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Line of Fire

To his fellow firemen, Tommy Skyler has it all. But the golden boy of Station Five hides a private pain. He was once a star quarterback until tragedy derailed his dream. Since then, he's struggled with his choices – including  his decision to become a firefighter.

His one ray of light shines in beautiful nurse Shea Ford. When a dangerous rescue lands Tommy in the ER, what better opportunity to win her over? But when a conspiracy culminates in deadly arson, Tommy realizes that a ruthless enemy is closing in, threatening to destroy the couple's love – and their lives.
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“Go wide! Go wide!”

“Come on, Skyler! Pass the ball!”

Tommy Skyler pedaled backward, fingers gripping leather, muscles tense. A good quarterback never rushed.

A star quarterback locked on his receiver, fired, and planted the pigskin dead in his chest. Every single time.

For a couple of seconds, Tommy was back at Bryant-Denny Stadium. A crowd of over ninety thousand. Half of them on their feet, screaming his name.

Better than being a rock star. Almost better than sex.

He’d go down in fucking history.

Zeroing in on his target, he pumped his arm and let the football fly. It left his fingertips, spiraling in a perfect arc toward his receiver.

He had a split second to see Eve Marshall catch the pass with a muffled umph before his lieutenant at Fire Station Five, Howard “Six-Pack” Paxton, broke Julian Salvatore’s block, barreled into Tommy like a two-ton freight train, and put him on his back, the wind temporarily knocked out of his lungs.

Tommy heaved a breath, then barked a laugh as Six-Pack rolled off him. “Jesus. You missed your calling, man. You should’ve played in the pros.”

“Nah. I was completely disillusioned when I found out  the players couldn’t date the cheerleaders. Ruined it for me.” The lieutenant pushed to his feet, brushed the grass off his regulation navy blue pants, and offered Tommy a hand.

Tommy took it, letting the big man yank him up. “I hear you. One of the dumbest rules on the planet if you ask me.”

“Maybe that’s changed by now?”

“Got no clue.”

He suppressed the twinge in his chest. Once upon a time, he knew practically everything there was to know about the world of pro football. A world that had been his for the taking. And he’d been out of the loop for only two years.

Fuck, it felt like a lifetime. Might as well be.

“Great pass,” Eve said breathlessly, jogging over. She tossed the football back to Tommy, who caught it, grinning.

“Nice catch.”

Eve propped her fists on her slim hips. “Maybe you  should’ve gone pro. Ever consider it?”

Eyeing their pretty teammate, the only female firefighter at Station Five, he was distracted from answering right away. The woman had some serious mojo goin’ on, if a man didn’t mind them a little tough—both mentally and physically.

And Tommy so did not mind. From the top of her dark head, to her lean, muscular body, to her long legs, the woman was strong as hell. The curve of her angular jaw hinted at more than a thin streak of stubbornness—more like a will of iron. He should know. He’d flirted with her, half-seriously, over the past couple of years, only to be firmly shut down.

Oh, she didn’t mind his teasing, even seemed to get a kick out of it, but never failed to get across that their byplay would not evolve into something else. Ever.

Should his ribbing cross the line, she’d tear off his balls and feed them to him for lunch.

If their captain, Sean Tanner, didn’t do the deed first.

Not that Eve was his type anyway, since he’d met—

“Skyler? Yoo-hoo!”

He blinked at her. “What?”

“Focus, kid. I asked if you’d thought of going pro?”

“Not a kid, Eve,” he said, suppressing a sigh of annoyance.  Now where have I heard that song and dance before?  “And yeah, I thought about it. Didn’t work out.”

She frowned at his clipped tone, the absence of his usual comeback filled with innuendo. Something she wasn’t used to from him, he figured. “Why not?”

He barked a short laugh, surprised at the bitter sound. “I decided being rich and famous didn’t appeal.”

Tommy barely caught her scowl as he spun and strode for the bay. Behind him, he heard Julian caution quietly, “Leave it alone, Evie.”

“What? What’d I say?” Her voice rose. “Skyler—”

Three loud tones over the station’s intercom system ended her protest, and Tommy broke into a jog as the computerized female voice began to relay their call. Saved by the bell.

Or not. Crap. Had he heard correctly?

Zack Knight, their FAO—fire apparatus operator—stuck his head out of the bay and yelled, “Come on, slackers! Haul your asses!”

Tommy rushed into the bay and skidded to a halt next to the big quint, shoved his feet into his boots, and yanked up his heavy fire-retardant pants. The others followed suit as Tanner joined them.

Tommy glanced at Zack. “Did she say—”

“Scaffold collapsed downtown,” Sean interrupted, jerking on his own gear. “Two construction workers dead, one clinging to what’s left of the scaffold. Forty-four stories up.”

“Shit,” Tommy breathed. Quickly, he donned his coat and reached for his hat. “Aerial ladder on the quint’s not gonna reach.”

“One of you will have to rappel down to him, get him into  a safety harness.” Ready, the captain yanked open the passenger door of the quint, braced a boot on the running board, and hauled himself up. “Let’s go!”

Tommy climbed into the backseat of the cab, Julian right behind him. Zack slid behind the wheel and Sean took the place of the commanding officer in the passenger’s seat. Since the two commanding officers never rode in the same vehicle, the lieutenant took the ambulance, Eve joining him.

Tommy glanced at Julian, musing that just a couple of months ago, their resident bad boy had been practically shackled to the lieutenant’s side out of sheer necessity. The man had needed a keeper, for damned sure. But exorcising one’s demons, not to mention finding true love, had a tendency to change a man for the better.

I don’t need to change, but I wouldn’t turn down the lovin’.

As if. Settling back in his seat, he frowned, attempting to force his mind away from a certain cute-as-a-button nurse with shoulder-length curly brown hair and liquid brown eyes. Freckles across her pert nose. Smart as a whip.

And harboring an apparent aversion to getting too close to him, no matter how hard he tried.

“I can hear your brain grinding, amigo. What gives?” Tommy studied Julian, surprised, not for the first time lately, by the genuine concern on his friend’s face. “Dude, am I that obvious?”

“To me, sure.” Julian shot a pointed glance to their companions in the front.

Tommy gave him a small smile, grateful the man had his back yet again. Jules wasn’t the type to flap his lips in front of the others, especially about two very painful subjects—the elusive Shea Ford for one. Second, how Tommy’s own dreams had died along with his older brother.

On the topic of Shea, at least, he could let his friend off  the hook. Besides, Zack and the captain weren’t paying attention anyway.

“Same girl problem, different day,” he replied simply. Julian nodded in understanding, giving him a grin.

“Hmm. Shea still thinks you’re too young? Didn’t I tell you the first thing you need to do is give your vocabulary a dude-ectomy? A woman doesn’t mind her guy having the  stamina of an eighteen-year-old. Just don’t sound like one.”

He laughed in spite of himself. “Girl advice, coming from the man who used to change women more often than his boxers. That’s scary, Jules.” Though the man did have a point.

The other man arched a black brow, his teeth white against his bronzed face. “Caught one, didn’t I?”

“Touché. How is Grace, by the way?”

“Uh-uh, no changing the subject. What seems to be the problem with you and your lady? I mean, you said you’ve been out together, right?”

“For a quick burger, and then once to a movie.” Tommy shrugged, not letting on how much her rejection of him as a man truly hurt. “We had a good time, got along fine. But I might as well have been her brother, considering the distance she kept between us. When I dropped her off after the movie, she shook my freakin’ hand, man.”

Julian grimaced. “Ouch. Even a brother would get a hug.”

“No shit.”

“I hate to say this, but . . . maybe there’s just no spark.”

“No, that’s one thing I’m sure of,” Tommy said firmly. “I said she kept it on the down-low, not that there wasn’t a current flowing. Seriously, you could power Sugarland for a week with the electricity we got goin’ on when we’re together. She just won’t let me close.”

“Well, there might be your answer.” Julian waved a hand at his friend. “The problem isn’t you at all, but something going on with her. Ever think of that?”

Tommy blinked at him, the light dawning. “I’m such an idiot. Why didn’t I think of it first?”

“Because you’re a guy. And in typical guy fashion, you’ve thought of nothing but your wants and needs right from the start. What about what she wants and needs? I grew up with four older sisters. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.”

Tommy felt his cheeks grow hot. Dammit. “Aw, crap. I’ve really screwed up everything.”

“Not necessarily. Give her time, be there for her. Listen to what she has to say. It’s not a race, so don’t push her away by moving at warp speed.”

“I never thought of it that way before,” he muttered. “Thanks, du—Julian.”

The other man snickered at his self-correction. “There’s hope for you yet, kid.”

“Not a kid.” He sighed, mulling over Julian’s advice. Had he been so self-absorbed he’d missed some serious signals from Shea? Ignored her needs? If so, that was about to change. Maybe there was hope for them after all.

They fell silent and he focused on the problems they faced as they neared their destination. When the building came into view, the collapsed scaffold crumpled against the unfinished side like a child’s pile of pickup sticks, Tommy gave a low whistle.

“We’ve got a worker stuck up there? Fuckin’ A, this is gonna suck.”

The others muttered in agreement, and the tension in the cab became palpable. Zack pulled the quint past the construction fence, well away from danger should the rest of the structure come down. The second he stopped, they jumped from their vehicles, gazes automatically fixed on the wreckage before them. The captain began barking orders.

“Howard, I want you, Salvatore, and Skyler on the roof.  Take the ropes and harnesses, and decide who gets to play Spider-Man.”

“I’ll do it,” Tommy volunteered.

Julian looked relieved and Howard said, “You’re in.”

“Marshall, you’ll work the ground with me,” Sean continued, ignoring Eve’s scowl. “There’s no telling what damage, if any, has been done to the framework of the building or whether it’ll shift, so let’s move it!”

Eve stepped forward, voice hard. “I’m just as capable of—”

“Not now, goddammit,” the captain snapped. Then he turned his back on her and keyed his radio, calling the battalion chief to find out his ETA.

Tommy didn’t blame Eve for being pissed. Wasn’t the first time Sean had passed her over for the more strenuous or exciting task. But nobody had time to debate the matter. Tommy helped the lieutenant and Julian with the gear, then followed on their heels. On the way, his gaze fell on two man-sized lumps covered by a black tarp, at least a half-dozen workers standing by, looking on mournfully.

Jesus Christ. How awful to start a workday as normally as any other and have it end in tragedy. He averted his eyes and took in the distance from the roof to the scaffold, concentrated on the job ahead.

This wasn’t going to be easy. Even from here, the piteous cries of the worker drifted to them, raising the hair on the back of his neck. The only thing worse than hearing the man’s panic would be if it abruptly ended, in a bad way.

They rode the construction lift to the roof and set about securing the rope and pulley system to nearby support beams. Tommy quickly shed his heavy fire coat, which did nothing to relieve the stifling July heat, but at least his movements wouldn’t be so restricted. The pants and boots, he left on in the interest of time.

He yanked on a pair of gloves, then let Julian help him with one harness; the other, connected to his own, he’d put on the worker as an extra safety measure before they were both lowered to the ground. Ready to go, he sat on the ledge of the roof, bracing himself until the rope was drawn taut.

Julian tried an encouraging smile, but it came out more of a grimace. “Be careful, man. Better you than me.”

“I’m so touched, thanks.”

“All right,” Howard said. “When you’re ready.”

Tommy nodded. “Go.”

As he eased himself over the side, the line remained tight, giving him a sense of relative security. He wasn’t afraid of heights—just the fall and the sudden stop at the end. As long as the equipment did the job, he was good.

He held on to the rope, using his feet to “walk” down the side of the building. Technically, he wasn’t really rappelling since he was being lowered by his teammates, but he figured that was semantics. His ass was dangling more than forty stories above the ground, so what the hell difference did it make what it was called?

Foot by foot, he crept downward. Two stories. Three. Sweat rolled down his spine, into his eyes. Glancing below, he finally caught sight of the worker clinging to a metal pole a few feet from the side of the building. His hard hat was missing, revealing a balding head. Beefy shoulders, gut riding over his belt. Big sonofabitch, probably outweighed him by fifty pounds or more.

Fantastic.

“Hurry!” the man bellowed, panic cracking his voice. “I can’t hang on much longer!”

“Don’t move!” Which, of course, the man did, becoming more agitated the closer Tommy got.

“I—I can’t help it! I’m slipping!”

“I’m almost there,” he called, hoping he sounded reassuring. “Just a few more seconds, okay? What’s your name?”

“R-Russell.”

“I’m Tommy. Hold tight, Russell. I’m comin’ your way.”

“Oh, God, I’m gonna fall!”

Dread settled in the pit of his stomach. This situation had clusterfuck written all over it. “No, you’re not. Look at me, all right? Focus on me.”

At last, Tommy became level with Russell, quickly assessing his only option. Carefully, he pushed away from the wall with one foot and used the other to test the sturdiness of a cross-pole. Gradually, he put all his weight on it, relieved when it held. He needed only one minute more. Maybe luck was on their side.

Bracing one hand on another pole to steady himself, he began to inch toward Russell, talking calmly, crossing the few feet separating them. “Easy does it. I’ve got a harness here with your name on it, connected to mine. Soon as I get you strapped in, we’ll—”

The structure shifted, shuddering under Tommy’s boots. For Russell, that was all she wrote.

He yelled, eyes rolling, terrified, as he scrambled toward Tommy.

“No! Stay right—”

Tommy barely had a split second to react. Russell launched himself across the remaining distance, forcing Tommy to catch him in an awkward bear hug.

Just as the rest of the scaffold collapsed.

Tommy’s boots slipped and he swung free, toward the side of the building, with two hundred fifty pounds of deadweight in his arms. Metal groaned, rained down on them. One rod struck Tommy’s fire hat, sending it flying.

Along for the ride, struggling to retain his hold on his  heavy burden, he braced himself for the impact with the side of the building.

Tommy hit the bricks on his right side, pain exploding in his head and shoulder. The world spun crazily, but he held on to Russell. Who clung to him for dear life, screaming like a little girl.

Shut up, jackass! This predicament is partially your fault.

That was what he wanted to yell at Russell, who was too far gone to care. Just focus on getting him to the ground.


From above them, Howard yelled, “Hang on! We’re sending you down!”

They were moving, Tommy realized through the buzzing between his ears. Lower and lower. Peering over Russell’s shoulder, he saw another engine company had arrived, bringing more firefighters from another station as backup. Yellow coats and pants everywhere, rushing toward him.

The ground came up to meet him, and Tommy stood on rubbery knees, releasing his hold on the worker. Several pairs of hands grabbed Russell and led him away. More hands worked at Tommy’s harness, getting him free.

“. . . okay?”

Tommy blinked, trying to find the speaker. “What?”

A hand gripped his shoulder. “I asked, are you okay?”

Eve’s worried face swam in front of him, and he waved her off. “I’m fine. Ready to run laps.”

His grin felt wrong, like his muscles wouldn’t work. He shook off another pair of hands and took a couple of steps so they could see he was perfectly all right.

Tommy’s knees buckled.

The last thing he saw was the captain lunging to catch him.
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Shea Ford glared at her twin brother, Shane, across the table in the nurses’ lounge. Resting her elbows on the slick surface, she captured her straw and sipped her Diet Coke, taking a couple of seconds to form a calm response to his nosy probing.

Shane crumpled the wrapper from his burger into a ball, tossed it into the takeout sack, and relaxed in his chair like a lazy cat, one ankle crossed over the opposite knee. He returned her gaze steadily, unruffled, sable hair falling into eyes so like her own it was uncanny, except that his were gray.

He was so confident, exuded such unconscious power, most people believed him to be older, in his early to midthirties instead of twenty-eight.

“Come on, Sis, toss me a bone. Tell me why you want to go out with a tightwad like Forrest.”

Because he’s boring and safe. No spark whatsoever.

“Gee, let me think. He’s attractive, cultured—”

“With a stick so far up his ass, his spine won’t bend.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who introduced us at the police charity thing, remember?”

“Under duress,” he pointed out. “Forrest insisted on meeting you, and I had to be civil.”

“Hope you didn’t hurt yourself.”

“Very funny. Did you know he’s influenced the city council  to strike down the department’s last two requests for new radios and Tasers?”

“No, I didn’t. But times are tough, Bro. Budget cuts are the norm everywhere, even here at Sterling. I mean, nobody planned on the economy going down the toilet right after the hospital opened. So to be fair, you can hardly blame Forrest for being cautious with the city’s money.”

Shane’s mouth thinned. “I’m not. It’s just that when lives are dependent on your equipment working properly, the budget should be cut somewhere else. Like the stupid flowers and trees the city planted in the medians and around the court-house downtown.”

Oh, boy. She knew that look and tone. Like a snapping turtle on a fishing line, he wouldn’t let go until it thundered.

“Point taken. Maybe I should talk to Forrest about it.”

“Dammit, Shea—”

“Don’t curse at me,” she said evenly. “I’m not one of your detectives.”

“I’m sorry, Sis. But you’re totally missing my point.”

“You think he’s all wrong for me. I’m not dense.”

“Then don’t act dense,” he snapped.

Shea stood, chair scraping loudly on the tiled floor, but her brother’s fingers captured her wrist before she could make a dramatic exit.

“Sit down, please?” He gave a tired sigh. “Do you have any idea how hard it is playing Mom and Dad?”

Oh, that was dirty pool. But looking down into his handsome, worried face, she knew he didn’t mean it as a guilt trip. Shane had been a mountain of strength, love, and support in the years following their parents’ accident. And that they were killed in the midst of a horrible family crisis . . . Looking back, Shea couldn’t imagine how Shane had pulled them both through those dark days without losing his mind.

Shea sat and covered her brother’s rough hand with hers, anger dissipating, love welling in her throat. “You don’t have to do that anymore. I take care of myself, and I can make my own mistakes without breaking.”

Unlike the sad, broken girl of ten years ago.

He gazed at her and nodded, his smile wistful. “Old habits. I’ll stop worrying when they put me in the ground.”

“God, don’t say that!” She slapped his arm playfully, hoping she hid the chill his words sent through her.

He only laughed, then studied her, expression full of mischief, mood lightened. “Speaking of dates, whatever happened with the firefighter Cori introduced you to? When I spoke with him at the scene of that arson murder last year, he seemed like a cool guy—”

“Whoops, break’s over,” she announced with a cheerful smile. She was not discussing Tommy Skyler with brother dearest. “Gotta run. Thanks for the fat and carbs.”

He rose to tower over her, shaking his head. “You’re welcome, but don’t think you’re getting off the hook easy.”

“When it comes to my nosy homicide detective brother, I don’t doubt that.”

Chuckling, he wrapped her in a fierce hug and planted a quick kiss on top of her head. “Don’t work too hard, short stuff.”

“I’ll make a note, and same goes.”

Shea walked him to the double doors leading to the emergency room’s waiting area. “Bye.”

“Call you later.”

She smiled as his lean-hipped, long-legged stride carried him across the waiting room, turning more than one head. Even Mrs. McCarty, wrinkled and eightysomething like her hubby, who was being seen in one of the exam rooms, peered at his retreating ass over the top of her newspaper.

“Gawd a-mighty, that’s the finest man I ever laid eyes on!”

Shea turned to grin at her friend Dora, who stood smacking her gum and watching until Shane left the premises. The older nurse pushed a stray lock of scraggly dishwater-blond hair from her thin face and gave an exaggerated sigh of appreciation.

“You say that about every man who walks through here,” she teased, heading back to the nurses’ station.

Dora fell in step beside her. “Do not! Well, okay, maybe I do. But can you blame a gal with no man and three kids under the age of ten?”

“True. Hey, be patient and you’ll find your prince.”

“Honey, I’d settle for someone fat and bald who’d mow the yard and fix the plumbing.” Dora laughed heartily at her own joke.

Behind the counter, Shea lifted a chart, amazed at the woman’s fortitude. Dora might run on exhaustion more often than not, but nothing ever got her down.

“The boy in room three is going home?” Shea asked, getting back to work.

Dora came around to stand next to her, resting her hip on the edge of the desk. “Yep. Got the broken arm in a cast and his parents are itching to make tracks.”

“Mr. McCarty?”

“Gallbladder. Dr. Brown’s going to admit him, I think.”

“Okay. What else?”

“That’s it,” Dora said. “No new patients came in while you were at lunch. It’s so damned quiet it’s making me all prickly.”

One of the other nurses passing by groaned. “Great, now you’ve jinxed us.”

Shea suppressed a shiver, and nodded in agreement. Any experienced nurse knew better than to dismiss the lull-before-the-storm  feeling. They didn’t like to use the word “quiet”—except for Dora, who didn’t have much of a filter.

“You’d better go eat, then, before—”

A crackle on the desktop radio unit interrupted, and as Dora snatched it, Shea braced herself. The paramedics always radioed ahead when they had a bad situation and were bringing in a trauma case. The lull certainly hadn’t lasted long.

“Sterling ER, charge nurse Carlisle speaking.” Dora scrabbled for her pad and pen.

Shea waited, dread building while Dora took down the pertinent information on their incoming patients.

“All right. We’ll be ready.” Replacing the handset, Dora cleared her throat, humor set aside for now. “That was one of our fire captains. We’ve got four men coming in from a scaffold collapse on a construction site. Three are workers with relatively minor injuries—cuts and bruises, a sprained ankle, and a cracked rib. The fourth man is a firefighter. Got his head busted open rescuing one of the workers, but he’s stable.”

Her stomach gave an unpleasant lurch and she peered at Dora’s spidery handwriting. At this point no names were taken, so she scanned, trying to locate the age of the firefighter. But the woman scooped up the pad, already in action. “Is he—”

“We need four rooms ready. Round up the others while I drag Brown’s ass from the doctor’s lounge. Get movin’, girl!”

Dora’s most amusing quality was her rough, no-bullshit personality. It was also her most formidable. Shea hurried to prepare for their arrivals, squelching the unease skittering along her nerves. There were plenty of firemen in Sugarland, and the one coming in was stable.

The man was most likely nobody she knew.

Three other nurses helped her make sure the rooms were  prepared, the necessary forms and charts on hand. Dr. Brown arrived with the young resident, Dr. Freeman, and none too soon.

The first wave began, two men wheeled in on stretchers by a team of firefighters, one after the other. Anxious, Shea studied each of the firefighters, and finally let out a relieved breath. These guys weren’t from Station Five.

Thank God.

Dora and one of the other nurses assisted Brown and Freeman with the two workers, taking their vitals and checking their complaints. On the counter near Dora sat the note-pad with the victims’ information. Might as well look, put her fears to rest.

Shea took a step toward it, but her attention was diverted by a big construction worker shuffling through the doors, one arm slung over the shoulders of a companion, his fleshy face scrunched in pain.

“Let’s go in to room nine,” she said in a calm, soothing tone, gesturing to the next cubicle. “You weren’t transported by ambulance?”

“They were occupied. My friend decided to drive me here instead of waitin’ on the next one.”

“What’s your name?”

“R-Russell Levy. Christ, I think that guy broke one of my ribs.” He panted as his friend led him to the bed, where he sat with a groan.

“I need you to unbutton your shirt so we can have a look.” He struggled with the buttons and his friend pushed his hands aside, finishing for him.

“All right, lie back for me. This side?” She helped him as he nodded, noting the bruise forming around his torso. He winced as she gently probed the area in question. “Is this where it hurts?”

“Damn!”

She took that as a yes. The rib was likely cracked, but she wasn’t allowed to say so; only the doctor could give a diagnosis. “How did this happen?”

“Firefighter grabbed me when the rest of the scaffold fell and squeezed me like a fuckin’ boa constrictor. Kept me from plunging over forty stories.” His eyes widened as he recalled the terrifying experience. “Sweet Jesus, I coulda died! How is the kid, anyways?”

Shea froze. “You mean the firefighter?”

“Yeah. He got the livin’ shit knocked out of him when we hit the side of the building.”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t been brought in yet.” Taking Levy’s wrist to get his pulse, she asked casually, “Can you describe him?”

“Nah. We weren’t exactly trading phone numbers, ya know? He told me his name, but I was so freakin’ scared, I don’t remember what it was. Strong sonofabitch, though.”

Schooling her expression to remain neutral, she eyed the man’s substantial girth. No way could Tommy have held on to this giant. She forced herself to concentrate on caring for the patient, jotting down his vitals, which were fine. Next, she handed his friend a sheaf of forms.

“The doctor will be in soon to take a look, and I’m sure he’ll want a couple of X-rays. You might have to help Mr. Levy fill these out—” A commotion outside broke into her instructions. “Excuse me for a moment.”

Shea stepped into the hallway just in time to see a gurney burst through the double doors, being pushed fast by two firefighters, one holding up an IV bag, and trailed by three more. These men she recognized because she’d met them all before. Among those bringing up the rear was Zack Knight, her best friend’s fiancé. Under different circumstances, she’d smile and say hello.

But her gaze was fixed on the blond-haired man on the  gurney, his eyes closed. Eyes she knew were as pale blue as the summer sky. The gauze pad and the hair on the right side of his head were soaked with blood, with more smeared down the side of his face.

Her knees turned to water and she leaned against the desk for support, the breath sucked from her lungs. Captain Sean Tanner’s voice competed with the roaring in her ears.

“Open head wound,” he barked to Dr. Brown, who’d emerged from one of the rooms. “He’s unconscious, but his vitals are stable. He took a blow to the right side of his body, but he sustained no broken bones and there’s no evidence of internal bleeding.”

Shea closed her eyes, and her hands began to shake. Oh, God. Tommy.


“Shea! Need you in here.”

Dr. Brown’s firm order got her moving. Part of her fought the wild urge to run out the door, jump in her car, and high-tail it home to hide. She didn’t want to see Tommy like this. Tommy was strong, sunny, gregarious. Sexy.

The pale man on the bed appeared heartbreakingly young. Vulnerable. Despite the well-defined muscles roping his bare chest and torso, to see him now, nobody would believe he’d used nothing but his upper-body strength to keep a man almost twice his size from plummeting to his death.

Which was precisely what Tommy had done. At great risk to himself.

Working like a well-oiled machine, two of the firefighters, Dr. Brown, Shea, and a tech surrounded Tommy and prepared to move him from the gurney to the hospital stretcher.

“On three,” Dr. Brown said. The move went smoothly, and the doctor glanced at the anxious group of firefighters.

“The captain can stay in case I have questions; everyone else, out. Give us some room, please.”

Sometimes Brown stretched the rules when it came to injured men in uniform. Nobody protested.

Zack gave her a tremulous smile and nod, which she returned, before filing out with the rest. Moving to Tommy’s side, Shea worked with quick efficiency, hooking him up to a blood pressure cuff, pulse oximeter, EKG monitor. Dr. Brown pried open one of his lids, then the other, shining a penlight into his eyes.

“How long has he been out?”

The captain straightened, rubbing his stomach as though to soothe an ache. “Not long, maybe fifteen minutes. We got him here pretty fast.”

Brown nodded. “Pupils are a bit dilated but equally reactive to light. I imagine he’ll come around soon,” he announced. He pocketed the light and bent over his patient, prying the gauze from the side of his head. Peering intently, probing, he made a humming noise in his throat. “Can’t stitch that. The wound is too shallow and abraded, skinned more than punctured.”

“He’ll have a mild concussion,” she said. Please let that be all.


Brown grunted in agreement. “Most likely. I’ll feel better once he’s cleared by neurology, and is awake and talking. Get these wounds cleaned and dressed while I order a CAT scan.”

“Will do.”

After donning latex gloves, Shea parted the hair above Tommy’s temple and began to clean the area with antiseptic. He moaned and stirred some, starting to come around, which made her dizzy with relief. The noise also brought the captain immediately to his side.

“Skyler? Can you hear me?” Sean leaned over, rugged features lined with concern.

Tommy turned his head toward the man’s voice and groaned something unintelligible.

“Don’t move,” Shea said, carefully turning his head toward her again. He sucked in a sharp breath in response to her ministrations, but held still.

“He’s already coming awake. That’s good.”

“Yes, it is.” She set the bloodied cloth on a tray and grabbed a fresh one. “Okay, it’s clean. Since the bleeding has stopped, I’m not going to try to tape a bandage over it—with the hair in the way it wouldn’t stick without shaving his scalp.”

“Like my hair where it is, thanks,” Tommy mumbled.

Shea’s heart leaped and she looked into his face. Slowly, his lashes fluttered open and she found herself staring into unfocused crystal blue eyes. She’d never seen anything more beautiful.

“You’re lucky your brains are still inside your skull, kid,” Sean said, relief stamped on his face.

“Brains. Yeah, brains are good.”

The captain’s lips curved into a smile. “Time for a little test. What’s your full name, son?”

He hesitated for a couple of seconds. “Thomas Wayne Skyler.”

Shea began to clean the scratches on his right arm, hiding her surprise. Why hadn’t she known that before? Hearing his full name made him more . . . real, somehow.

Sean continued. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Who am I?”

Those pale eyes, a tad clearer now, danced with humor. “My asshole of a captain. Sir.”

Sean laughed, the sound rusty, unused. “Since it appears you’re going to survive, I’ll let you get away with that. Just this once.”

“Thanks, Cap.”

He really hasn’t noticed me yet. How will he react when he sees me? Will he be glad? Angry? Distant? God, anything but the last.

Shea quelled her trepidation and took the plunge. “What about me? Do you know my name?”

He turned his head and blinked up at her for a few seconds. Then his face broke into a wide, happy smile. A smile that stole the oxygen from the room. Made her light-headed. “Shea. How’d you get here?”

“I work here, hotshot. Remember?” Finished cleaning his arm, she tossed the cloth and peeled off her gloves, then discarded those as well.

His happiness dimmed some. “Oh. Right.”

Had he thought she’d come especially to see him?

She crossed her arms over her chest, confused as to why his disappointment would hurt. “Quite a heroic feat you performed saving that worker. Do you recall what happened?”

He snorted. “Told him not to move, but he panicked. Jumped on me. Almost turned me into a human wrecking ball.”

“You did good, kid,” Sean praised.

His cheeks colored, but he gave a slight nod. “Thanks.”

The captain rose, clasped Tommy’s good shoulder. “They’re going to do a CAT scan as a precaution, but I believe you’ll be out of here in a few hours. When they spring you, go home. Get some rest, and we’ll see you in forty-eight.”

“I appreciate it, Cap.”

“Need a ride to your apartment? Or you want me to call your folks?”

“Ugh. Mom’s gonna freak.” Tommy swiped a hand down his face, then let out a resigned sigh. “Go ahead and call them, I guess. They’ll hear about it sooner or later anyway.”

“I’ll make sure to emphasize that you’re okay.”

Tommy frowned. “Tell the others I’m sorry about pulling out for today. Hope you don’t get any more big calls.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll cut you some slack, considering.” Sean headed for the door and lifted a hand. “Take it easy. Good to see you again, Shea. Maybe next time it’ll be under better circumstances.”

“Let’s hope so. Bye, Sean.” Watching him go, she was impressed he remembered her, considering how drunk he’d been when they met. And unless she was miles off base in her observations as a nurse, his bloodshot green eyes, sour stomach, and trembling hands could very well be a product of withdrawal.

“How have you been, Shea?”

Shifting her attention back to Tommy, she found him watching her, gaze intense. Hot. Not a trace of his ordeal in evidence, save for the obvious scrapes on his face and the ugly bruise forming on his right arm and shoulder.

In fact, with his blond hair tousled and framing his angular face, bronzed male nipples tightening from the chilly temperature in the room . . . he looked good enough to eat with chocolate syrup and a cherry.

Down that path awaited disaster.

“Just fine,” she said, hating how her voice squeaked. “You?”

His reply was a soft caress. “Lonely.”

One word. One glorious word conveying a wealth of meaning, and her blood sang.

“You mean . . .”

“There’s been no one else.”

“Oh.” He hasn’t been with anyone else since we met! What does that mean? He’s waiting for me? Breathe.


Lacing his fingers together over his chest, he tilted his head, lips quirking. “Yeah. Oh. You really don’t know how much power you hold, do you?”

She blinked at him. Power? She’d never imagined herself as a powerful person, particularly when it came to the opposite sex. Able to deal? Sure. Mostly. But she couldn’t tell Tommy any of that without getting into gory details.

She laughed, making a joke instead. “Right. I have an apartment, a cat, and a half-dead houseplant. I’m ready to rule the frickin’ world.”

“I meant power over me, and you know it.”

“Do I? We’ve only been out a couple of times, haven’t seen each other in weeks, so I don’t see—”

“That can be remedied.” Suddenly, he sat up on the bed, swaying a little. “Whoa.”

She grabbed his arm to steady him. “What are you doing? Lie back down before you fall over.”

“No. I can’t ask you this while flat on my back.” He removed her hand from his arm and curled his fingers around hers.


Oh, no. “Ask me what?”

“Will you go with me to Zack and Cori’s wedding this Saturday? Be my date?”

Her throat shrank to the size of a pinhole. Why was it so hard to tell him? “I can’t.”

His smile blasted her full force. “Sure, you can. Just say yes, sugar. We’ll dance, make merry. It’ll be fun, and afterward I’ll take you into Nashville for dinner. Someplace nice, anywhere you—”

“I can’t. I already have a date.”

His smile wilted like a balloon leaking air. “Oh.” And the genuine hurt in his blue eyes was something she hoped never to see again.

Slowly, he let go of her hand and she felt the loss of his warmth like a physical blow. “I see.”

“I’m sorry, Tommy. Really. But . . . save me a dance, okay?”

What a stupid thing to say. She had to get away from the pain etched on his face.

“I—I’m going to get another nurse to stay with you.”

Shea turned and fled the exam room without looking back.

Fleeing the pain in her heart wasn’t quite so simple.
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William Hensley hid in plain sight, staring at the wreckage from across the street, right along with the other gawkers. Folks like himself, suddenly and cruelly reminded that your next breath often depended on luck.

Or on the stranger standing next to you.

When the first of the meat wagons arrived to collect the bodies, his stomach threatened to evict his lunch.

He’d done this, no way around it. Had made a terrible error, and men had died. It wasn’t supposed to turn out this way, such a straightforward task, though his horror changed nothing.

Christ, I didn’t have a choice!

Not if he wanted to keep his balls intact. A gay country boy in Homophobe, Tennessee—especially an HIV-positive one—had about a five-minute life expectancy. He needed every advantage he could get.

Great strides had been made in defeating HIV, and he needed those drugs. But to keep up with his medication, he had to have the cash, thanks to his worthless fucking HMO plan. Was as desperate for it as he was to keep his secret.

But this?

The first wagon left the construction yard at a sedate crawl, and William lowered his head to hide his tears. Turned and walked away.

He’d crossed the line. Whether intentionally or not, he’d killed two people. A couple of decent lives for his own sorry one. Hardly worth the trade-off.

Too bad he’d realized that much too late.

 



Sprawled in the backseat of his parents’ car, Tommy grimaced as his dad hit every bump in Cheatham County, and tried like hell to hold in the stream of curses threatening to erupt. Wasn’t their fault his head was pounding, he was pissed as shit, and ready to shoot somebody.

Namely the fucker who’d snatched the opportunity to enjoy Shea’s company on Saturday clean away from him.

How well did she know this dude? How long had they been going out? Had they . . .

His mom’s worried voice cut into his bleak thoughts. “You okay back there, sweetheart?”

Had he groaned aloud? “Fine, Mom.” For the life of him, he couldn’t manage to sound cheerful. Thankfully, his folks wouldn’t expect him to be Mr. Sunshine after what happened at the construction site. They’d be wrong about the reason for his sullen mood, though.

Bethany Skyler half turned in the front passenger seat to frown at him, and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “I still wish they’d kept you overnight. Damned insurance jackals, shoving people out the door before they can even see straight.”

Any other day, his mom’s feisty protective streak would’ve made him smile and crack a joke. But he knew how shaken she was and couldn’t bring himself to make light of that. “Insurance had nothing to do with it,” he said, attempting to soothe her lingering fear. “The CAT scan was fine. I’m just banged up some, so there was no reason for me to take up a bed someone else needs.”

“Still.” With a disgusted humph, she faced front again.

“Are you sure you won’t let us take you home? Just overnight?” This from his dad, Donald Sr., who glanced at him in the rearview mirror.


Home to his parents’ would always be the house where they’d raised him and Donny. Not the cramped little apartment Tommy had insisted on moving into last year. In a way, he still felt guilty, as though he’d abandoned them when they desperately needed to cling to their remaining son. But his brother had been gone for two years by then, and Tommy knew it was time to cut the apron strings—for the second time.

No matter how much he loved them, he needed to be his own man, not a ghost of a little boy haunting his parents’ home.

And yet . . .

“Sure,” he heard himself say. “That would be great.”

His dad blew out a breath and cracked a small smile. “Super. We’ll get you all settled in, and you can rest.”

He didn’t know what had made him relent. Maybe it was to see the deep lines of stress disappear from his dad’s brow. To watch the tension drain from his mother’s slim shoulders.

Or maybe he just needed to be fed chicken soup and fussed over by the two people who would always love him. Unconditionally. Or they were supposed to, anyway.

His folks exchanged a quick glance—the one all parents master that’s filled with indecipherable meaning—and fell silent. It made him feel very much like the kid most of his buddies referred to him as, and for once, he didn’t mind.

He just felt safe.

Especially when his dad pulled into the drive and the warmth of their nice, older neighborhood embraced him like an old friend. He pictured Donny stepping onto the front  porch to greet him, pull him into a brotherly hug. Peer at his face, tease him about getting into a fight with a Weed Eater or some other wise-assed comment—

“You getting out of the car, son?”
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