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Chapter 1: Naomi




Iglance up at the firehouse roster on the bulletin board and cast a desperate look around at my crewmates. 

Ellis Barrett sits off to one side and doesn’t get involved in our conversation. He won’t even look at us.

“What are we going to do?” I ask.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Chris Daniels replies. “We just have to keep working with the few people we have left. We have to keep responding to calls whenever people need us even if we respond with less than a full crew.”

I hate to look back at the roster, but I have to. “We only have three more days left on the roster. One of us should step in and decide who is going to work on which shifts.”

“Who do you recommend for that job?” Brooke Elsworth asks. “John could barely fill the roster as it was when he was alive. Now Andy is gone, Leila is on indefinite maternity leave, and Keith, Danny, and Emily are out of the picture. We’re missing two paramedics, two of our most senior firefighters, and an EMT.”

“I think Carter should do it,” Billy Cates jerks his thumb at Carter Holt. He stands to one side with Sophie McNish.

“Don’t look at me!” Carter exclaims. “Chief Brewer and I together couldn’t fill that roster at the best of times. The rest of us don’t have a prayer now.”

“Then what are we supposed to do instead?” Josh Abbott asks. “Monday is going to roll around and none of us will know where to work or when.”

“You worked on the roster before. Carter,” Jessie Nash points out. “You’re the only person here who is qualified even to look at it and decide.”

Carter puffs out his cheeks. “I will if you really want me to. I can’t promise I’ll be able to do a good job.”

“Anything will be better than nothing,” Brooke tells him.

“You can roster us on partial shifts and spread us thinner than usual,” Sophie suggests. “Why don’t you cut either the ladder truck crew or one of the ambulances? Then you’ll have enough people to crew three vehicles instead of four.”

“That’s against the state regulations,” Carter points out. “We could get slapped with an injunction to stop all services if we did that.”

“Well, what the hell are we supposed to do?!” Billy demands. “If we stop services or we don’t show up, people are going to start dying out there.”

“I don’t make the state laws, man!” Carter counters. “I just work here.”

“You’re a supervisor for the State Health and Safety Commission,” Josh points out. “Who else are we supposed to turn to?”

“If I’m acting in my capacity as a supervisor for the State Health and Safety Commission, then I would have no choice but to tell you to close the firehouse right now,” Carter fires back. 

“Forget that!” Jessie snaps. “Never in a million years.”

“I know,” Carter replies. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“It sounds to me like we need to take the whole State Health and Safety Commission out of the picture,” I chime in. “No offense to you, Carter, but we need to completely ignore regulations on this and just do what we have to do.”

“That’s why I can’t be involved in organizing the roster,” Carter points out. “You need to get someone else.”

“Like who?” Caleb Watts asks.

Almost as if his words made it happen, we hear a car door slam outside. We all turn around and stare in shocked silence when Keith and Danny Brewer walk into the garage with their wives, Leila and Emily.

No one says anything until the family stops in front of the bulletin board.

Keith glares at everyone in outright hatred. I’ve never seen him so furious. Danny’s eyes are still raging bloodshot. He probably hasn’t stopped crying since his brother died. 

I really don’t blame him. John Brewer was a hero to us all. He couldn’t have died in a more tragic and heartless way—and we all had to witness it. 

Leila and Emily aren’t doing so well, either, but at least they’re here—and they all show up in their uniforms.

Billy breaks the awkward silence. “What’s going on, man? Are you all okay? We were worried when we didn’t hear from you.”

“We’re fine,” Keith clips in his most brutal undertone. His voice, manner, and the appearance of all four of them say the opposite. “What’s going on with all of you?”

“We were just trying to figure out what to do about next week’s roster,” I tell him. “None of us can decide what to do. We’ve been so shorthanded without you four—and Andy of course.”

“None of us can decide who’s making the decisions about anything around here,” Brooke adds. “We need to order oxygen tanks and other supplies and none of us knows how to operate the system or who to contact.”

“I’ll handle that.” Keith shoves past us to the board, unpins the old roster, takes it down, and frowns at it.

“What do you mean—you’ll handle it?” Caleb asks. “What will you handle and how will you handle it?”

“I’ll handle everything—the roster, the ordering, everything.” Keith looks up and casts a hard glare around the circle of faces. “I’m the most senior firefighter and the highest-ranked member of the department. I’ll act as Fire Chief until the State Commission appoints someone else.”

“You?!” Billy gasps. “You’ll act as Fire Chief?”

“Did you want to take the job instead?” Keith looks around at us a second time. “Does any of you want to put your hand up for the job?”

No one says a word, not even Carter. I don’t know if he is qualified to act as Fire Chief. This stuff is way above my pay grade.

Keith only nods and waves the old roster at us. “All of you come upstairs and we’ll work this out right now.” He calls across the garage. “You come, too, Ellis. You’re part of this.”

Keith heads for the stairs. The rest of us gape at each other with our mouths open while Danny, Leila, and Emily follow him up to John’s office.

The rest of us file upstairs behind them. Ellis comes last. He hangs back and leaves a huge gap between us and him.

He’s been acting like this since John’s death. Ellis hasn’t been the same since. I’m surprised he keeps showing up for work at all.

We jam ourselves into John’s office. The place doesn’t look the same without him.

No one has touched anything since he left it last. All his paperwork, computers, and stationery still sit in the same places.

All his certifications cover the walls. No one has come in here to take them down.

Keith slots behind the desk, wakes up the computer, and sits down in the chair to navigate around.

The rest of us watch in shocked silence. I guess I can’t be surprised that Keith is taking over as acting Fire Chief, now that John is gone. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to do the job. 

I wouldn’t want anyone else to do the job. Anyone else doing the job would seem like an insult to John’s memory.

Keith brings up a document on the screen and switches on an overhead projector. It casts an image of the document onto the wall between the bookshelves. We can all see the roster for the last two weeks.

He goes over to it and points at different spots. “So the only shifts we’re missing at the moment are Andy’s…..”

“So…you, Danny, and Emily are coming back to work?” Chris asks. “Are you back….for good?”

Keith nods at her only once. “That was the plan. We didn’t plan to quit permanently and the crew needs us. Leila will return to work to fill Andy’s spot….”

“What?!” everyone yells. 

“What about Leon?” I ask.

“Leila will bring Leon with her for all her rostered shifts,” Keith goes on. “My mom will hang around the firehouse on the shifts when Leila is rostered. Leila will take care of Leon as long as we’re in the firehouse making fools of ourselves in the breakroom. When we get a call, Leila will hand off Leon to my mom. She’ll take care of him until we get back.” He looks around. “Any questions?”

“But what about…..?” Sophie asks and everyone exchanges more nervous glances. 

This is the best solution I can think of. It fills all the gaps in the roster ever since Ellen Foreman got hurt and had to quit the crew.

“John was in the middle of interviewing another paramedic to take Leila’s place,” Keith goes on. “I’ll contact the State Commission about whether they want me to continue with the hiring process or if they want us to wait until we get a new Fire Chief. If they tell me to go ahead and this woman really is as promising as John said she was, then we could have another member on our crew before we know it. Then Leila can go back to her maternity leave and we’ll all go back to work.”

His words set the Fates in motion again. The fire alarm goes off right then.

We all crowd out of the office and back to the garage. Keith gets behind the wheel of the rescue truck with Billy next to him just like old times.

I exchange glances with Jessie when we get into the back seat. Carter, Caleb, and Danny take the middle seat.

They don’t joke around the way they used to. Keith puts the truck into gear and we pull out onto the street heading for the call address.
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“What do we got?!” Keith yells over the sirens on our way across town. 

Billy checks the dispatch notes on the truck’s onboard computer. “House fire in one of the outer neighborhoods—no, two house fires! A gas main ruptured in one of them and the flow backed up to the house next door. Both families still trapped inside and unaccounted for!”

None of us say anything after that apart from Billy giving Keith directions. Jessie and I get busy swapping out the medical gear in the jump kit for fire and trauma equipment.

The guys pull on their SCBAs and check their masks and regulators just in case. We’re all extra careful to check our equipment after Andy Skinner tried to kill Carter by tampering with his mask.

We get to the scene all too soon. The Police are already there. “The gas is turned off to the whole neighborhood!” one of the officers tells us. 

“Any sign of the families?” Keith asks.

The officer shakes his head. “Nothing. They were all inside when it happened.”

We turn our attention to the two houses. Flames almost completely consume both of them.

“The gas went off in the kitchens,” the officer tells us. “You should be able to get in through the garages. I can’t promise you’ll find anything, but you can try it.”

Keith starts barking orders at everyone to get out the hoses and spray down the flames. He divides us into teams with me, Jessie, Caleb, and Ellis assigned to one house. Chris, Josh, Danny, and Billy take the other house.

“If anything goes wrong or it’s too dangerous, pull the plug and get the hell out of there!” Keith orders. “Don’t take any chances. If you don’t see anyone, get out.”

Caleb nods and the four of us pull on our masks. Caleb and Ellis enter the garage first.

It’s all clear until Caleb pushes open the door leading into the house. Fire billows through the interior hallway.

We crawl inside on our hands and knees. The floor is the only place cool enough for us to survive. We make it as far as the dining room and spot five members of the family sprawled across the floor.

Their chairs lie on their sides with the wall adjoining the kitchen completely blasted out.

Scorching flames plume into the dining room. The explosion has thrown everyone across the room. They would be dead by now if they were lying any closer to the fire.

We charge into the room and start dragging everyone into the hall. Caleb throws the two younger children over his shoulders, but he still can’t stand upright. “Get everyone out on the double!” he yells.

Ellis takes hold of the father by the shoulders of his suit jacket. I grab the mother by her wrists and start towing her toward the door.

Jessie grabs the two older children by their collars. The four of us start across the floor heading back to the hall, but the fire escalates faster than any of us realizes.

Caleb gets to the hall first and has to draw back when a monstrous coil of flame rolls through the doorway. It forces him to retreat. “We can’t get out that way!” 

He rushes past us toward the dining room windows, but before any of us can move, another explosion goes off somewhere.

It throws all of us to the ground and Caleb topples. The two kids go flying as another plume of fire consumes the wall with the windows in it. The heat makes all of us cower.

I cover the mother with my body to protect her and cast a helpless look around.

Caleb isn’t moving. I crawl over to him. He’s breathing and he has a pulse, but he’s unconscious.

Ellis pulls himself across the floor wincing and hissing through his teeth behind his mask. He tugs the father one painstaking inch at a time to safety, but I would have to be blind not to see that Ellis is hurt, too.

Jessie and I exchange glances. I straighten up to go get Caleb’s axe. My one thought is to hack my way through the wall back into the garage. I just hope to God the fire hasn’t gotten that far.

No one outside knows where we are. No one even knows we’re in trouble.

Before I can make my move, something strikes the wall to my left. I glance that way and stare in amazement as the head of an axe chops through from outside.

The axe yanks free and strikes again and again. It breaks down the wall and I blink up at a firefighter I’ve never met. He wears turnouts, a helmet, and an SCBA just like ours, but he doesn’t belong to our crew. 

He’s an older guy with salt-and-pepper grey hair and a lined face, but he’s as big as Keith if not bigger. This stranger might even be as big as Billy.

The guy breaks a hole in the wall between us and the garage, tears out the broken boards, and thrusts his arms through. “Hand me the kids first!” he yells.

Jessie and I jump up even though the dining room is still dangerous. I grab one of the kids who has fallen off of Caleb’s shoulder, carry the kid over to the hole, and hand the child to this strange firefighter. 

I don’t care who the guy is as long as we get ourselves and these people out alive.

The guy takes the kid and hands the child to Leila who stands behind him. I catch a glimpse of a line of people passing the kid all the way back to the ambulance.

Jessie shows up next and hands out the second child. Then I bring over the third one. That leaves the two parents, Caleb, and Ellis.

Jessie starts dragging the mother toward the hole. I drag the father, but Jessie can’t lift the mother by herself. 

I have to break off and help her. Then she helps me lift the father. It takes both of us working together to wedge the unconscious patients out of the building.

Ellis hobbles over to the opening by himself. Jessie helps him while I go back to get Caleb.

He’s too big for me to lift, so I have to drag him, too. I growl and then bellow from the effort when I see the fire chewing closer to us. Why does he have to weigh so much?

In a heartbeat, the strange firefighter appears at my side. “I’ll take him!” the guy yells. “Get out of here before the whole thing collapses!”

Collapses? The fire must be a lot worse than we realized. I turn around and see that I’m the only member of our crew left in the house besides Caleb.

I wait just long enough to see the stranger sling Caleb over his shoulder. This unknown firefighter can carry Caleb easily even though the guy is so much older than the rest of us.

I turn away to make a break for it, but as soon as I turn my back on the guy, another blast of fire pelts through a different wall and flattens me.

I swim in and out of consciousness for a second before I feel the stranger pick me up in his arms. My vision comes into focus just long enough to look up at his face. 

He carries me like a baby instead of in a fire carry. He gazes down at me through his mask. He’s really handsome for a guy his age. He has deep black eyes and finely etched features that make him look distinguished and charismatic.

He carries me to the hole he chopped in the wall and turns me sideways to pass me through it. Right then, another brutal concussion strikes the house and knocks me out.
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Istruggle back to consciousness and try to sit up. Someone shines a light in my eyes. “Take it easy, girl,” someone tells me. “Don’t move around so fast.” 

I groan when I recognize Josh bending over me. I’m in the Emergency Department of Howe County Hospital.

“What happened?” I croak. “Some strange guy got me out of the house.”

“He saved all of you.” Josh palpates my neck. “Do you have any pain here?”

“No, I’m fine.” I look up and then look around the room. “Where is he? Who is he?”

“We don’t know. He got knocked down by the same blast that hit you. He’s upstairs  getting a CT scan on his head.”

“So….you never found out who he is? Where did he come from?”

“We don’t know.” Josh puts his pen light away and goes on giving me a physical examination. “He showed up in the middle of the call and went into the garage. We were all too busy dealing with the fire and other patients. By the time anyone realized you were in trouble, he was already in there pulling you and your patients out.”

I groan and rub my eyes again. “Are Ellis and Caleb all right?”

“They’re fine. Caleb got a concussion. Ellis pulled a ligament in his thigh. They’re both back at the firehouse already. You and the mystery man are the only ones still here.”

He straightens up and picks up his clipboard to finish filling out his paperwork. “If your vision is tracking right, you can leave, too. Drew and I are going back in the ambulance in a minute. You can ride with us.”

I help Josh and Drew restock the ambulance while Josh gives me the rundown on the rest of the patients. They’re all upstairs in the burn unit getting treated for smoke inhalation, but they’re all going to be fine, too, thanks to our mystery man.

“I really can’t handle any more mystery men coming into my life,” Drew teases when we load into the ambulance. “One was enough.”

Josh grins at him. “We might never find out who this guy is. He might have just been passing through town and happened to see what was happening.”

We talk about the mystery guy on the way back to the firehouse. “He wasn’t young, either,” I point out. “He couldn’t have been less than forty.”

“A guy that old shouldn’t be doing frontline field work anymore,” Drew remarks. “He should be sitting behind a desk.”

“Be glad he is doing frontline field work,” Josh counters. “Four of our crew and five patients are alive right now because he had the balls to step in.”

“He didn’t just have the balls,” I add. “He was incredibly strong. He picked up Caleb and carried him with no problem. The guy was a beast.”

Drew pulls into the garage. The rest of the crew works to restock their vehicles—all except Caleb and Ellis.

Caleb stands off to one side talking to Keith. Ellis sits in a corner staring at the wall like he usually does. Not even Jessie dares to go near him.

Danny helps restock the rescue truck. The crew tiptoes around him and I spot a bunch of people studying him on the side. I wish I could do something to make this easier for him.

Emily is here, so Danny already has everything and everyone he needs. He has Ellen, Keith, and Leila to support him—and nothing will make it better anyway.

Maybe just getting back to work will soften the blow in time. I can only hope.

Keith finishes talking to Caleb and comes over to me and Jessie. “I need to take statements from both of you for the incident report. I can’t get anything out of Caleb or Ellis, so I need to rely on you two.” He gives both of us a hard look. “Is it true that some unknown civilian stepped in and pulled you all out?”

“I don’t think he was a civilian,” I reply. “He was wearing turnouts and an SCBA and he knew exactly what he was doing. I would be very surprised if he wasn’t a trained firefighter.”

“You don’t know where he came from, do you?” Keith asks. “Or his name?”

“I didn’t see him until he started hacking his way through the wall. We were both trapped inside until then.”

He turns to me. “You were inside with him the longest. Did he tell you his name?”

“He didn’t have time to and we didn’t ask. He opened the wall and started barking orders…..kind of like you do—and John did. He just took charge of the whole scene like he owned the place.”

Keith blows out a breath and bends over his tablet. “It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“You don’t know who the guy was?” Jessie asks. “The hospital didn’t say anything?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask, either. I was too busy dealing with Caleb, Ellis, and the rest of the crew.”

“So….do you want us to get back to work now?” I ask and take a chance to peer closer at him. “If you need any help from us—or anything else—you just have to say so. We’re all here for you—for your whole family. You know that, right?”

He barely looks at me. He mumbles, “Thanks.”

I expect him to walk away, but right then, three different men walk into the garage. 

One of them is Police Chief Jim Walker. He always worked closely with John Brewer. 

I don’t know the other two men. Chief Walker wears his Police uniform. The other two men wear business suits.

The three of them come toward us, but Carter cuts them off and shakes hands with one of the men in a suit.

They stand there talking and shooting glances past Carter’s shoulder at Keith standing there.

Carter nods and escorts the three men over to us. Chief Walker shakes hands with Keith. “How you doing, Keith?” Chief Walker asks.

Keith shrugs and looks away. “About like you’d expect. How you doing?”

“I’m making it. This is Salvatore Guzman of the Howe City Council and this is Emerson Freeman of the State Health and Safety Commission.”

Keith dips his chin once. His expression doesn’t soften in the slightest. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”

“We want you to be the first to know that we’ve appointed a new Fire Chief for Howe Firehouse,” Emerson Freeman announces. “His name is Duke Broebeck. He has experience managing six other firehouses. He’s very professional and he’ll take good care of your people.”

Keith compresses his lips and growls through gritted teeth. “Good. We need a new Chief.”

“We understand he intervened in one of your calls today,” Chief Walker interjects. “He happened to be driving past and saw some of your crew in trouble. He’s downtown in the hospital right now.”

Keith’s head shoots up and Jessie and I both gasp. “That guy….is our new Fire Chief?!” Jessie blurts out.

The three men look at me and Jessie. “You met him?” Emerson Freeman asks.

“He saved our lives!” I blurt out. “He got all of us out of a burning house. We didn’t know who he was!”

“I can’t make any better recommendation than that,” Chief Walker replies. “He starts on Monday. I’m sure your crew will make him welcome and give him the same dedicated service you gave John.”

The three men shake hands with Keith and Carter and then leave. 

“That’s amazing!” Jessie breathes after they disappear. “Another caped crusader comes out of the woodwork to save the day.”

I glance up at Keith, but he only storms off to the stairs and barges upstairs. He doesn’t come back.
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Iget out of my truck in the parking lot behind Howe Firehouse. 

Emerson Freeman of the State Health and Safety Commission meets me there and grins when he shakes hands. “Ready for your first day of work?”

“Piece of cake. I do this shit every day.”

He gets serious. “Not like this. This crew….they’re different.”

“What do you mean? They have more decorations between them than every other crew I’ve worked with combined.”

“I don’t mean their job performance. They’re all very dedicated.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“They’re…..they’re a family. They’re extremely close-knit—and they just lost their last Fire Chief in a tragic accident.”

“I know. I don’t see what that has to do with me.”

He raises both hands. “Just hear me out, man. The senior firefighter on the crew is the former Chief’s brother. He’s really broken up about his brother’s death.”

“Oh, yeah. I remember.” I flip open the files the Commission gave me on this job posting. “Keith Brewer, isn’t it? His younger brother Danny works here, too, doesn’t he?”

“Keith has been really touchy about his brother’s death—as you can imagine. The whole crew is a mess, but he’s the worst. You’ll see when you meet him.”

“The paperwork says he’s been acting as Fire Chief since his brother’s death. Is he going to have a problem with someone else taking over? If he’s already doing the job, maybe he should keep doing it.”

“We already tried to offer it to him, but he turned us down. He says he doesn’t want to take his brother’s place. When we told him you were taking over, he said it was a good thing because Howe needs a real Fire Chief.”

I frown. “That’s odd. He should have been happy to get a promotion.”

“You don’t understand, man. His brother’s death…..”

I frown at him. “What happened? The paperwork doesn’t say anything about it.”

“It’s complicated. I’m sure you’ll find out the whole story soon enough. Just….don’t be too hard on them if they offer resistance. This crew has been through a lot—and they’re worth it. If you can win their respect, they’ll give you everything. That’s what John Brewer did. He brought them together and made them what they are. It’s going to take a big man to fill his shoes.”

“All right. Thanks for the warning.”

He waves over his shoulder. “Come on inside and I’ll introduce you—properly this time.”

I grab my duffel bag out of the truck and follow him into the garage. The crew is all busy working on their trucks the way they should be at this time of the morning.

They all stop what they’re doing and dead silence falls over the garage when I walk in. I recognize a bunch of people from the call the other day and they obviously recognize me.

I do the quickest possible assessment of the people in front of me. I’ve reviewed their personnel files as well as I can.

Now I go through them and connect up the names and pictures in their files to the real people.

Keith Brewer is a husky, grizzled, bearded biker-type. He glares at me in stony fury. Now I understand what Emerson meant.

His brother Danny is younger and much better looking. His picture in his file shows him smiling. Now he looks like someone has sucked all the life out of him.

He stares out at the world through bloodshot eyes. Dark bags hang under his shadowy eye sockets like he hasn’t slept in a few weeks.

Carter Holt has been badly burned over his whole head, face, neck, and arms. He looks like something out of my worst nightmares, but he’s as sturdy and powerfully built and regards me as directly as any of the others.

Ellis Barrett hangs back behind the rest of the crew and barely looks at anyone. His file lists numerous incidents of practical jokes he’s played on his crewmates. 

Now he looks like he can barely summon the enthusiasm to come to work at all. He makes only the barest showing of joining the group and he obviously only does that much because he can’t ignore me entirely.

The others all regard me with a healthy dose of suspicion. Tears well up in Leila Cunningham’s eyes the minute she sees me. She starts dabbing her eyes with a tissue to dry them.

I recognize the two paramedics from that first call I attended. Naomi McFee is a short, dark-haired witchy little fox with penetrating, haunted eyes that send a tendril of fire through my guts. 

She studies me much more seriously than the others. I don’t see any outright hostility from her. She mostly just looks insatiably curious—and passionate.

Her eyes blaze with something like demonic fire. She looks up at me with the same expression she used on me during the fire. I have a hard time looking away.

The other paramedic is another petite woman with soft, hay-blonde hair and green eyes. Jessie Nash is quite pretty, too, but she doesn’t give off the sense of dark fire that Naomi does.

“I’d like to introduce you all to Duke Broebeck, Howe County Fire Department’s new Fire Chief,” Emerson announces. “He comes highly qualified and I know all of you will give him your best service. Duke will take over for Keith and Keith will return to his normally rostered duties as of today.”

No one says anything for a second. That silence stretches longer and longer and longer. 

I don’t know what to say. I could give the usual speech about how happy I am to be here and how much I’m looking forward to working with such a decorated crew.

I could tell them that I hope we all become a family the way they were with John Brewer, but I don’t say that.

None of those things seem to fit this situation. I’ve taken over for other Fire Chiefs killed in the line of duty. I’ve never taken over a crew like this before.

They all just stand there staring at me like they can’t figure out what to say, either.

Without warning, Keith Brewer breaks out of line, storms off to the garage door, and walks out of the building without a backward glance. 

Everyone stares after him and then all eyes shoot back to me. Am I supposed to go after him—or fire him—or do anything about that?

Emerson gets my attention by shuffling his feet just then.

“You can go,” I tell him. “I’ll take over from here.”

He gives me a questioning look as if to ask if I’m sure I want him to leave me alone with these dangerous people.

They aren’t dangerous. They’re emotional about losing their former Chief. They really must have cared about him.

I can understand Keith and Danny reacting this way after losing their brother—and now Keith having to take over his brother’s job. That has to be hard on anyone.

Now Keith has to stand by and watch someone else take over his brother’s job. I’m beginning to understand what Emerson means about this crew.

I nod toward the door. “Go,” I murmur. 

He glances around. The rest of the crew stands there in silence. This is rapidly turning into one of the most uncomfortable experiences of my career.

He finally walks out and disappears out of my life—for the moment at least. That leaves me alone with the crew, but I have no plans to stand here waiting for someone to come up with something to say.

I also have no plans to give a meaningless speech. These people might not want me here, but I’m here to do a job, not to make friends with them.

I walk away to the stairs leading up to the Fire Chief’s office.

I walk in and see John Brewer’s certifications framed on the wall. No one has taken them down. I’ll have to do that so I can make this office my own.

Now isn’t the time, though. The crew would probably lynch me if I took down John Brewer’s certifications now. I’ll have to wait until emotions cool off.

I sit down behind the desk and wake up the computer. It opens into a document listing the crew roster for the next two weeks.

I see a bunch of problems with it right away—including that Leila Cunningham plans to work with her baby boy in tow. That is never going to happen on my watch.

I rewrite the roster and wrangle a bunch of different people to cover Leila’s shifts. It isn’t easy. I have to give a few other paramedics overtime.

She isn’t slated to complete her maternity leave in five months. I can afford a little overtime until she decides to come back—or I hire some new people to fill the gaps.

My curiosity is getting the better of me. I need to know more about the people under me, so I pull up the records on John Brewer’s death.

It takes me a while to rummage through both the personnel files of the last six months and then to access the Police database before I get to the truth.

For some reason known only to himself, former paramedic Andrew Skinner developed an instant dislike for Carter Holt.

Maybe Andy got a bee under his bonnet because he didn’t want an outsider conducting a Health and Safety audit on Howe Firehouse.

The records don’t indicate that, though. 

The first incident happened when Carter was attending a call and ordered Andy to bring him restraint straps to subdue a combative patient. Andy ignored the order.

Carter then used his authority with John Brewer to get the Fire Chief to formally reprimand Andy. Good for Carter. Brewer should have disciplined an insubordinate employee like that a long time ago.

I can’t fathom why a professionally trained paramedic would ignore a valid order from his superior officer—unless Andy had an issue with the way Carter looks. 

The incident sent Andy into a downward spiral of irrationality bordering on the insane. He accused Carter of coming between Andy and Sophie McNish—who had already broken up with him years earlier.

Andy used the incident to try to get back together with her. When she turned him down, he blamed Carter even though there was nothing going on between her and Carter at the time.

Andy escalated things by sabotaging Carter’s SCBA so his mask and regulator failed in the middle of a dangerous call. It would have killed Carter, especially since he was in the process of saving Andy’s life during the same call.

They both survived, and when Andy got charged with attempted murder, he fought the charge so he could get himself released on bail pending the outcome.

He waited until the crew was having a friendly social barbecue at the beach, showed up with a gun, and tried to shoot Carter. Ellis Barrett tackled Carter out of the way in time to save his life and the shot hit John Brewer instead.

Now Andy is in prison upstate. He was incarcerated without bond immediately after the shooting. He hasn’t been released since.

He pled guilty to second-degree manslaughter and two counts of attempted murder against Carter. Now Andy is just awaiting his sentencing hearing.

I lean back in my chair taking it all in. Wow. That is one hell of a story. 

This explains everything I’m seeing downstairs. It explains why Ellis is so standoffish, why Keith is so hostile, and why Danny is so emotionally destroyed by this incident. 

It really is amazing that any of the crew is still working at all. They must be incredibly dedicated to keep the firehouse open and operational despite this disaster.

This makes me admire Keith Brewer even more. He’s going through the worst pain of his life, but he still sacked it up, stepped into his brother’s place, and ran this place.

He could have kept on running it. He could have become Fire Chief. Then I would never have set foot in this place.

I understand now why he doesn’t want it. He doesn’t want to dishonor his brother’s memory. 

Taking over for John must have been the hardest thing Keith Brewer ever had to do. He must have been counting down the minutes before someone else came in and took the place off his hands.








