window.

“You son of a bitch. Let me
go.”

Zach stepped forward. “You heard the
lady. Let her go, Ruscio. “

Releasing Brennan, Ruscio pivoted. His
eyes were full of banked fury, the kind that was dangerous. “Back
off, Malvaso, this isn’t about you.”

“She said no, Ruscio. You back
off.”

Ruscio had been drinking but was far
from drunk. “What the hell do you care?” He leered at Casey, who
was leaning against the car, her eyes closed. “Unless you wanna
share.”

Temper spiked in Zach. Luckily, at that
precise minute, two of his crew came out of the bar and approached
them. “Unless you wanna lose your teeth, you’d better get
out of here.” Zach nodded as Ramirez and Holmes reached Ruscio’s
vehicle. “I got the reinforcements to make sure you do.”

Brennan opened her eyes. “I don’t need
help. I can take care of myself.” Her words were slurred, and she
slapped her hands against the car for support.

“Yeah, you’re doin’ a great job,
sweetheart,” Zach said, just as the guys came up flush.

“Everything okay here?” Holmes
asked.

Zach shrugged. “Ruscio here was just
leaving. Alone.”

“Brennan doesn’t want to go with him?”
Ramirez asked. He was rumored to be one hell of a nice
guy.

“The lady says no.”

Ruscio said, “Shit.” He pounded his
fist on his truck, glared at the group, then circled around the
hood; he got in and started the engine.

Zach pulled Casey away from the truck
just in time. By now, she was swaying on her feet. Still she stuck
out her chin. “I could’ve taken care of that.”

“Like I said, you were doin’ a great
job.”

“You okay, Brennan?” Holmes
asked.

“‘Yes, sir, I am. You’re
done playing knights in shining armor.” She fished in her pocket
for keys. “I’m bookin’.”

“Not quite.” Zach grabbed the keys she
finally drew out.

“Hey, whatdaya think you’re
doing?”

“Driving you home.” He tossed his own
keys to Ramirez. “Follow us, okay?”

Though there was no love lost between
Brennan and the group, the other two men agreed. Firefighters took
care of their own. Which was precisely why Zach had
interfered.

But, he questioned his judgment when
Brennan hauled off and punched him in the jaw. He stumbled back,
then regained his footing—just as she collapsed onto
him.

o0o

CASEY ROLLED OVER in her bed and buried
her face in the mound of pillows. Light—hundreds of tiny pinpricks
of it—was streaming in from the window, lasering her head. Which
right about now felt like the size of the Goodyear
blimp.

Her stomach wasn’t settling too well
either. And the smell of stale booze and cigarette smoke that clung
to her didn’t help. Along with the proverbial cotton mouth of the
morning after, she felt like shit. Hell, how much did she drink the
night before?

Keeping her eyes closed, she tried to
piece together the evening...

When she’d gotten to Badges to meet
Ruscio, she’d found her father so drunk he couldn’t drive home.
She’d been drinking some before she went to the bar, but she wasn’t
drunk when she’d taken him back to his place. At least not enough
to weather the blows very well.

Get the fuck away from me, he’d
said, swinging. He’d caught her in the stomach and she’d doubled
over.

Dad, please...

He’d be sorry about that today, and
sorry about the other two clips he’d gotten in on her arm and
back.

That was why, when she’d returned to
the bar, she’d done shots of tequila with Ruscio and gotten
completely smashed.

Oh, God. It all was coming back to her.
To ward off the memory, she opened her eyes and swung her feet over
the side of the bed. She was wearing underwear, which was odd.
Usually she slept nude.

Something nagged at her. She had a
vision of whipping her shirt over her head and yanking off her
jeans. But they got stuck on her boots, and he’d tugged them off
for her. Ruscio had?

No, no. He’d gotten pissed off
and torn out of Badges’ parking lot.

Casey stood—the action making her
stomach somersault—and padded her way across the cold bare wood
floors into the big bathroom off her bedroom. She twisted the
shower faucet on. While she waited for it to warm up, she brushed
her teeth, used mouthwash. When the water was as hot as she could
stand it, she stepped into the shower. The powerful spray cleared
some of the fog, and she remembered more...

Let me go. I’m not gonna
screw you, Ruscio.

You said that’s what you
wanted.

“Oh, fu-ck!” She cursed out loud and
laid her cheek on the smooth tile. The water beat mercilessly on
her back, hot and humbling.

She hadn’t gone home with Ruscio,
though. She knew that. Something had happened in the lot. Some
scuffle. Between Zach Malvaso and Ruscio? She couldn’t remember the
details.

She didn’t want to remember
them.

After several scalding minutes in the
shower, she shut it off, got out, dried off, and shrugged into a
pink terry robe the girls had gotten her for Christmas. As if she
were the pink type. Rubbing her nose on the soft cloth,
smelling its fabric softener scent, she pictured their faces when
they gave it, a nightgown, slippers, and all sorts of fancy bubble
baths to her over the holidays. No question who helped them pick
that stuff out.

Their perfect stepmother. Who got to
help them do everything—their homework, their prayers—and the woman
who was there when they came home from school. She was also the
Girl Scout leader. Speaking of which, Casey thought as she headed
for the kitchen for coffee, she needed to master that needlepoint
today, so she could help her girls work on theirs
tomorrow!

Once she was settled into the booth in
the bay by the window, watching the pot drip, surrounded by the
pungent smell, her mind careened back to last night. Against her
will, she remembered more...

You heard the lady, Ruscio,
let her go.

Back off, Malvaso, this
isn’t about you.

She said no, Ruscio. You
back off...

Shit, she’d made a fool of
herself—again—in front of Malvaso. And then two members of her
group had joined the circus; one was a lieutenant. Oh,
God.

You okay, Brennan? Holmes had
asked.

They’d followed in his car, while
Malvaso had driven her here. Zach practically carried her into the
small house she owned on the edge of the city. She leaned back
against the upholstered booth in the sunny kitchen and tried to
focus. All she could remember was hanging on him as they went
through the foyer and to her bedroom.

Then she moaned aloud because she
remembered details—he’d been the one to help her
undress.

But he hadn’t wanted to.

I don’t think this is such
a hot idea, Brennan.

Why, you shy?

No, but tomorrow, you won’t
like that I saw you naked.

Who the hell
cares?

Whatever you
say...

She’d collapsed then, into bed. He must
have tucked her in, turned off all the lights, and locked up. At
least she hoped that’s all he’d done. All they’d
done.

After three cups of army-strength
coffee and two cigarettes, Casey felt human enough to tackle the
needlepoint. She cuddled up on her nubby beige stuffed couch and
stared at the framed piece of cloth.

Who would have thought a tiny little
thing like this could give her so much grief? She could wield a
K-12 saw better than any man, prop up the front end of a car if she
had to, and even knew how to fix a fire hydrant. But she’d never
been good at this kind of girly thing. She remembered when the
twins were really little and they wanted her to play Barbie with
them. She’d been struggling to dress the doll in those godawful
clothes, and angry at her own ineptitude, she’d tossed Bimbo Barbie
onto the floor and stormed away.

But not this time. She learned her
lesson after she’d left them. This time, she was gonna master
needlepoint and be sweet about it, if it killed her. She was
swearing a half hour later when the doorbell rang. Glad for the
reprieve, she crossed to the foyer and dragged the door open,
expecting her father to be there. It was his pattern. He’d
apologize, promise to get help.

Then be drunk by noon.

However, instead of her dad, she found
Malvaso in the doorway. She looked at him a minute, taking in the
worn jeans and an HCFD sweatshirt he had on. His hair was damp as
if he’d just showered. He smelled like some designer cologne. She
was about to tell him to go away, when she got a good look at his
eyes. They were bloodshot. Most of the time, they were this deep
chocolatey brown, without any flecks of other color in them. Today
they were red, and his features taut. Obviously, he hadn’t slept
much. She remembered his nightmares at the firehouse and how he’d
taken to bunking on the couch.

He grinned. “You don’t look any worse
for wear.”

“I got good genes.” Actually maybe
there was something to that. Did she inherit her father’s alcoholic
tendencies?

“Can I come in?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Feeling self-conscious
in a robe and nothing else, she pulled the belt tighter around
her.

His eyes dropped to her waist, then
lifted to her chest. He stared shamelessly. Then he came into the
house.

Her hands were shaky as she closed the
door. “What do you want?”

“I’m fine, thank you.” He rubbed his
jaw. “No, where you slugged me in the parking lot didn’t swell. And
you’re welcome for driving you home.”

“I slugged you?”

“Yep. Landed a mean left hook. I guess
we’re even for the night at the Holloway House.”

It took her fuzzy brain a minute to
remember the fundraising soiree for the camp, when they were
sharing a cigarette on the patio and he’d had a PTSD attack and hit
her.

She ran a restless hand through her
hair. “Look, I’m sorry for hitting you. And I appreciate all you
did last night. But I could have taken care of myself.”

“Sure, you were doing a great job at
Badges.”

Her chin came up. “I could have taken
him down.”

He shook his head. “Darlin’, you could
hardly stand.” He glanced to the kitchen. “Is that coffee I
smell?”

“Uh-huh.”

He stared at her, patiently, like a
teacher expecting a student to do the right thing.

“Oh, all right. Want some?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Sit.” She made a beeline for the
kitchen. As she filled a mug, she sighed. Okay, so he did help her.
She should acknowledge that. She should be nice. “I’ll try,” she
said aloud and headed back to the living room.

Where she found him studying the
needlepoint.

He looked up. “This is pathetic,
Brennan.”

Don’t make too much of it, or he’ll
figure something out. She went to the table and lit a
cigarette. “Want one?” she asked.

“No, I’m trying to quit.” He held up
the needlepoint and arched nicely shaped dark brows.

“It’s a long story.” Casually she eased
the craft from his hand. She noticed how big and muscular that hand
was, holding the delicate pink and white material. For a brief
second, she wondered what it would feel like on her.

Hmm. That gave her an idea to get the
focus off the needlepoint. Tossing it aside, she dropped down at
the opposite end of the couch from him and picked up her mug. “So,
we didn’t, like, do anything last night, did we?”

“Do anything?” His voice was all
masculine smugness.

Jeez, she’d only been kidding, but
could they have...

She shook herself, took a couple drags
on the cigarette. “We didn’t, I’d remember.”

“Ah, Brennan, you wound me. Was I that
forgettable?”

He was kidding. He had to be. “Must
be,” she said, playing along.

“Hmm.” He sipped his coffee, smiling
around the rim. “You told me you’d never forget the last time we
did it.”

“Did it?” She butted out the
smoke.

“Yeah, against the wall.” His eyes
danced. “You were clawing at me, you were so hot to have
me.”

Her gaze narrowed on him. “I had my
underwear on when I woke up.”

“You modeled all your fancy stuff for
me.” He winked at her. “You showed off a whole drawer
full.”

Jesus, had she? What underwear had she
worn out last night? She couldn’t remember.

Then his face darkened. “I saw black
and blue marks on your side and back, Casey. You wouldn’t explain
where you got them.”

Evasion was always the best. “You could
have seen them when I stripped for bed.”

He wasn’t deterred. “They look like
they were made by a man’s fist.”

Purposefully she snorted. “Yeah, any
old day I’d let a man do that to me.”

His eyes twinkled like smoky quartz.
“Well, I guess I believe that.”

“Look, thanks for what you did with
Ruscio. But that doesn’t give you the right to pry into my life.”
She stood, signaling it was time for him to go.

After a moment of tense silence, he
rose, too. “Fine, I’ll leave.” He set down the mug, straightened,
and before she knew what he was going to do, he raised his hand and
brushed his knuckles down her cheek.

Her breath clogged in her throat; for a
minute she reveled in the caress.

“You don’t have to be so tough, you
know,” he told her.

Stunned by his gentleness, she watched
him turn and leave. For long moments, she stared after him. Then
she cradled her cheek in her hand and whispered, “Oh, God, yes I do
have to be tough. You just don’t understand.”

But somewhere inside her, a little
voice nagged that maybe he did understand. And that was the
scariest thing of all.
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ON SUNDAY, THE April sun beat down on
the white clapboard house on the lake like a benevolent omen. It
should. This place was blessed with good things, and as Casey
parked in the driveway and headed to the door, she reminded herself
again of the awful truth: Her little girls belonged with their
father and his new family. Giving them up was the right thing to
have done five years ago, even if it killed her. And since then,
missing them had become a gnawing pain in her stomach that never
quite went away.

She rang the bell and heard the thunder
of eight-year-old feet on the wooden floor inside. Soon the door
whipped open.

And there they stood. In one of the
great ironies of life, both of Casey’s daughters were spitting
images of her. Raven hair, thick and heavy. Shannon’s was down her
back in soft curls and Lindsay’s was braided in a rope that swung
jauntily to her waist. They stared up at her with her own unusual
navy blue eyes. “Mommy,” they squealed simultaneously and threw
themselves at her.

Clasping them to her, she savored the
contact. Although she’d forced herself to be strong when she wasn’t
with them, when she got to spend time with them, she was all jello
and pudding.

Another irony. The bitch of the Hidden
Cove Fire Department turned to mush by two pretty little things she
was in constant awe of having created. The guys on her crew would
rag on her mercilessly if they knew.

“Hi, sweetie.” She hugged Shannon. Then
Lindsay. “Hello, baby.

They each took a hand. “Come on. Carol
saved you some breakfast.”

Of course she did. Jack’s wife
consistently tried to include Casey as part of the family. She let
herself be dragged to the picture perfect kitchen—complete with
plants and copper pots hanging from the ceiling. The aroma of
cinnamon and dough clung to the air. They were all seated around an
exquisite oak table—Jack and Carol and their daughter, Daniella.
The little girl looked up at her with Jack’s hazel eyes and smiled
at her with Jack’s kind mouth. “Hi, Casey.”

“Hi, Dani.” She shifted from one foot
to the other. “Jack, Carol. How are you?”

“Great.” Jack grinned back at her.
“Hungry?”

She wasn’t, but the girls would be
disappointed if she didn’t eat. She removed her denim jacket and
sat. “Sure.”

“I’ll get you some food.” Carol stood,
and Casey once again took note of her petite stature and feminine
grace. Today she wore a pretty pleated skirt and light matching
sweater. Casey didn’t even own a skirt. Under the table, she rubbed
the leg of her jeans. No wonder Jack had fallen for Carol when he
and Casey were still married.

An inner voice reminded her she was
being unfair.

I can’t do this anymore...you ask
too much from me...all of you. At the time, both girls were
sick, and she and Jack had been up all night; Casey had to go into
the fire station at 7 A.M.

Still, the circumstances didn’t matter.
She was the one who’d wanted out. Because she couldn’t stand her
own inadequacy as a wife and mother.

“Mommy, Daddy’s talking to you.” This
from Lindsay.

“Oh, sorry. What did you
say?”

“I asked about the camp across the
take. It looks like it’s coming along fine. The girls and I took a
ride over yesterday. They always want to go by and see if you’re
there.” Casey didn’t show them the camp herself, because she didn’t
want anybody in the department to know about her failure as a
parent.

“It’s coming along great.” She smiled,
thinking about Hale’s Haven and how it gave all the Hidden Cove
firefighters a sense of purpose. Even her.

After excruciating small talk, Jack and
Carol rose to leave the table. Daniella stayed where she was. “Come
on, honey,” Carol said gently. “Time to go.” They’d planned a visit
to the zoo.

At a precocious four, Daniella stuck
out her chin and pouted. “I wanna stay with Linny and
Shan.”

Casey sighed. This happened almost
every time she came to the Carson house. It was one of the reasons
she preferred to have Jack drop the girls off at her place. She
only agreed to come here today because he’d convinced her the kids
should spend time with her in their own surroundings, not just
hers.

Jack scooped his other daughter out of
the chair. “Can’t, babykins. You gotta come with us.”

Daniella began to cry. Big, fat
crocodile tears.

Shit.

Lindsay, the nurturer, went to Dani and
gave her a hug. Shannon’s smile faded like a sunset.

Finally they were gone, and Casey was
left with her girls. “Okay, let’s take a crack at finishing the
needlepoint.”

They headed for the beautiful
glassed-in porch that faced the lake, each twin with an arm wrapped
around her waist. Settling on the white wicker couch in a room with
more plants, potpourri filling the air, and thousands of homey
touches that Casey wouldn’t ever think of to make a place cozy, she
pulled out the needlepoint. The girls crossed to a cabinet, opened
it, and got out theirs. They sat demurely on either side of her,
while they worked on their craft. Because she’d done it already,
Casey could give them pointers and help them with the finishing
touches.

By one o’clock, they each had some
facsimile finished. “Mommy, you did good,” Shannon said.

“Thanks, baby.” It had only taken her
countless hours and six different packets to learn this. She
grinned. “Get the book out. Let’s see what we do with it
next.”

Lindsay retrieved the Girl Scout
BADGEBOOK from the same tidy closet. She read the section for
requirements. “We gotta sew the ends and stuff it. Then it’s a
pillow.”

“Sew it.” Hmm. She ought to be able to
handle a needle and thread. As an EMT, she could stitch up a wound
pretty well. “Okay.” She reached in her bag and found the sewing
kit she’d purchased. Lindsay and Shannon exchanged a look.
“What?”

They edged in close to her. “It’s gotta
be done on a machine, Mommy.” Lindsay’s tone was
mothering.

Casey felt like the foolish child.
“Oh.”

Shannon smiled. “Carol can do it, Mom.
Then you can stuff it and sew the edge.”

Of course, Carol could do it. She could
do everything. Emotion clogged Casey’s throat, but she pushed it
back. “Fine.” She picked up the book. “Let’s look for the next
badge we want to do together, okay?”

The girls’ eyes lit up, making her
smile.

Sitting between them, Casey prayed to a
God she didn’t believe in that they’d pick something she could do
well. There were a lot of choices. Ms. Fix-It. Camp Together. First
Aid.

“I wanna do this one.” Shannon pointed
to the page.

Lindsay nodded to the same one. “Me,
too.”

Casey looked down at their
fingers—nails painted a pretty pink—and struggled to keep from
moaning. “Oh, great. I’d love to do some crocheting.”


Chapter 6

THE SMELL OF beef emanated from
Quint/Midi 7’s kitchen, and the guys had been in and out, eyeing it
like it was manna from heaven. Zach followed the scent and found
Grady O’Connor, his childhood friend, now his brother-in-law and
father of his future niece or nephew, at the kitchen table. Grady
had, of course, a book in front of him. Not only was he a skilled
paramedic, he was smart as a whip.

“Smells great, buddy.” Zach tossed his
backpack onto the chair. His mother had sent some stuff in with him
for Jenny when he dropped the boys off for a visit. “What’s
cooking?”

Without looking up, Grady answered.
“Pot roast. Potatoes. Carrots.”

“You making gravy, too?”

“Yep.”

“Man, you gotta sub on my group more
often.” Grady worked in the same firehouse on a different group.
Zach peered over his shoulder. He saw the book entitled Being a
Good Father. “Preparing for the big day?”

“Uh-huh.”

Zach took a seat and noticed the frown
marring Grady’s brow. “You’re gonna be good at that,
Gray.”

Sighing, Grady sat back in his chair.
“My father, you know, was an alcoholic. It wasn’t pleasant. I want
to do everything right with my kids. Even before they’re
born.”

The sentiment shamed Zach. He thought
of his own inadequacies in fatherhood; they’d showed up even before
his kids were born.

Angie had given birth to both babies
without him. For the first one, he’d insisted on going to work,
believing that since Angie was three weeks shy of her due date that
it was safe, despite Angie’s entreaties to stay at home.

But they’d gotten a run, and Angie had
had Jason without him. He’d been shamed by that...but even more so
by Nicky’s birth. Then he’d been shacked up with Bambi, a woman
who, ultimately, meant nothing to him...

“Zach?”

“Hmm?”

“Where’d you go?”

“Oh, nowhere.” He smiled. “You’ll be a
great husband and father, Gray.”

Grady smiled warmly. “That’s what your
sister says.”

Zach nodded to his backpack. “Ma sent
some stuff to Jenny that she made already. She’s gonna keep your
kid in booties and little outfits galore. It’s over
there.”

“I’ll give it to Jenn.”

“How’s she doing?”

“Super.”

Brennan traipsed in, interrupting their
talk. She wore plain blue shorts and a tight white T-shirt. Her
hair was damp, her face flushed. “Son of a fucking bitch.” She
dropped her back- pack on the floor near the chair, crossed to the
sink, drew a glass of water, and gulped it back. Both men watched
as she repeated the process, then the curse.

“What’s going on, Casey?” Grady asked
gently.

Brennan just shook her head.

Grady rose and crossed over to her. He
mumbled something, then squeezed her shoulder. She mumbled in
return and didn’t back away. Zach felt excluded. And something else
he couldn’t name. They stood there awhile, then came to the table.
Her damp shirt stuck to her torso, outlining her breasts
perfectly.

“Hey, Brennan,” Zach said.

She grunted to him.

“Problems?”

Her gaze meeting Grady’s, she said,
“No, not really. I’m gonna shower,” and left.

Jesus. “What was that all
about?”

Grady sat down. “Snyder’s after her
again. When we were training, she beat him to top of the new
ladders we were trying out; they practically came to blows when she
said he needed to be in better shape.”

Frowning, Zach folded his arms over his
chest. “I didn’t see that happen. “ He looked at his
brother-in-law. “And I didn’t know you and her were so
tight.”

“I spent time with her before
Christmas. We got some things in common.”

“Jenny know you’re cozying up to
her?”

Grady’s head snapped up, and his gaze
turned steely. “I’m not cozying up to any woman but your sister,
who, as you well know, I’m crazy about.” He stood and slammed the
book shut. “Think before you say something stupid, Malvaso. People
could get hurt.”

He strode out, leaving Zach
openmouthed. He hadn’t meant to insult his friend. Why the hell had
he jumped down Grady’s throat? Shit.

An hour later, some of Zach’s crew and
a few of the Rescue Squad were in the kitchen waiting for dinner.
All showered and sweet smelling, her light blue uniform shirt
accenting the color of her eyes, Brennan stood in the corner
nursing a cup of coffee, when Snyder strode in. His face was stony.
He shot her a pointed glare, then crossed by the window. “It’s not
ready yet?” he growled.

Grady, at the stove said, “Just about.
Instead of bitching, why don’t you drag some chairs around the
table?”

A tense silence hung in the room. Then
the PA crackled out a call, not for them.

Snyder looked down at the chair nearest
him. He picked up a backpack. “Why’s all this shit laying
around?”

“Hey, watch what you’re doing with my
stuff.” Brennan’s voice was shrill from the other side of the
room.

“Then watch where you put your junk.”
Purposefully he dropped the bag to the floor. It landed with a
thud.

Brennan started for him, but Zach got
up and faced Snyder, blocking her path. “That was my backpack.”
Zach nodded to the one on the floor. They were almost identical.
“That’s yours, Brennan.”

Snyder bent down and lifted something
off the floor that was next to Brennan’s pack. “Lookee here, what’s
this?”

In his hands, he held some yarn and
needles. Because he was so close, Zach heard Casey make a strangled
sound. When he glanced at her, her face was tight.

Dangling the knitting in front of him,
Snyder snorted. “These yours, Brennan?” He rolled his eyes. “Nah,
it can’t be. You wouldn’t know the first thing about girly
stuff.”

Instead of attacking, Casey just stood
there, frozen.

Snyder started to guffaw. “Oh, God,
this is yours. Holy hell, you trying to be a real
woman?”

Zach strode to Snyder. “That came out
of my bag,” he said easily, not sure why he was lying.

“Yeah, you’re taking up
knitting.”

Zach shrugged. “Maybe. It’s good for
stress. I heard Michael Jordan knitted his way through a couple of
NBA seasons.”

Snyder’s face blanked. Snatching the
yarn out of his hand, Zach grabbed up his backpack and lifted out
some booties and a coat his mother had made. “Gotcha, Snyder,” he
said, displaying the stuff Sabina had sent in to Jenny. All the
guys watching them laughed. As Snyder swore at the teasing, Zach
chuckled and stuffed everything into his bag.

After dinner, he wandered into the
bunkroom. Brennan was stretched out on her bed reading Women’s
Fitness magazine. They’d had no calls so far today, and he was
restless. Dropping his backpack on his bunk, he fished out the
knitting. He tossed it on her lap.

Then he sat down on his cot. “Wanna
tell me about it?”

“Nope.”

“Hey, Brennan, I don’t care if your
hobby’s snake collecting. I’m just curious.”

She shook her head and kept reading the
magazine. Another call crackled over the lines. They both stilled
and listened, but it was for a different house.

He stretched out on his bunk, linking
his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. “Hmm. First the
needlepoint, then the knitting. You turning domestic?”

“Hardly.”

“Come on, fess up.”

Still, she didn’t look at him. “Mind
your own business.”

He nodded to the yarn. “That’s as
pitiful as the needlepoint.”

She didn’t say anything, but her hand
gripped the magazine tighter.

Aw, shit. He didn’t mean to make her
feel bad, though for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what
was going on. He should bust her balls about her interests in the
crafts, but he sensed it wasn’t the right thing to do.

He stared out the window. Lamps from
city streetlights shone through, and fresh air crept in from where
it was cracked open. “You ever meet my mother?”

“No.”

“She’s a real homemaker. Sent all those
baby things in for Jenn that she made herself.”

“Nice.”

“She’s crocheted a ton of
stuff.”

“Hmm.”

“And she’s got a lot of time on her
hands. In case you know anybody who wants or needs, for some
mysterious reason, to learn to knit or crochet, I’m sure Ma would
love to teach her.”

Nothing. But he saw her swallow hard.
Her complexion was so pretty, flushed a bit from the exercise.
Finally she said, “If I ever meet somebody that needs help, I’ll
give her your mother’s number.”

This time Zach snorted. Rolling off the
cot, he stood, squeezed her shoulder and started to walk
away.

He had just reached the door when the
PA crackled again. “Accident at Seaver’s gravel pit. Victim trapped
in a shaft. Rescue 7, go into service. Quint/Midi 7, go into
service.”

Dropping the magazine, Brennan bounded
off the bed and Zach followed her out, all teasing fleeing like
snowflakes in the wind.
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“YEAH. I CAN do it. No problem.” Casey
stared at the shaft, which sunk from the ground level about fifty
feet down. She spoke to Mitch Malvaso, who, as captain, was in
charge of Incident Command.

“This sucks,” Snyder growled. “She’s
not even part of the Rescue Squad. I’ve got a ton more training
than she has.”

Mitch frowned at Snyder. “She’s had
confined space training, Ed. And she’s strong as an ox.” He turned
to another man. “LoTurco, get the harness.” Again he addressed
Snyder. “Not to mention that her shoulders are the narrowest. You’d
probably get stuck halfway down.”

“I could make it.”

“Anybody got a sweatshirt?” Mitch
asked.

Zach did. He went to retrieve it from
the rig.

Casey faced Mitch. Grasping her upper
arms, he asked, “The teenager that fell down that shaft is about
five feet five and weighs 145.” Mitch raised his brows. “Think you
can do it?”

“Piece of cake.”

“The night watchman said he was awake
for a while, and calling out, but now there’s no response. He
probably passed out. We don’t know from what.”

“No problem.”

Zach brought her the sweatshirt. As she
donned it, the fleece warmed her, and his scent—that aftershave and
Zach himself—encompassed her.

LoTurco brought a harness; its
fasteners jingled as he knelt down so she could step into the
contraption. “We’ll be right up here, Brennan,” he said, as he
secured the straps around each leg. “Call for more rope as you go
down and need it.” He looped another strap around her waist and
helped her into the armholes. “Watch banging your body on the sides
of the shaft. You’ll get bruised.”

“I’ll watch it.” Ordinarily she would
have told him she knew her job, she didn’t need his advice, but the
problem was, she didn’t know exactly what she was in for. Though
she’d had the standard confined space training, she’d never done
anything like this. The challenge made adrenaline pump double time
through her veins. Rescues could be more exciting than
sex.

Somebody settled a hard hat with a
light on top of her head; she fastened the chin strap. Crossing to
the hole where Mitch stood talking with his brother, she said, “All
set.”

Mitch handed her a flashlight and
hooked on another harness for the victim so it hung from her waist
like a pouch. It was on the end of a second long cable, which was
attached to the same pulley as hers. “Ready for this,
Brennan?”

“You betcha.”

“Don’t take any chances. Go slow.” Zach
pinned a microphone-like radio on her shirt. “Talk to us through
this. If something happens, call up. We’ll pull you out.” He held
up latex gloves, before he stuffed them in her pants pocket. “And
put these on as soon as you get down there. We don’t know what
we’re dealing with.”

Behind her, firefighters moved in with
a pulley device. It would ease the strain of lowering her in, but
LoTurco’s and Waterman’s brawn would be behind it.

Sitting on the edge of the shaft, she
grinned. “Ready.”

Slowly they lowered her in.

It got dark a few feet down, despite
her headlight and flashlight to guide her. Darker, a few more feet
down. And colder. She shivered, glad she’d worn Zach’s sweatshirt,
which she rubbed for good luck.

“You okay?” Mitch asked over the
radio.

“Just peachy,” she told him, but the
narrow shaft was starting to bother her. A few feet more, despite
the cool air, she began to sweat.

Lower. Breathing was harder. They
released more cable, and she banged against the wall. “Too much
that time.”

“Sorry,” Mitch told her. “Do you see
him?”

She looked past her legs. “Not
yet.”

The progress was slow. Twenty feet.
Thirty. At forty feet, her breathing became more rapid. Except for
the light, it was like being buried alive. Think pleasant
thoughts, she told herself. Shannon’s and Lindsay’s faces came
to mind, how feminine they were with the ribbons and lacy dresses
and cologne they were thrilled about when she bought it for them.
That made her smile. She wondered about the kid who fell. Where
were his parents?

Finally she caught sight of him. “I’m
there,” she said into the radio.

Bracing herself on the side of the
shaft with spread legs, she unlatched the second harness and went
to reach for the boy. Before she did, she remembered Zach’s words
and pulled the gloves from her pocket and slipped them
on.

When she touched him, she met with a
sticky substance. A sweet, sickly scent assaulted her. She spoke
calmly into the radio. “Got an injury. Blood”

Some buzz from above. “Take his
vitals.”

She already was starting the procedure.
“Thready pulse.” She shined a light at him. “Pupils dilated. Seems
to be breathing. Airways okay, I think, but he’s out
cold.”

“Dead weight,” Mitch mumbled

Casey had to work at getting the
harness over his head. Around his arms. Strapped to his waist.
Blood smeared on her pants and Zach’s shirt. When she had the kid
secured as best she could, she alerted Mitch. “Ready to come
up.”

“Brace him under the arms, just in
case,” Mitch ordered.

“No shit.” She mumbled the curse
softly.

“What was that, Brennan?” She thought
she heard a chuckle in the captain’s voice.

“Nothing, Cap.” She managed to secure
the boy under the arms. Another smell bombarded her. Booze, she
thought.

It was even slower going up. Several
times they banged against the wall; twice Casey yelped in pain. She
was at an awkward angle trying to brace the guy. Thank God for the
harness. She’d just caught a glimpse of the light from above when
she heard a loud pop and felt her muscles jerk. Holy hell, the
second cable snapped! She felt the boy’s whole weight tearing at
her arms.

“Houston,” she said into the radio,
gripping the kid under the arms. “We have a problem.”
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“HANG ON. BRENNAN,” Mitch called down.
“I can see you. You’re not that far away. Only a few more
feet.”

His heart catapulting in his chest,
Zach watched his brother’s face. It was strained. Behind him, Grady
paced, LoTurco swore, and the other Rescue Squad members seemed to
be holding their collective breath.

“Just a bit more.” Mitch looked at
Zach. “Jesus, she must be strong.”

He nodded, then yelled down, “Come on,
Case, hold on.”

The others began to yell, too. Words of
encouragement, some swearing, some mumbling. Maybe even a few
prayers.

Finally, Casey’s head came even with
the top of the shaft. From one side of the opening, Holmes and
Waterman reached down and grabbed the kid. Not yet out of the
shaft, Casey’s shoulders sagged with relief as the heavy burden was
lifted out. “That’s it, Brennan. Breathe easy.” Mitch’s voice was
calm. “We got him.”

With the other two securing the victim
and the pulley still holding her in place, Zach and Mitch each took
hold of her under an armpit and pulled her out of the shaft
simultaneously with the victim. She was heavier than she looked.
The others dragged the boy away. Grady went with him.

When Casey’s feet touched surface, her
knees buckled like a ragdoll’s. They lowered her to the ground.
Zach stretched her out and bent over her. Mitch hovered on the
other side. “You okay, Casey?” Zach asked.

Her eyes were closed. She was sweaty,
and her chest rose and fell heavily. “My arms and back are killing
me.”

“I’ll bet.” Mitch’s tone was
comforting. “You had all his weight for fifteen feet, easy.” He
grinned. “Good job, Brennan.”

“Thanks.” She made to sit
up.

Zach held her down. “Not yet. I want to
check you out.”

“I don’t need that.”

“Sure you do, darlin’. I’m gonna take
vitals. Listen to your heart, check for broken bones.”

“You try to cop a cheap feel, Malvaso,
I’ll slug you.”

“It won’t be the first time you did
that,” he murmured, concentrating on her pulse.

She let him do his thing, which was a
testament to how drained she was. When he finished, he gave her a
hand so she could sit up. If it had been anybody else on the group,
he would have massaged the guy’s back, to ease the tension. He was
afraid Brennan would deck him if he took any more liberties.
Still, he let himself appreciate how she looked wearing his
sweatshirt.

All the guys ringed around her and
spoke at once. “Jesus, girl...that was something else...Remind me
never to arm wrestle with you...Good job, Brennan.”

From behind Mitch, Zach heard,
“Grandstander. Who the hell does she think she is?” sniped
Snyder.

Zach had the absurd urge to punch the
guy’s lights out.
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“WHATCHA LOOKING AT,
handsome?”

“The lights. From up here, you can see
how the city sleeps this time of the night.”

“Feeling good?” she asked, sliding her
arms around his waist from behind and pressing the full length of
her body into him.

“Of course. Everything turned out fine,
and tragedy was averted.”

A nasty feminine chuckle. “How’d you
manage it?”

“Child’s play. Got one of my henchmen
to take care of the harness at the fire station when nobody was
around.”

“Another problem for poor Noah, and no
one was even hurt.” She laid her cheek on his back. He could
practically feel the arousal hum through her.

He sipped his drink. “Everything’s
going according to plan.”

“Wanna celebrate?”

Turning, he smiled down at her. He
loved women. Blonds especially. “Always.” He began unbuttoning her
blouse.

“This whole thing is an aphrodisiac for
you, isn’t it?”

“You got that, babe.” When she was
naked, he said, “On your knees.”

“Anything you want.” Her laugh was
sultry. “Sir.”


Chapter 7

APRIL SEVENTH DAWNED cloudy, windy, and
cooler than normal. Rightfully so, Noah thought; the breeze tugged
at his white chief’s hat as he exited his fire department squad
car. Like all the firefighters here, he wore his navy blue dress
uniform. To honor the dead. His heart a leaden weight in his chest,
he felt as he had during the Oklahoma City rescue—horrified,
frustrated, and incredibly sad.

Taking a deep breath, he headed in the
direction of the grandstand for the commemorative program that was
due to start in a half hour. The ceremony was to honor the
firefighters who had been lost in the Sinco warehouse fire—exactly
one year ago to the day. Of course, the fire chief was one of the
central players—which was about the last thing Noah wanted to
be.

Ten of his staff had died in that fire.
Though he’d been there, he couldn’t actually hear their screams or
feel their pain. Still, in his dreams, the images of them dying
such a horrible death haunted him. In the days following the
tragedy, he’d comforted the spouses, children, and parents of the
deceased as best he could, but inside he’d been
devastated.

He’d also worked like a demon with the
investigators to determine the cause of the blaze. After finding
out the wiring was faulty, he’d tortured himself with the thought
that maybe he was in some way to blame. But nothing had been
settled as to why or how the wiring problem happened, or why it
hadn’t been corrected.

Shaking off the guilt, he reached the
town square and found that some of the victims’ families had
arrived. The pretty blond wife of Anton Cummings stood with her arm
around her daughter. When she looked up and saw Noah, her sad gaze
went frosty.

“Hello, Marian.” He nodded to the young
woman. “Terry.”

The daughter’s gaze mirrored the
mother’s. They both mumbled something, then turned away. No
question who they blamed.

A hand grasped his arm. “Noah, hi.” He
turned to find another woman who’d been left behind. Patty
Debreeze. Tall. Willowy. And suffering. She’d lost her battalion
chief husband when he, like Zach Malvaso, had raced into the Sinco
warehouse after the ceiling collapsed.

Only Mark didn’t come out
alive.

“Patty, hello.”

She kissed him on the cheek, studied
his face. “Bad day for all of us, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Tim sends his love. He wanted to come
home from Bard, but he had spring break, and I insisted he go to
Florida with his buddies.”

“Mark would have wanted
that.”

Patty’s blue eyes misted and she
threaded back the wheat-colored hair that her husband had loved. “I
know.” She stared out over the crowd of school kids, government
officials, family, and friends of those who were killed one year
ago. “This is hard.”

“It’s a lot like the aftermath of 9/11.
It’s tough for us. But the world needs to remember. And
honor.”

Gently Noah prodded to see how Mark’s
family was really doing; the Callahans and Debreezes had socialized
often, and Mark had been there for Noah when Valerie died. He
missed his friend.

Slowly, Noah made contact with the
family members who would walk in this macabre parade. Each one cut
a slice in his already wounded heart, and by the time he was done,
he felt like he was bleeding inside.

“Hey, Callahan.” Big and burly, Police
Chief Will Rossettie came up to Noah. Will had been out of town at
a police conference, but apparently made it back for the
ceremony.

“Will.” Noah’s throat got tight, and he
felt emotion well inside of him. Will had come to Hidden Cove ten
years ago, and they’d been through a lot together. Though outwardly
they were often at odds, Noah trusted him more than anyone else
outside of his family.

“You doing okay?” Will clapped Noah on
the back and squeezed his arm. “You look like shit.”

“I’m hanging in there. As well as can
be expected today.” Noah smiled at his friend. “How was the
conference?”

“Boring.” Will peered out over the
crowd, his dark eyes intense under graying brows. At fifty-five, he
still had a full head of hair. “I see all the Malvasos made it.”
Will gave the matriarch, Sabina, who was a close friend of his, a
little wave. Mitch was marching in the parade, and his kids were
with him; they hung on their father. Even Zach’s boys had
come.

“Hello, gentlemen.” Noah looked to the
side to see Stan Steele had approached them. He was glad to have
Steele here today. After Sinco, Noah had confided his feelings of
regret and horror at his possible culpability to Stan. The
councilman had a sympathetic ear and a way of making Noah feel
better.

Stan was accompanied by Eve Woodward.
She was dressed in a dark raincoat, and the wind played tug-of-war
with her hair, which was back in a knot. The wind was
winning.

Noah introduced Will to Eve, then Will
excused himself to go say hello to Sabina.

“How you holding up today?” Steele
asked, his hand leaving Eve’s back to give Noah’s shoulder a
pat.

“As well as can be expected. How are
you, Eve?” Noah asked.

She gave him a half smile. “I’m all
right.” She scanned the surroundings. “This must be hard for
you.”

“It is.” Looking out over the
assemblage, he added, “Great turnout, though.”

When he glanced back to her, he saw
sympathy on her face. And her gray eyes were warm and caring. Well,
that was good. At least she wasn’t watching him like he was the
devil incarnate anymore.

“Are you walking?” Noah asked
Stan.

“Yeah, with the mayor. And you and
Rossettie.”

Eve stepped back. “Well, I’m not, so
I’ll blend in with the crowd.”

Stan grabbed hold of her arm. “Coffee
after, Evie?”

Evie?

“Sure. I’ll be up there.” She nodded to
the sidewalk. “Good luck.”

Noah wondered if the felicitation was
for him or Steele.

“Jesus, she turns me on,” Steele said,
as he and Noah made their way to the grandstand.

Thinking it was totally inappropriate
to discuss that now, Noah grunted.

“Sure wish I could make inroads with
her. I’ve been trying to charm her pants off—literally—since I met
her.”

Noah tried to block the image of them
in bed together, but it kept sparking in his brain. “When did you
meet her?”

“When she was married.”

“Eve was married?”

“Hmm. Fire department guy. Went on to
be a chief somewhere, just like you.”

“What happened?”

He frowned. “Well, I don’t like to
spread rumors. But since it’s you...people said Eve had an affair
with her boss.” Steele lowered his voice. “He’s deputy to the fire
commissioner in Albany.”

Holy hell. “Not Craig
Atkins?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just surprised.”

Steele shook his head. “I know.
Shouldn’t piss where you eat.” He cast a glance to where Eve had
gone. When he looked back, he reminded Noah of a little boy. “Bet
she’s great in the sack. All that fiery hair.”

Noah remembered what her hair looked
like down. Its auburn color was different shades of red.

“And she’s a ball buster on the
job.”

He didn’t comment.

The mournful notes of the bagpipes
silenced the crowd and cut off further conversation. Noah and
Steele reached the grandstand and the mayor’s group. All thought of
Eve Woodward’s private life fled as Noah immersed himself in the
misery of having lost so many in a fire.

After the mayor’s short speech, the
parade began. Rossettie and Steele flanking him like guards, they
made the long walk.

They followed the flag-covered rigs
from Engines 6, 15, and 17, where the ten downed firefighters had
worked. The trucks were draped in black bunting, and the helmets of
the deceased firefighters were situated on top. Noah remembered
personally presenting those helmets to the family members at a
special funeral service to honor the dead. Tim Debreeze had cried
like a baby. Forcefully, he battled back his own emotion as he
walked through the streets, remembering that fateful day. It was
inside him, waiting to burst like water out of a charged hose, when
he gave his speech at the end of the trek. It filled him to
overflowing when he bade good-bye to Will, Stan, the mayor, and all
the other officials.

He finally let it loose back in his
office, where he kicked the wastebasket across the room. Twice.
Then he swept the entire contents of his side table off the
surface. Only then did the flood of emotion subside.

After he cleaned everything up, he
buried himself in paperwork. The outer office was subdued today.
Once in a while, a voice broke the silence, as did the ringing of
the phone. Of course there was the ever-present blare of the PA
periodically announcing a call. When a knock came on his door, it
sounded loud and intrusive.

Glancing up, he saw Eve Woodward in the
doorway. Beneath her coat, she’d worn a navy suit and light blue
blouse that looked as silky as her skin. Her hair was back in its
knot, but the overhead lights played with its color.
“Hi.”

“Hi, Eve.”

She came inside but left the door open.
“Tough morning, huh?” she said, reiterating her earlier
comments.

He put down his pen and rubbed his
eyes. “Yeah.” He glanced out the window. “Days like this, I still
can’t believe it. That we lost so many.”

“I’m sorry.” She placed a square white
Styrofoam container on his desk.

“What’s this?”

“A gooey pastry—baklava. I bought it
for you when I had coffee with Stan.”

He was stunned by her
thoughtfulness.

“To cheer you up. And as thanks for
rescuing me from the elevator.” Folding her arms over her chest,
she leaned against his desk. “I lost a man once on a routine
call.”

“Were you the commanding
officer?”

“Uh-huh. I’d only just made captain. He
got trapped in a basement, and the building became fully involved.”
She bit her lip, calling attention to the raisin color lipstick she
wore. “Three of us got second-degree burns trying to save him. He
was only twenty-four. I never got over it.” She shook her head.
“This much loss has to be unbearable.”

Noah watched her. “Why are you telling
me this, Eve?”

She seemed to come out of a trance.
“Damned if I know.” She shrugged. “I really came in here for this.”
She held up a sheet of paper. “But it’s probably not the best time
to let you know what I’m doing.”

“No, that’s okay. I appreciate you
agreeing to tell me at all. What are you up to?”

“I’m going to talk to the people who
did the fire inspections on these buildings.”

Noah’s stomach pitched like he was
standing on a storm-tossed ship deck. He reached for the paper and
scanned it. Sinco, of course. The apartment house on Jay Street.
Lisel Loring’s home.

“This all of it?”

She straightened. “No, I’m starting
with those.”

“I see.” He picked up his pen. “If you
need me, I’ll be out of the office this afternoon.” He purposely
looked down at the papers so she wouldn’t see written on his face
what he felt inside. Anger, fear, and frustration.

“Noah?”

“I’m not taking the day off. I’m
heading out to Hale’s Haven to work. It’s going to warm up today,
and there’ll be a ton of people there. Especially after this
morning.”

She waited a beat. He could feel her
gaze on him. “I wish I could help.”

He glanced up then. “With the
camp?”

“Yes.”

“Feel free.”

“Would I be welcome?”

“Everybody’s welcome. We need all the
manpower we can get. “

“Manpower. Sexist language from
the only guy giving a talk at the Women Firefighters Seminar next
month?”

Her teasing eased the moment, so he
prolonged it. “Am I the only guy?”

“Yes, it’s in the information packet on
speakers. You should have gotten it this morning.”

He smiled, despite the tension in the
room, and indicated the messy desk. “I’m sure it’s somewhere in
this pile.”

There was a crisp rap on the open door.
Babs stood there with a scowl on her face. It was directed at Eve.
“Ms. Woodward? You have a call on line four in your office. The
person’s insistent that I find you.”

“All right.” She turned to Noah. “Maybe
I’ll see you later,” and walked out.

“Yeah. Thanks for the treat,” he called
after her.

Noah steepled his hands, wondering what
really made Eve Woodward tick. She was full of
contradictions.

“She’s a cast-iron bitch,” Babs said,
startling him.

“She’s just doing her job.”

His secretary snorted. “You’re way too
nice, Noah.”

He shook his head.

“I’m taking time today to go work at
the camp, too.” Her little-girlish tone grated on his nerves,
especially after the morning he’d had.

“Oh, good.”

She came flush up with the desk. “Can I
get you something? Hot chocolate? A Danish or donut?”

“No, thanks. Eve brought me some
pastry. But you can close the door on your way out. I’d like some
time by myself.”

Surprising him, she leaned over the
desk and squeezed his hand. “Things’ll be better tomorrow,” she
said softly before she turned and left.

For a long time, Noah stared after
where Babs and Eve had gone. His mind careened back to the faces of
the victims’ family members. He kept seeing the venom of Marian
Cummings’s look, the anger in her daughter’s face.

Then he thought about Eve Woodward’s
investigation and wondered if that venom was deserved. And if it
was, he wondered how in hell he’d deal with it.
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CASEY STOOD BESIDE Chief Callahan in
the pit of what would eventually be the boys’ cabin and held up the
cinder block while he laid cement on it. The place was full to
bursting with firefighters and police officers trying to outrun the
demons that haunted them today.

“Getting tired?” Noah asked, as she
lifted another block into place and he smoothed cement on the flat
side with an awl.

Casey wished people would stop asking
her that. “No, sir.”

They continued to work, the chief
scowling most of the time.

“They know why the cable broke?” Casey
asked.

“No. Mitch Malvaso said he’d checked
the cables himself the last time they were used, and there were no
cuts or rips in them.”

Casey grunted.

“You did a good job, so I
hear.”

“Thanks.”

“Brennan, should you be doing this?” a
voice demanded from behind Casey.

Oh, hell. She turned around to face
Malvaso. “What? Somebody appoint you my keeper, now?”

“You’re on shift tonight,” he said,
ignoring her question.

“So are you.”

“I didn’t drag a hundred-forty-pound
dead weight up fifteen feet with my bare hands less than
twenty-four hours ago. Your muscles were depleted when we pulled
you out.”

Callahan stopped short and faced Casey.
“I didn’t realize you were hurt.”

“I wasn’t.” She shot a fulminating look
at Zach. “I was drained. I recover quickly. Comes from years of
strenuous workouts.”

“You sure? I don’t want any injuries
going unattended.”

“Malvaso checked me out last night.”
She glared at Zach. “Tell the chief.”

Malvaso grunted agreement.

Jenn O’Connor joined them. “Chief, we
need you up top with the architect for a second.”

“Fine.” He looked at Zach. “Take my
place?”

Oh, great.

Scowling, Zach took the awl, and the
chief left. Jenn started to follow him. Zach pulled her back by the
baggy shirt she wore. “What are you doing in this pit?”

“Getting the chief.”

“You had to climb down the
ladder.”

“Duh? Of course I did.”

“Where’s Grady?”

“Working at the fire station.
Why?”

“He shouldn’t be letting you do
this.”

Casey waited for the tirade. Jenn
O’Connor was a nice person, but word had it nobody messed with
her.

Instead, though, her face softened and
she squeezed her brother’s arm. “Zaccaria, I’m fine. I’m not taking
chances.”

Zach stilled a minute. Then he reached
out and placed a hand on his sister’s stomach. The poignant gesture
made Casey’s own stomach flip-flop. “I just worry,
Genevieve.”

“I know. Today’s been tough. You
okay?”

“Yeah.”

He wasn’t, though, Casey thought,
taking a closer look at him. His eyes were bleak, and his features
strained. A growth of beard made him look even wearier. She’d never
been buried under anything and couldn’t imagine the dent it put in
your brain. To have the experience so vividly resurrected today had
to wig him out. She also knew from her father that anniversaries
were tough.

Jenn left, and Casey picked up a block
and placed it on another. She’d planned to rail on Malvaso about
his comments in front of the chief, but his circumstances, and the
tenderness she’d just witnessed, softened her.

He seemed distracted while they worked.
When he didn’t say anything, she asked, “Why’d you lie?”

“Lie?”

“You told your sister you were all
right.”

“Me? I am all right.”

“You didn’t sleep again last
night.”

He grunted. “Keeping tabs on me,
babe?”

“Your bunk’s next to mine. I heard you
get up in the middle of the night.” And he’d never come back to
bed, even though they’d had no calls.

“I slept out on the couch.”

“Nightmares?”

“Yeah.”

He sounded sad. Something made her say,
“My dad? He has PTSD, too.”

“No shit?”

She nodded. “One of the doctors he saw
told him to do some journal writing before he went to bed. Get out
his feelings before he tried to sleep.”

“Oh, that’d go over big in the
firehouse.”

“Fuck the firehouse.”

He chuckled. “Did it help your
dad?”

“He wouldn’t do it either. But when I
was living with him after...” She trailed off. “I lived there
before I got my own place. If we talked about what he was feeling
before he went to bed, the nightmares lessened.”

“You offering to tuck me in at night,
Brennan?”

“Screw you, Malvaso.” She turned
away.

He grabbed her arm. “Hey, Casey, I was
just kidding.”

She didn’t respond.

“And thanks for caring about
me.”

“I didn’t say I cared about you.” She
made her tone surly. “I just don’t want to keep waking up in the
middle of the night when you get up.”

They worked in silence.

After a bit, Malvaso said, “I might
wanna talk about it. To you.”

That surprised her.

“If you tell me about this domestic
streak you’re having.”

“Domestic streak?”

“Yeah, the needlepoint and the
crocheting.”

“No domestic streak. It was just like
you told that asshole Snyder. It’s good therapy.”

“Don’t bullshit me. I know you,
Casey.

“No, Malvaso, you don’t. Now shut up
and get some more dry concrete to mix. We’re out.” She glanced at
the foundation. “We only got an hour before we have to leave for
the night shift.”

“Whatever you say,
sweetheart.”
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AN HOUR LATER, Zach was heading for his
car, tired but feeling better. His nerves had been seared, since he
woke up at 3 A.M. and hadn’t been able to go back to sleep. This
goddamned anniversary was killing him. But the people who’d gone
today to Hale’s Haven and worked like the dickens were all in
brighter moods than they’d been that morning.

He’d just reached his Bronco when an
SUV pulled into the parking lot, a few yards down. The driver shut
off the engine, got out, and looked around.

Like all the HCFD, Zach felt ownership
for the camp, and protectiveness. He strode over to stranger’s
vehicle. “Hi. Can I help you?”

“Um...” The guy looked
hesitant.

Just then, the passenger side door of
the SUV opened, and two little girls tumbled out. They were dressed
in pretty pink jeans and shirts. Their long dark hair swung down
their backs, and they had the most unusual eyes.

They looked familiar, but Zach was sure
he hadn’t ever met them. If nothing else, the fact that they were
identical would have stuck with him.

One little one asked, “Daddy, can we
go?”

The man put his arm around her. “Wait a
second, honey.”

The girls noticed Zach. They stared up
at him, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew
them.

“We were looking for Casey
Brennan.”

Oh my God! Things just started to click
when the girls began to jump up and down. “Mom-my,” they shrieked
in unison and ran toward the person walking the other way to her
car.

Who was none other than Brennan
herself.

In awe, Zach watched Casey spin around.
Pure delight came over her features, transforming her face.
Squatting down, she caught both girls, one in each arm, as they
hurled themselves at her. He watched openmouthed, as they covered
her face with kisses.

And tough-guy Brennan didn’t pull away.
Didn’t even seem embarrassed. She hugged and kissed them back. She
even closed her eyes, as if to savor the contact. Zach was reminded
of how he often felt now when he held his boys.

These were Brennan’s
daughters.

He remembered a snatch of conversation
from the party at Holloway House when she’d witnessed his PTSD
attack...

You married,
Brennan?

I was.

You got any
kids?

I don’t wanna go there,
Malvaso.

Finally she stood. With each child
holding her hand, she came toward them. They made quite a picture,
their similar looks were striking. The girls’ excited chatter
surrounded them. When she reached Zach, she scowled.
“Malvaso.”

Then she turned to the man. “This is a
surprise.”

“I’m sorry, Casey. We were on our way
home from a Girl Scout meeting, and the kids wanted to drive by
here. They saw your car from the road and begged me to let them
show you the badges they got today.” He glanced at Zach, then back
to her. His tone was intimate. “I didn’t think it would
hurt.”

The girls pulled something out of their
pockets. “Look, Mommy,” one twin said. In their hands, they each
held a round green patch. “See our badges.”

Zach remembered Jason’s brief
experience with Boy Scouts. He’d wanted Zach to camp with him, go
to father/son banquets, help on a bottle and can drive. Zach had
made a halfhearted effort at the collection but done nothing else,
using his erratic schedule as an excuse. Angie, of course, had
picked up the slack with the camping and can drive. He winced,
remembering that Mitch had gone to a banquet with Jay.
Damn...

Casey knelt down and considered the
badges as if she was inspecting a post-op wound. Carefully she
traced her finger over each one.

The other twin asked, “Isn’t it neat,
Mommy?”

“It’s great, baby.”

The guy must have begun to feel
awkward. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your
friend?”

Sighing, Casey stood. She looked like
she’d been caught at a crime. “Yeah, sure. Jack Carson, Zach
Malvaso. Zach, these are my daughters, Lindsay and
Shannon.”

Taking note of which girl was
which—Lindsay on the left, Shannon on the right—Zach dropped to his
knees. “Hi, ladies. I have two boys, one’s just about your
age.”

The girls gave him shy
smiles.

He was mesmerized by their expressions,
and by them. “So, you’re Girl Scouts?”

“Uh-huh.” This from Lindsay.

“And I’ll bet you’re starting a new
badge, since you finished this one.” He’d caught sight of the
needlepoint emblem.

Shannon nodded vigorously.

He whispered, “And I’ll bet it’s
crocheting.”

Four navy blue eyes rounded like an
owl’s. “How’d you know?” Lindsay asked.

“Lucky guess.”

“Don’t you have to get to work,
Malvaso?”

He stood. “Yeah, I do.”

“So do I.” Casey turned soft eyes on
her ex; Zach wondered if she still had any feelings for him. The
guy was okay looking, but didn’t seem Casey’s type. “I’ve got to
get going.”

“Sure.” Carson smiled.

She glared at Zach.

“So do I. Nice to meet you,” he said to
Carson. Then to the girls, “And it was my pleasure to finally meet
such lovely young ladies.” He gave Casey a knowing stare. “See you
at work, Brennan.”

As he walked away he heard her
ex-husband say, “I’m sorry. I told the girls to stay in the
car.”

“What’s the matter, Mommy?” one of her
daughters asked. “Don’t you want anybody to see us?”

Zach would have loved to stick around
for the answer to that question.
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BY FIVE, NOAH’S back ached, but his
heart felt lighter. Surrounded by the gentle sounds of the water
hitting the shore, sipping a Coke, he assessed what they’d
accomplished. It was good to be here, finishing the foundation for
the first cabin. It was symbolic as hell, too, given the
anniversary today.

And he liked being part of constructing
something. So much of fire fighting dealt with
destruction.

His gaze strayed to Eve Woodward,
across the way, helping to move lumber, which had just been
delivered for use in building the cabin frame. There was another
piece of symbolism. The woman who held his career in her pretty
little hands was also helping to make amends for the loss a year
ago. Which she thought might be his fault.

She dragged several pieces of wood to a
pile before she turned and caught him looking at her. For a brief
minute, she smiled warmly as if she saw someone she liked, cared
about, was attracted to. Hell, where had that last come
from?

From thigh-high lacy
stockings the other night and jeans right now that molded to long
legs.

She wore them with work boots and an
FDNY T-shirt; her hair was pulled back and braided, but just like
with the bun, rebellious tendrils escaped. Bangs shaded her eyes.
He took another swig of soda and wondered what that hair would look
like spread out on a pillow. He wondered whose pillow that hair was
gracing.

Steele’s? He remembered the comment the
councilman had made about getting her in the sack. He liked Stan
okay, but didn’t like the image of him naked and entwined with
Eve.

Before Noah knew it, she was headed
toward him. “Hey, Chief, loafing on the job?” Her teasing voice
played along his nerve endings.

Trying not to appreciate how well the
T-shirt fit her, he focused on her face. No makeup like she’d worn
this morning; it had been erased by the sweat beading her brow.
Freckles had been lured out by the sun and seemed more prolific
today.

“Noah, what are you staring
at?”

“Your freckles.”

She rolled her eyes, made more blue
than gray today by the shirt. He wondered what color they turned
when she was aroused.

Then he wondered how he could be such
an idiot thinking about these things.

She glanced around the camp. “This is
such a great idea. So good for people to be able to feel like
they’re helping. Especially today.”

“Yeah.”

“We’re about done here,
right?”

“Uh-huh. It’s getting dark.”

“Well, I’d best be getting back to the
office.”

“You’re going to work now?”

“Yeah, sure. Why?”

“Um, lots of people here are going to
Badges.”

“Badges?”

“The local department bar—police and
firefighters, hence the name.”

Eve’s smile gave the sun competition.
“I haven’t hung out at a firefighter’s bar in ages. Do they have
firefighter memorabilia on the walls?”

“Come and see yourself.”

She frowned. “I don’t think
so.”

“Why?”

“I’m the enemy here, Noah. Nobody will
want me there.”

He scanned the camp again. “You know,
today underscored again how short life is. It can be snuffed out so
fast. Things are fine one day, and the next day, your life can be
irrevocably changed.”

Swallowing hard, she stared out at the
water. “I know what you mean.”

He had a feeling, a sixth sense like he
got when he used to walk into burning buildings and know where to
go, what to do, to locate victims. “Eve, did something happen to
you? Something like Sinco?”

Her eyes got bleak. She just
nodded.

“What? Tell me.”

“My brother, Ian. He was in the North
Tower before it fell.”

“Oh, my God, no.”

Now her eyes were stricken. “He got
hurt. Bad.”

Not a lot had been publicized on those
who’d been injured. The silent sufferers, Noah always called them.
“What happened to him?”

“One side of his face is scarred. And
he’s in a wheelchair.”

Noah’s heart sank. “Oh, Lord, I’m
sorry.”

“I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“That he was there. And hurt. I was in
Albany, working at OFPC by then, when the attack happened. Craig
called me into his office. We watched the second plane hit. I was
seized by a physical sensation—not exactly pain, but a sensory
awareness.”

“What happened to him?”

“A beam fell on his legs, and hit his
face on its way down.”

“Is his paralysis
permanent?”

“Yes.”

“Is it...complete
paralysis?”

“From the knees down. It’s called a
crush injury. He’ll never walk again.”

Noah straightened and moved slightly
closer, resting his hand on her arm. “Come to Badges for a while.
Life is short, and you shouldn’t be alone with those memories
tonight.”

“Maybe.” She smiled. “I’m heading out,
in any case.”

Watching the gentle sway of her hips as
she left, Noah thought it was probably foolish to ask her to come
to Badges. But life was short. He wasn’t going to
second-guess what he’d done. If being nice to Woodward tonight
wasn’t the wisest move, the hell with it.
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SHUTTING OFF THE engine, Eve stared out
at the small bar nestled back from Main Street in downtown Hidden
Cove. It was quiet in the car without the gentle hum of the motor.
What the hell was she doing here? She was an interloper in a
tight knit group, and she hated feeling like an outsider. As a
female firefighter, then a woman in a man’s hierarchy, it had been
a common experience.

And what the hell was she doing, crying
about her brother to Noah Callahan? Given the unfounded rumors
about Craig, she liked to keep her private life private. People
here didn’t need to know about Ian’s troubles. But there’d been
something in the chief’s look, something in his grass green eyes
that had invited confidences.

He’d been imposing today. She’d always
been a sucker for the way male firefighters looked in their dress
uniforms. His had stretched across his wide chest, around his
strong biceps, like the fabric itself was caressing his muscles.
And he’d filled out a pair of jeans pretty good, too. For a guy of
forty-seven, he was in great shape. She wondered what his personal
life was like. What kind of man he was with a woman.

“Arrgh,” she said and reached for the
door.

Just as her cell phone rang. A
reprieve? “Woodward.”

“Evie, it’s me.”

“Ian. You sound excited.”

“I am. I just finished my analysis of
the report you sent me on Sinco.”

Her heartbeat quickened.
“And?”

“The inspector’s findings on the wiring
are factual as far as that goes. The kind of wiring used there was
acceptable five years ago when the place was built.”

“Oh, good.” She felt a huge sense of
relief that one of Noah’s men hadn’t missed faulty wiring in the
original inspection. “That is good news.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Between
that time and the time the building was inspected again, only six
months before the fire, the wiring was discontinued. It was shown
to be inferior in its wear and tear.”

“Really? What should have happened to
buildings that used it? And how would companies know?”

“The manufacturer of the wire put out a
recall on it. I got the notice for my business. All electrical
companies would have.”

“So what should have
happened?”

“The companies should have let the
building inspectors know about the wiring. And the building should
have been rewired.”

“Do people just ignore these kinds of
things?”

“Not unless they want
problems.”

“So you’re saying the electrical
company who wired Sinco should have let the owners and the
inspectors know.”

“They probably did. The owner, or the
inspector, could have covered it up.”

“And if the inspector covered it up,
he’d do that for a reason.”

“Sure. Kickbacks from the owner. If I
were you, sis, I’d talk to this Moriarty guy who did the last
inspection and see who owns the building. If your chief there has
any connection to the owner at all, this will blow that department
out of the water.”

Eve released a heavy breath. “I
guess.”

“You don’t sound too happy.”

“No, I’m not.” She thought of the
grieving faces of the mourners at the ceremony. Of everybody
working so hard this afternoon at the camp to feel as if they were
doing something. “The people here don’t need this,
Ian.”

“Evie, you okay? You sound
disappointed.”

“I’m fine. Fax me the report. At the
condo, okay?”

“Sure. Honey, I—”

“I gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Eve hung up the phone and sighed. For a minute she stared through
the windshield at Badges. Then, she reached down, started the
engine, and pulled out of the parking lot. She couldn’t go in there
and socialize with people she was about to blow out of the
water.

She just wished she didn’t feel so
incredibly sad about it.


Chapter 8

CASEY TURNED OVER in her bunk when
Malvaso startled awake and bolted upright. Another PTSD dream, she
guessed. Sitting up in the bunkroom, silhouetted from the
streetlamps outside, he scrubbed his hands over his face, swore
softly, and threw back the covers. He donned his sweats and crept
out of the sleeping quarters. Awake now, she lay there, thinking of
what she’d said to him earlier, about talking to him to help with
his nightmares.

Well, not only didn’t he want to talk
to her about his feelings before he went to bed, he’d been about as
bristly as a porcupine to her since she came in at four.

Shit, what did she care? This new leaf
he’d turned over couldn’t last forever, anyway. Everybody said he’d
been a jerk before Sinco. Self-centered. Juvenile. Concerned about
his welfare and nobody else’s. He’d turn back; it was already
happening.

Except that she was the sole recipient
of his deep freeze. After they’d done some antiterrorist training,
he’d played pool with his brother, helped LoTurco with some medical
stuff, since the guy was preparing for the EMT test, and joked with
his friend Brody O’Malley, a paramedic, who was subbing on the
squad tonight. Later in the evening, he even showed Holmes how to
do a dance from the sixties to some old rock tune.

No, it was just her he didn’t like
tonight.

“What bug’s up your ass, Malvaso?”
she’d finally asked when she came into the TV room after a quick
run and found him there alone surfing channels. He was eating
buttery popcorn, and its smell permeated the house. He didn’t offer
her any.

He stared at the screen. “Don’t know
what you’re talking about.”

She’d told herself to go, leave it, but
she knew somewhere in her mother’s heart his attitude had to do
with her girls. For some reason that concerned them, Malvaso was
pissed. “I’ve seen snowmen warmer than you. What’s got your jocks
in a twist?”

He glanced at her. “I thought you
wanted to be left alone, Brennan?” His gaze swung back to the TV.
“After all, you put that wall around you that’s impossible to
scale.” Then he added meaningfully, “Even for your own
daughters.”

She’d reacted without thinking. “I
don’t wall out my girls.”

“No?” He faced her, and his gaze was
blistering. Shit, why? What the hell did he care? “Then how come
nobody here even knows you got kids?”

“That’s none of your goddamn
business.”

Back to the TV. “You’re right. It’s
not. You want to be ashamed of two beautiful little children,
that’s your problem.”

“I’m not—”

Just then Townsend had walked in. “What
ya watchin’, Zach?” he asked, taking a handful of popcorn when Zach
held out the bowl to him.

“Survivor. They got a female
firefighter on here.” Townsend dropped into a seat, and Zach added,
“Man, I’d vote her off the island in a second.”

“Fuck you,” Casey had said and stormed
out. She’d be damned if she’d bare her soul to him.

“Go to sleep,” she told herself. Then
she turned over and punched her pillow.

She’d just dozed off when the lights
flicked on and the PA system began to blurt out. “Patient having
trouble breathing on Clinton and Glide. Midi 7 go into
service.”

As the message repeated, she bounded
out of bed and into her clothes while the rest of the crew and the
Rescue Squad rolled over and began to snore, or burrowed into
covers. Automatically she switched the lights off and headed for
the bay. Malvaso was already in the watch room snagging the
computer printout from LoTurco. Zach wore his bunker pants and
boots; as he headed to the truck, he called out, “Ready?” and
climbed into the Midi at shotgun.

“In a minute.” She stuffed her legs
into her boots, grabbed her turnout coat, and circled around to the
driver’s side. She started the engine, and they were out of the
garage in seconds. In the rearview mirror, she saw LoTurco pull the
bay door down. As they sped off, Malvaso said nothing, just stared
at the computer printout. To distract herself from how the smell of
his aftershave seemed to fill the cab, she nodded to the printout.
“Think you could read that to me, so I’ll know what we’re in
for?”

His deep tenor voice held no teasing or
traces of fun. She hadn’t realized how she’d liked that. “Woman
called in. Said her boyfriend’s having trouble
breathing.”

“Any details?”

“No. This is vague. I wonder
why.”

They found out when they pulled up to a
shabby apartment house on Clinton Avenue. Grabbing the ALS bag,
Malvaso leaped out of the truck and strode up to the house with
Casey. A woman standing at the side door motioned to them; she was
dressed in a red satin robe. The collar was a red feather boa, and
the vee plunged revealingly. Casey could see black lace peeking
out. Zach shot her a What’s this? look just as the woman
whispered, “Come quick,” and headed down the hall.

From behind the woman, Casey noted the
three-inch mules she was wearing. Again she and Zach exchanged
looks. Something odd was going on here. They were led through the
dim hallway into a back bedroom, where they found a sight Casey
would never forget. The room was well lit, but by a shit-load of
candles. The heavy smell of wax hung in the air. The covers on the
brass bed were a mess, and on it was a man. He was indeed having
trouble breathing. He was gasping, and his face had a bluish tint.
Because around his chest, thighs, and groin, constricting most of
his blood flow, was a harness-like contraption that would do the
Marquis de Sade proud. “What the hell?” Zach said, going to the
guy. He sat on the bed and yanked at the bonds. They didn’t
budge.

“I tried to get them off, but I
couldn’t,” the woman whined. “Then he started having trouble
breathing. He said to call the fire department.”

Zach shook his head. “You should have
been more specific about this problem, ma’am. We’re a medical truck
and might not carry the right equipment.”

“Oh my God, can’t you help
him?”

“Yeah,” Malvaso said, “We can.” Calmly
Zach angled his head at Casey. “Brennan, get the oxygen. And the
clippers that are in the back of the truck.”

Casey’s chest rumbled as she raced to
the Midi. This was a crazy business.
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THEY JUST MADE it back to the truck
before they burst out laughing. Zach’s chest hurt with the effort
of keeping the mirth inside. Seated in the front, he held his
stomach and guffawed. Beside him, he saw Brennan wipe tears from
her eyes. When he calmed down enough to speak, he said, “Jesus. Can
you imagine letting somebody tie you up like that?”

“Not my cup of tea,” she
mumbled.

Again, he wondered how she liked to
make love. The sexuality of the scene they’d just witnessed drew
his thoughts there like fire to air. He felt his body respond,
which was unusual.

He hadn’t been with a woman since the
Sinco fire.

Brennan leaned back against the vinyl
of the seat, her eyes closed. Relaxed, without her guard up, she
looked pretty. Damn it, Zach couldn’t figure the woman out. Truth
be told, he was shocked to discover how disappointed he was that
she’d kept her daughters secreted away like she was ashamed of
them.

She started the engine. “You ever seen
anything like this on a run?” she asked after he radioed they were
headed back to the firehouse. The dispatcher told them the Quint
and Rescue vehicles were out on another call.

“Yeah.”

Her mouth curved again, calling
attention to lips that were pouty. How come he hadn’t noticed that
before? “Tell me.”

“Once, we were called to a group of
swingers who were having a three-way.”

“They need medical help? Or did they
just want some more participants?”

“The first, wiseguy. Seems two women
going at the guy simultaneously put a little too much stress on his
heart. He had an attack. They didn’t even bother dressing before
the Midi got there. All three were buck naked while we did
defib.”

She laughed and maneuvered the streets
to the fire station with ease; at 3 A.M. few cars were out, but she
was a careful driver anyway.

“All firefighters got a story like
this,” Zach said.

“Hmm.”

“You?”

“Yeah. A hell of a one. A woman called,
like tonight. When we got there, her boyfriend was writhing on the
bed. He had a vibrator stuck up his butt and she couldn’t get it
out.”

Zach shivered. “Again, not my cup of
tea.”

“Oh, God.”

As they were closing in on the station
house, he shook his head. “Too bad I can’t tell my kids about this
one.”

“Excuse me?”

“I tell my kids firefighter stories.
Actually, Mitch started it as kind of a tradition with his
kids, to give them an understanding of his professional life. Lots
of us picked it up. Jenn and Grady. Even the guys at the
house.”

Mention of kids doused the good mood in
the cab like water on a fire. She peered over at him as she swerved
into the house driveway. He reached for the handle of the rig door,
to get out to open the bay, but she stayed him with her hand on his
arm. “Wait a second, Malvaso.”

He stopped and faced her. She surprised
him by turning the engine off. The early morning silence was eerie;
the moon cast her in an ethereal glow.

Patient now, he watched her shift in
her seat.

“I’m not ashamed of my girls.” Her
voice was hoarse, but threaded with a tenderness that gave him
pause.

“No?”

Drumming her fingers on the steering
wheel, she stared ahead at the bay and blew out a heavy breath. “I,
um, just didn’t want everybody to find out...” She didn’t
finish.

“That you had kids? Why would anybody
care? We all got kids, except Townsend.”

“I know. It’s just that...” She faced
him fully and looked like she was about to confess to a homicide.
“I don’t have custody of them. Jack does.”

Hmm. “Well, I don’t have full custody
of mine, either. Just joint custody.”

She shook her head. Inky tendrils had
escaped the knot she’d tied her hair up in. “I don’t even have
that. Just visitation rights.”

“Wow. That must be hard.”

“It’s awful.” The words wrenched from
her, and she looked out the window, not at him, as she said
them.

Because she’d already shared so much,
he reached over and squeezed her arm. “Wanna tell me
why?”

“I gave them—willingly—to Jack when we
divorced.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“Because he’s a picture-perfect parent.
They’re better off with him.”

“Didn’t seem like they thought so
today.”

“They’re young yet. They’ll realize
soon enough I’m a failure as a mother.”

“Casey—”

“No, I am, Zach. Jack’s a children’s
book author and works at home. My schedule’s so erratic, shift
work, sleeping during the day. Then he remarried a freakin’ nursery
school teacher. They both know how to take care of the
girls.”

“Maybe that reasoning’s sound. But it
doesn’t make you a bad mother.”

“You said that thing about telling your
boys stories about the department?”

“Yeah.”

“My girls wanted me to talk about where
I worked, what I did, since they were four. I didn’t feel
comfortable doing that. Hell, I didn’t have the patience to do
that.”

He thought of her diligence with the
needlepoint and the crocheting.

“I wasn’t affectionate enough, either.
They were always on my lap, wanting hugs and kisses. It wasn’t
me.”

He remembered the girls kissing her at
the camp, and how she seemed to relish that, kissed them back,
hugged them to her.

“Oh, hell. It all boiled down to the
fact that I wasn’t planning to ever get married, let alone have
kids. I met Jack at a charity event the HCFD sponsored, and went
out with him on a lark because he was so different from me. We
strung it out. When I got pregnant, he talked me into tying the
knot and into having them instead of ending the pregnancy. Right
from day one, I didn’t know what to do with them. I was so afraid
of hurting them.”

It seemed to Zach like she still was.
“Why do you do that to yourself?” he asked gently.

She looked at him then, the stricken
expression in her eyes visible in the moonlight streaming in the
window. Her lashes were long and thick, but couldn’t conceal the
sadness there. “Do what?”

“Sell yourself short.”

“I tell it like it is.”

“I don’t think so. Not about this, at
least. My bet is that you’re wonderful with them. Now,
anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was a shitty father. But after
Sinco, I decided I wanted to change my ways, and I vowed I was
gonna do better with them.”

“Are you?”

“I’m making progress. It looked like
you are, too.”

“You think?”

He was startled by her vulnerable tone.
Reaching out again, he grasped her shoulder and squeezed it. “Yeah,
I think.”

She bit her lip. “Maybe.” Then she
rolled her eyes. “I’m trying with those freakin’ badges. But I’ll
never master the girly things they choose. You know there are
hiking badges, medical badges, outdoor badges. All sorts of things
I’m good at. But no, they pick domestic stuff.”

“The offer of my mother’s help still
stands.” He glanced at his watch. “Matter of fact, we could head on
over there at seven when our relief comes in. She’d be thrilled to
cook us breakfast. Then she’d show you how to crochet.” When she
hesitated, he added, “Think of how much better you could help
Lindsay and Shannon if you mastered this right away.”

Her brow furrowed. “Okay.” She
straightened. “Just don’t take this wrong, all right? We aren’t
buddies.”

Here, in the soft moonlight, with her
gone all feminine, Zach didn’t feel anything that remotely
resembled being her buddy.

“You’re right, Brennan. We’re not
buddies.”

And leaning over, he slid his hand to
her neck, tugged her close, and covered her mouth with
his.
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HIS LIPS WERE so soft, so gentle, the
contact turned Casey’s brain to mush. All she could feel were
sensations. The pressure of his mouth. His fingers rubbing her
exposed neck. When his tongue slipped out and lightly teased the
crease of her lips, they opened for him. The pressure increased
then, as he explored the recesses of her mouth. His gentleness
overwhelmed her. She felt like he was drawing her in. Absorbing
her. Getting a glimpse of who she really was.

Her hand went to his neck. His hair was
thick, but baby soft where it curled around his collar, his jaw
bristly when she ran a palm over it. He smelled so good, so sexy,
like he always did. The very maleness of him swamped her. She
wanted to drown in him.

The kiss went on a long
time.

When he drew back, she kept her eyes
closed. He took tiny bites at her bottom lip and her entire body
went liquid.

She wanted him.

Oh, God.

And then it stopped.

She opened her eyes to see his face.
His expression was knowing. Satisfied.

Watching him a minute, she finally
spoke. “This isn’t a good idea, Malvaso.”

“Call me Zach.”

“No.”

“You did earlier.”

“No, no I didn’t. Even if I did...” She
put her hand on his chest to push him away and felt his muscles
leap at her touch. It made her own heart pump faster. “In any case,
this is a bad idea.”

“I don’t think so.”

She did push then. And started the
engine.

When he didn’t get out to raise the
bay, she whipped open the rig door and jumped down to the pavement;
the cool night air slapped her in the face.

Good. She needed that. Bad.

She yanked up the heavy metal door, its
screech sobering. By the time she got back in the truck, she was
stronger. “I mean it, Malvaso, don’t misinterpret this. Talking
about my girls makes me feel vulnerable.”

He cocked his head, his dark eyes
twinkling in the night. “I could tell.”

“It won’t happen again.”

“Whatever you say, darlin’.” He glanced
in the mirror. “Better pull in, unless you wanna get ambushed from
behind. The Quint’s back.”

Casey felt like she’d already
been ambushed. By one very sexy firefighter. No, this wasn’t
a good idea at all.


Chapter 9

THE PUBLIC MARKET was a cacophony of
sights and smells that made Eve smile. She’d seen an advertisement
in the Hidden Cove Herald for the opening of the outdoor
gathering place of scores of vendors selling spring green
vegetables, breads that were bakery fresh, juicy-looking meats, and
even an odd assortment of clothes. This morning, Eve had needed to
escape her mother’s condo on the lake. It was lovely, but
lonely.

Steeping herself in the rich and
colorful surroundings, she wandered down the wide aisles enclosed
in open-air tents, listening to the chatter. Men spoke Italian to
their cronies, stall owners called out, “Two heads of lettuce for a
dollar,” and parents admonished their kids to stay
close.

The busyness helped block some
unexpected feelings she was having. As a former firefighter and
fire marshal, she’d learned well how to stonewall unexpected, and
unacceptable, emotion; she’d done so all week.

Even when Noah Callahan resurrected
those feelings.

You never made it to Badges,
he’d said the day after the Sinco commemoration.

She’d ignored the disappointment on his
face. And the intense look in his green eyes. Oh, no, sorry. I
had to make some calls and got tied up.

In truth, talking to Ian had changed
her mind about socializing in this town; instead of going inside
Badges, she’d returned to the office and dug out the names of the
inspectors on the most recent fires/emergencies under Noah’s
jurisdiction. In the days following, she’d ferreted out some
interesting information.

First, a newly built restaurant where
there had been a recent fire was up to snuff on its fire
inspections, but Joe Manning, the local fire marshal, was unable to
determine if the cause of the blaze was incendiary.

Inspections also panned out in three
other fires.

Second, Lisel Loring’s house fire was
definitely set by a torch. Eve couldn’t find specific information
on those inspections, which had been done a year ago when the house
was completed. She wasn’t sure that mattered, since arson seemed to
be the cause.

But the most important information,
given Ian’s report on the wiring, was that Michael Moriarty, the
Sinco Warehouse inspector, was no longer with the fire department.
He’d retired last year, but all calls Eve had made to locate him
had been futile. He seemed to have vanished like white smoke in the
wind.

A warm, mid-April breeze, which picked
up her hair and played peek-a-boo with it, drew her back to the
morning. Eve shook off the work worries and tried to enjoy the sun
and fresh air. She’d remembered to put on sunscreen, so she was all
set. She’d just purchased an apple-stuffed croissant and coffee and
was sitting outside the pastry stall at a small table, when a
little girl whizzed past her.

She recognized the child, and the man
who jogged after her. Noah caught up to his granddaughter in
seconds, scooped her up, and tossed her into the air. The little
girl’s tinkling laughter resounded in the early morning.

Eve watched as Abby bestowed kisses and
hugs and as Noah returned them. Her heart softened at the warm,
totally natural gesture. She’d guessed Noah would be affectionate.
Then Abby pointed to the pastry stall, asked something of her
grandpa, and Noah nodded. When he turned, cradling his
granddaughter close to his heart, he saw Eve and stilled. At Abby’s
tugging, he walked toward her table.

“Hi.” His cheeks were flushed from
running. His eyes were the color of polished jade, accented by the
green L. L. Bean sweatshirt he wore with well-fitting
jeans.

Abby wore a matching green sweatshirt
and jeans. They looked adorable.

“Hi.” Eve gave them a smile.

The child said, “I’m Abby.” She laid
her head on Noah’s shoulder and stuck her fingers in her mouth.
“Who are you?”

“I’m Eve.”

Abby mumbled something. Noah tugged on
her fingers and she repeated the comment. “Like in the
Bible?”

“Yes.” Her gaze met Noah’s. “Out
shopping?” she asked.

“Hmm. We got a standing date here every
Saturday.”

She looked around. “This place is
wonderful.”

“It is.” He winked at her and the
gesture juggled her pulse. “It’s got great pastries and
fudge.”

“Hungry!” Abby said, as if reminded of
her treat.

“All right, pumpkin.” He smiled. “Can
we join you when we get our food?”

“Um, sure.”

They disappeared into the stall, but
returned soon with hot cocoa and their own croissants, out of which
oozed gooey chocolate. Eve took a bite of her pastry, enjoying the
flaky dough and tart apples. As they sat down, Noah warned, “The
drink’s hot, honey. Be careful.”

“...Papa.”

Eve didn’t catch what Abby said with
her mouth full of croissant.

Noah smiled indulgently at his
granddaughter “So, are you buying?” he asked Eve.

“Just looking mostly.” She nodded to
the huge assortment of food and goods. “Truthfully, I don’t know
where to begin, there’s so much here.”

“Does your condo have a big
kitchen?”

“Yes.”

“Mommy rents condos.”

Eve gave Abby a questioning
look.

“Becca’s in real estate,” Noah told
her. “As a matter of fact, she rents the condos where you’re
staying.”

“Oh.”

Noah looked away, his gaze panning the
area. He seemed to be thinking about something. “Would you like to
walk around with...” But his statement trailed off when his gaze
landed on someone across the road.

And his face tightened. Eve tracked his
gaze. He was staring at a man dressed in dirty jeans, scuffed
boots, and an army shirt. The guy’s face was unshaven, and his hair
was unkempt. Eve saw him turn to the side and pour something from a
bag into the coffee cup he held.

Abruptly Noah stood. “Eve, can Abby sit
with you a minute?”

“Sure.”

“Wanna go see the fishy.”

“We will, honey. In a minute.” His face
hard, Noah strode across the road to the man.

“You like fishies?” Abby
asked.

“Fishies? You mean the kind in
aquariums?”

The girl shook her head, her blond
ponytail bobbing.

Eve saw Noah speak to the
man.

The man glared back at him.

“Fishes in the lake. They catched ’em
for here.”

“Oh, there’s a fish market
here?”

Noah dug something out of his pocket.
His wallet. He removed money. The guy’s look soured even more, but
he grabbed the cash from Noah, tossed the coffee cup in the trash,
and stalked away.

His shoulders slumped, Noah came back
to them.

“See the fishies now?” Abby asked,
taking his hand.

He picked up his coffee cup, but left
the croissant untouched. “Sure.”

Abby pointed to Eve. “Wanna
come?”

Something made her agree. Maybe it was
the utter desolation on Noah’s face. The child’s chatter seemed to
lighten it, though, and by the time they reached the fish counter,
he appeared to be in a better mood.

A big burly Italian, with eyes like
coal, said, “Ah, cara mia, nice to see you
today.”

“Buon giorno, Donny.”

Donny grinned. “Come
sta?”

Abby looked to Noah. He bent down and
whispered something in her ear.

“Bene, grazie.”

Donny laughed. “Wanna see the lobster
tank in back?” He looked to Noah. “I will watch her.”

“I know. She loves to check out the
tank with you.” Leaning against the pole that helped brace the
tent, Noah kept an eye on them from where he stood.

Eve watched him. He caught her
looking.

“Who was he?” she asked
simply.

Noah sighed. “Phil Brongo. A former
firefighter.” He sipped his coffee. “I had to let him go for
alcohol abuse. On the job.”

“Is he homeless?”

“No, he has a place to live. Still hits
the sauce pretty hard, though.”

“Why did you give him
money?”

Noah shrugged, but a muscle in his jaw
tightened. “I don’t know. I feel bad for him.”

“You don’t feel responsible, do
you?”

“To a degree. I passed him over for
lieutenant several times, because he was a hothead. A lot like Ed
Snyder. He turned to the booze.”

“You have to know that’s not your
fault.”

“Here I do.” He pointed to his head.
“But not here.” He laid a palm on his chest.

“Ah.”

He jammed his hands in the back pockets
of his jeans. “So, Captain Woodward, as long as we’re being honest,
what really kept you from coming to Badges Wednesday
night?”

o0o

NOAH TRIED TO get excited about his
date tonight, but as he faced the mirror and knotted his striped
tie, he had to force himself to think about Lisel
Loring.

He’d gone to see her twice more in the
hospital, and she’d been released a few days ago. By that time,
he’d gotten Becca to help her find a place to rent—which ended up
being in the condos on the lake where Eve Woodward was staying.
Lisel had asked him out to dinner there tonight to see the place
and thank him for his concern. Apparently she’d won the
disagreement with her agent over staying in Hidden Cove for a
while. The doctors declared her unfit to continue her rehearsal on
Broadway without a break, so she’d taken a several week hiatus. And
was living here.

And she’d shown remarkable female
interest in Noah.

It felt good.

If he could only stop thinking about
Eve. Her answer to his question today about why she hadn’t come to
Badges had been direct. She was wary of socializing with the people
she was investigating. It made sense, though she’d broken that rule
today, and they’d spent the rest of the morning together. Eve had
accompanied them around the market. She and Abby had really hit it
off. They’d taken interest in similar things and pored over a
display of sun hats. There had been coordinated adult and child
sets. Since Abby was going through a phase where she liked to wear
matching things, Noah had offered to buy hats for her and Becca,
but his granddaughter had insisted she share a set with Eve. Eve
had been stunned by the poignant request and by the obvious
affection it indicated. Her face had reflected myriad emotions, the
primary one pleasure. She’d graciously accepted—she needed one
anyway, as the sun had reddened her nose throughout the morning—put
on the hat, and strolled along with Abby’s hand in hers. Noah had
been affected by the sight.

Finished with the tie, he shrugged into
a gray pin-striped suit jacket, smoothed back his hair, and
examined himself in the mirror. Not bad for forty-seven. He kept in
shape by rigorous workouts in the academy gym and racquetball with
Stan Steele; and soon softball season would start. He played in the
police/fire department league and was, if he did say so himself,
their best hitter. He’d been an All Star first baseman in college,
and adored the sport. He couldn’t wait to get to New York to see
the Yankees when they started to play.

He wondered if Lisel would find him
attractive.

He wondered if Eve would.

“Fuck,” he said to his reflection.
“That’s crazy thinking, man.”

Leaving the bedroom and ambling down
the stairs, he detoured into the living room and stopped abruptly
at the tableau there. Becca’s husband, Tom, was seated on the
couch, holding Abby, who slept on his lap. Becca was staring out
the window.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this to
us,” Tom said softly so as not to awaken Abby.

Noah’s daughter turned. Her face
flushed. “It takes two to ruin a marriage, Tom. You did your
part.”

“I only wanted you home.”

“Well, I didn’t want to be home all the
time. Is that so wrong?”

No answer.

God this was familiar. How many times
had he and Valerie had the same discussion?

Noah came fully into the room. “I’m
off.”

Tom looked up with bleak
eyes.

Becca said, “Have a good
time.”

“Why don’t you put Abby to bed, break
out a bottle of my Merlot, and talk some.”

Her face hard, Becca shook her head.
Tom swore. Standing, he cuddled Abby to him. “I’ll put her to bed,
then I’m leaving.” He stalked out.

Noah crossed to his daughter and rested
a hand on her shoulder. “Rebecca.”

She stood and nuzzled into his chest.
“Don’t take his side, Daddy.”

His arms went around her. “I’m not,
honey. I just don’t want you to do anything foolish that you’ll
regret later.”

She groaned, then drew back. “Go,
before I mess you up.”

Feeling helpless, he kissed her
good-bye and left.

As he drove to the lake, Noah tried to
block the images of his sad and hurting daughter and the
similarities between her relationship with Tom and his own with
Valerie. But he couldn’t. He and his wife had fought over his work,
too—and she’d been unfaithful. With none other than Zach Malvaso.
He’d caught the two of them together in a bar outside of
town...

Yes, we’re having an affair, she
admitted when Noah had dragged her out of there.

Why?

Her pretty features hardened. The
very fact that you have to ask that is reason
enough.

Enlighten me, he’d said
tightly.

The problem was his job, of course. He
was too involved as chief. He neglected her. Did he even love her
anymore?

Sobered by her accusations—and
painfully singed by her infidelity—Noah had vowed to mend his ways.
He’d done it, too. They’d managed to salvage their relationship,
and they’d been happy, until she died of liver cancer thirty-three
months ago. But every time Noah saw Zach Malvaso, he was reminded
of his inadequacies as a husband. As a man.

On that unpleasant thought, Noah
reached the cove condos and pulled into the parking lot in front of
the address Lisel had given him. He wondered which of these was
Eve’s. He found out when the captain emerged from the house next to
Lisel’s, with Stan Steele. The guy had his arm around her and was
walking close beside her.

I’ve been trying to get her into the
sack...

Steele was dressed to the nines in an
expensive suit. Eve wore a pretty lightweight coat of some shiny
material. And heels. High heels that made her legs look long and
luscious. Noah dragged his eyes away from her legs and from
thoughts of the stockings she’d had on in the elevator
incident.

When they spotted him and Steele waved,
Noah exited the car, as they headed toward the guy’s
Lexus.

Up close, he could see something black
and lacy peeking out of Eve’s coat. The look in her eyes was
quizzical, but it was her face that drew him. She had on makeup,
which covered the freckles and red nose from this morning, and her
hair was down in waves around her shoulders. Auburn strands, gilded
by the setting sun, made Noah’s fingers itch.

They exchanged greetings.

“Hey, man, what are you doing here?”
Steele asked.

He had to drag his gaze away from Eve.
“I have a date.”

“She live out here?”

“Yes. Apparently, right next to you.”
He smiled at Eve.

Eve cocked her head, sending long locks
into her eyes. She brushed the hair back. “Not with Lisel
Loring?”

“Yes, with Lisel.” Something about her
tone. “Why?”

Even under her makeup, he could see her
flush. “Should you be dating the owner of a house that’s involved
in a fire investigation?”

“Why not? I didn’t torch
it.”

“Who said anything about a torch?”
Steele asked.

“We think it’s incendiary,” Eve told
him.

Steele straightened. “Hey, no work talk
tonight, you two.” He smiled at Noah. “Lisel Loring’s quite a
woman. More power to you.” His hand slid intimately to Eve’s waist.
“But then, so is my girl here. Come on, Evie. We’ll be late for our
reservation.”

With no more words exchanged, they left
Noah staring after them. What the hell had Eve been
insinuating?

An hour later, sitting across the table
from Lisel Loring, Noah struggled to put Eve’s words out of his
mind. Hell, her comments were inflammatory. And they’d had his
temper simmering all night. Did she honestly think he’d try to sway
a victim from pursuing the cause of a fire through what, using his
male wiles? It didn’t even make sense, unless she thought Noah
could get Lisel to lie about something.

“Noah, don’t you like the food? I’m
afraid I’m a terrible cook, so I ordered out.” The fragile-looking,
supremely feminine thing across from him seemed made of spun glass.
She wore a satiny lounging one-piece outfit, and her inky black
hair cascaded down her back. “I did bake, though, something I
enjoy.”

He’d seen a chocolate cake on the
counter. “The food’s fine, Lisel.”

She reached up and ran soft fingers
over his brow. “You were scowling.” Her touch felt good. In fact,
it felt good to be with her, to be the recipient of the approval in
those big doe eyes. As opposed to the suspicion, which was the only
thing he’d seen in Eve’s gray eyes.

“Was I too presumptuous, then? To ask
you here.”

He grinned. “Lisel, nothing you could
ever do could be presumptuous. I’m sure I’d be the envy of any man
walking upright on this earth right now.”

She smiled. Her porcelain skin blushed
becomingly. “I’m afraid I scare most of them away.”

“I can’t believe that.”

She sipped her Chardonnay. It was the
perfect accompaniment to the shrimp and asparagus she’d ordered
from The Captain’s Table, a local seafood restaurant. Though Noah
was mostly a steak man, he could appreciate the delicacy. “It has
something to do with how I look, Noah.” Her tone was grave. “My
ex-husband said my appearance is intimidating. Most guys don’t even
bother asking me out.”

“They should.”

Her eyes sparkled knowingly. “You
didn’t.”

He winked at her. “I didn’t want to be
presumptuous.”

That made her smile. “Why were
you frowning?”

He scrambled for an excuse, other than
the fire department falling to pieces around him. “My daughter, I
guess.”

Her gaze zeroed in on his left
hand.

He reached for hers with it. “My wife’s
been dead for almost three years, Lisel.”

“Oh, I should have known. You’re a man
of ethics.”

“I always thought I was.”

“What do you mean?”

“Long story.” He stared off. “My
daughter and granddaughter are living with me. She’s separated from
her husband, and I witnessed a painful scene before I
left.”

“I’m sorry. Is there hope?”

“I don’t know. I wish I could fix
everything for her, like I used to when she was little.”

“A parent’s dilemma.”

“Do you have children?”

Her hand went to her stomach. “No. I
wish I had.”

“You will.”

“With all those men not beating
down my door?”

Again, he grinned. She was simply
charming.

He had the same thought as he was
leaving around midnight. She walked him to the door and grabbed his
hand. “Will you kiss me good night, Noah?”

“My pleasure.” He drew her into his
arms. Again she felt slight and fragile.

The kiss was warm, and affectionate. He
considered taking it further. Sensed there might be agreement on
her part. But for some reason he pulled back. He hoped to hell it
wasn’t because of Eve Woodward’s earlier, unfounded
comments.

o0o

STAN STEELE’S HARD body matched his
name. He was in great shape for fifty; and he was a nice guy,
although for some reason, Eve had found his company tedious. He
talked about interesting things: running for mayor, town politics,
and his avid hobby of investigating genealogy. Still her mind kept
drifting.

“Evie, what is it?” he asked, drawing
her away from her thoughts.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m trying to kiss you, and you act
like you’re figuring out an important case.”

“Oh, I guess I’m
distracted.”

“You seemed fine when we had a drink
here before we left. Since seeing Callahan, you’ve been
moody.”

“I’m sorry.” She yawned. She didn’t
have to fake one of those. “I guess I’m just tired.”

Stan’s eyes glittered with something
unpleasant, but then he quelled it. “Is that my cue to
leave?”

“Would you mind?”

“No, not if you’re tired.” He glanced
at his watch. “I have a breakfast meeting with the mayor early
tomorrow.”

“On Sunday?”

“Politics knows no days of the week.”
Standing, he pulled her up from the couch, kissed her quickly on
the mouth, and took her hand as he walked to the door. After he
left, she headed right for the master bathroom, where she washed
her face with cleansing cream and began running a bath. Amidst the
quickly rising steam, she stripped of her black, lacy cocktail
dress and underwear and was pinning up her hair, when she heard the
doorbell ring. Could Stan have come back? Why would he?

Tugging on a white, terry robe,
irritated, she strode to the door. Outside she found Noah Callahan.
His tie was undone, his hair mussed, and there was fire in his
eyes. He leaned insolently against the doorjamb.

Her immediate reaction was visceral—he
looked pretty damn good to her, all masculine arrogance and
anger.

And animal appeal.

He said simply, “I saw Steele
leave.”

“Why are you here, Chief?” she
asked.

“Invite me in, Captain. I want to talk
to you.”

o0o

WHAT THE HELL was he doing? Noah
cursed his stupidity even as he stood in Eve’s foyer watching the
emotion flit across her face. Her hair was up, exposing her lovely
throat; she’d scrubbed off all that makeup and had obviously
changed for bed. Or was about to. The white, terry robe molded to
her body, and freckles dotted the exposed skin of her chest. He’d
known from the elevator incident that she was supple, and womanly.
Now, little was left to the imagination, as the cloth hugged every
curve and indentation. For the first time in recent memory, he felt
desire slice through him with astounding force.

And he was pissed. Talk about conflict
of interest.

“Noah, I asked you what you’re doing
here at one in the morning?”
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