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I got the idea for this book after responding to a private ad for children’s clothes last year. The seller gave me an address in town...and I ended up knocking on the door of the main fire station. Of all places! After the deal was done, I left with a bag of clothes laughing to myself, because meeting a firefighter in such circumstances had been a most surreal—and enlightening—experience.

This book is dedicated to all emergency personnel. You do a hugely important job, and you do it phenomenally well, often putting your own lives on the line to save others. You are also forced to deal with a variety of difficult and heartbreaking issues on a daily basis, such as domestic violence, for example, which is the theme of Fiery 10-16. I can’t begin to imagine what it must feel like to be in your shoes, nor the impact the job must have on you and your families. I applaud and thank you for your service.

I also want to send a big hug to my beta-readers Tissa, Desi, and Elyzabeth. You know exactly when I need a kick in the butt or words of encouragement. Thanks, ladies.

~ Lea
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Chapter One
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Runo Wiggins opened the heavy steel door to the sidewalk and squinted from the bright daylight. “Yes?”

The young woman standing outside the firehouse was a tall and strikingly beautiful brunette whose long curls danced with each breath, generous tits with perky brown nipples pressing against her tight, white tank top. She didn’t wear a bra, so those breasts—those nipples—were definitely an eye-catcher.

A hand on the door, Runo swallowed and stepped back, allowing his gaze to wander farther down to curvaceous hips in tiny blue jean shorts and thin legs that stretched a mile. He noted her feminine, self-confident stance as she stood with her hands on her hips. She posed, flashing those too-visible tits and pinning him with big, brown doe eyes that seemed to have seen a few things. 

Loving and admiring the opposite sex, he couldn’t help letting this hot piece of female ass get to him. But he was at work, a first-responder, and besides, she wasn’t his type. He liked blondes with pink lips and sparkly blue eyes, fair skin the texture of a peach, not tanned and rough like this brunette. Maybe he preferred blondes because he was dark himself, his father’s African genes giving him a flat nose, thick lips, and black eyes. Or maybe it was because Mom had been a blonde and they’d had an exceptionally tight relationship until she died. Freud would have a field day analyzing that bit.

To be honest, whether Gorgeous on the sidewalk was his type didn’t matter. He would do any chick, any size, any color, any religion, any position, as long as no bonds were tied. He’d do the romantic candlelight-dinner thing, the slightly-drunk-sensuous dancing thing, and the bring-her-home-and-fuck-her-'till-she-screamed-his-name thing, but he wouldn’t do a relationship. The next morning, he expected the girls to leave, and if they didn’t of their own free will, he asked them to.

Not because he was mean. On the contrary, he was an esteemed member of the town fire corps, and word of mouth had it the population of Smokey Glen, a place in the Rockies, Colorado, deemed him the town hero and would award him a bravery medal before the end of the year. 

No, the reason why he kicked the girls out of his home was no one should stay with a person as mentally dark as he, burned and scarred and damaged in his head and living in the past. He was empty inside, a shadow of what he could and should be, and it suited him fine. 

The beauty pointed her index finger at him, a small smile curving one side of her luscious mouth. “You’re doing an awful lot of thinking in there.”

Her low, sexy voice did something to him, too, awaking a need in the pit of his stomach. 

The words pierced through his daze. He chuckled. “Yeah, sorry. What can I do to help you?”

He didn’t get to ask that question very often. The station rarely had visitors. It wasn’t the kind of place one walked into without a damn good reason, and actually, there really weren’t any reasons he could think of. Firefighters were needed outside of the station. One didn’t seek them here in their second home, where they ate, slept, and waited for days on end. 

Furthermore, he never got to ask that question to someone who looked like she just got out of a modeling shoot. 

She intensified her smile, a small gesture bringing all the sunlight in through the door at once. “I’m here to buy some clothes from Anthony Ferrari. You’re not him, apparently.”

“Tony? No, I’m not him. Why would you want to buy clothes from him?”

“He’s selling some online.”

“Ah.”

“Told me to meet him here.”

“Okay, well, come up with me, then. He’s upstairs.”

“Cool. Thanks.”

Runo waited for the beauty to step inside before he let the door slam shut. Her feminine scent reached his nose, but it wasn’t a cologne, no. All natural, all woman. 

He wanted to let her walk up the stairs first so he could follow close behind and fill his vision with her sweet, round butt, but she seemed to wait for him to lead the way. 

All right. He turned, walked through a corridor parallel to the garage, and went to the staircase. Behind him, her soft paw-like footfalls sounded faint compared to the clamping of his boots. He hurried up the stairs to the living room and yelled in the doorway, “Hey, Tony!”

In the kitchen, Nicholas prepared something amazing for the night shift. The tall, dark haired guy had recently divorced, and cooking was his way of distancing from the hurt. Geraldo, a Cuban bundle of muscles who’d arrived from NYFD three months ago, leaned against a countertop with a utensil in hand. He glanced past Runo’s shoulder and his gaze widened, male instincts no doubt awoken by the unusual visitor.

“Where’s Tony?” Runo asked. 

“Dunno.” Geraldo shrugged. “Showering, I guess.”

Though Runo’s frame took practically the entire door width, the petite woman snuck beside him and put a hand on his bicep. “Ooo-Mmm-Gee!” she exclaimed, curling her slim fingers into a hold and squeezing. “You’re huge!”

He let out a small, surprised chuckle and allowed her praise to inflate his chest. Dammit, she might be his type after all. The kind of gals he liked to meet after a beer in the club, bring home, and do for the night. Nice and easy, no strings attached, no promises. 

Maybe once her deal with Tony was done, he could venture a little suggestion and meet her after shift. Just that thought had his cock swell and press against his fly. He didn’t care that he was aroused at work. He felt good, savoring the feminine warmth at his side, skin-to-skin, and the bold flirting. Light-hearted and excited, he called again. “Tony! There’s someone for you!”

“Yeah,” Tony’s voice replied from somewhere inside. A door slammed. The short but beefy third-generation Italian with a tanned, puffy face appeared at a corner and came toward them. “What’s up?” His black gaze ping-ponged between Runo, the girl at his side, and Geraldo, who had dropped whatever he was doing in the kitchen to join them. 

“I’m here for the kids’ clothes,” she replied.

“Oh, it’s you.”

The rest went in a blur. A bit absent-mindedly, as if in a dream, Runo watched Tony turn on his heel to grab a bag on the floor beside a couch. The girl stepped forward, leaving Runo to feel a bit alone. She accepted the bag and peeked inside. While Geraldo moved up close to her, no doubt wanting his share of physical contact, Tony pulled out small-sized pants and t-shirts and gave brief descriptions.  

Three more colleagues arrived, crowding the place for a bit of the action. Gorgeous seemed perfectly at ease in the midst of all the attention, counting bills aloud and handing them to Tony while everyone followed her every move, apparently enthralled. 

“What’s your name?” Runo asked from the door, wanting to remind her of him.

All eyes turned to him, brows raised.  

She made a slow spin and gave a smile that warmed his heart all over again. “Dawn.”

* * *
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Dawn Caravello used a flirtatious approach to conceal the unease that had her body tense and her mind work at a hundred miles an hour. She wasn’t only overwhelmed by the unknown, the wide, echoing garage of the firehouse, the aligned monster trucks, the penetrating smells of oil and gasoline, and the variety of equipment scattered, piled, hanging, ready-to-grab. She wasn’t shy or prudish, either, although every tall, beefy man in the living room upstairs stared at her—at her feminine assets—wide-eyed, tongues practically hanging out of their mouths. No, her general fright and humiliation was what made her so alert, so jumpy, so damn vulnerable. Every second of her life, she existed on the edge of a cliff, so near the abyss she could barely breathe, with death awaiting at the bottom. Her life and the ones of her children under the constant threat of someday being pushed into blackness. Was that day today, tomorrow? 

All it took—a wrong word, a wrong look, or the contrary, a lack of reaction—any small thing, and its opposite. The food was too cold, or it was too hot. A window had to be opened, or it had to be closed, and Joe, her husband, shouldn’t need to tell her. She should read his mind and make coffee the same second he wanted it. If she didn’t, she was stupid, lazy, a complete idiot. Everything she did or didn’t was wrong, and she never knew why it was wrong until it was too late. Whenever he made a mistake, like forgetting where he put the car keys, the blame was hers anyway. He always had an excuse to strike. 

One day, he would hit so hard, she would stumble off that edge, screaming, arms flailing, cursing life because she was unable to protect her little ones.

At that thought, her body stiffened more, coldness crawling up her spine like a slick, vile serpent. Her breath caught and tears rushed to her eyes, but she swallowed them back. As usual. As always. Every instant a matter of survival. No wonder she was so fucking desperate, grabbing each opportunity to make money in hiding because as soon as Joe got ahold of a dime, he’d drink it up. 

Her mart employee day job didn’t suffice to put food on the table, so she’d sneak out at night, when he swam in boozeland and the kids were asleep, to blow someone or do any other small favors in a bar across town. Sometimes, she debated asking her parents for help, but they’d strongly disapproved of her marriage, and she’d cut ties to them since. She didn’t want to contact them and admit choosing Joe had been a mistake.

Now, her oldest, six-year-old Ethan, had grown out of the few clothes he had, and it so happened one of the secondhand clothes sellers on an online marketplace was a local fireman. Besides being surprised by the idea that firefighters were not only tough guys climbing ladders to save lives but could be daddies, too, like everybody else, she had welcomed the singular disruption in her daily routine and gone to the fire station right after work.

Her omnipresent state of wariness didn’t stop her from being lucid, assessing the situation, or giving particular attention to one of the men—the giant who met her in the door and asked what he could do to help. His mocha-colored gaze travelled up and down her body like the others did, yet held something genuine she couldn’t quite name. Warmth, perhaps. Sincerity. His equally black hair had been cut short, but looked like it would curl given some length, suggesting African origins. And his skin—an olive complexion, in a face composed of surprisingly Caucasian traits. So, a man of mixed blood, and a very handsome one, at that. He wore civil clothes and thus carried no name tag, but who cared about his name as long as his deep, manly baritone voice alleviated some of her anxiety and his hero-like demeanor gave her something to dream of. 

Dream? 

Her heart sunk in her chest. 

Never the fuck was someone like her allowed to dream. Reality was a bitch, a constant slap in the face, a never-ending nightmare. In the form of scarce money, hungry children, worn clothes, a cold house, a drunkard’s brutality, and the despise from wealthier people. Her family was poor, and the poor were desperate. The poor had to fight.

When the transaction was over, she followed the giant down the stairs again, a bag full of kids clothes in hand. Thanks sweet Jesus for that, at least. 

Oops—

She missed a step and held onto his broad waist. 

He slowed, turned to her with an amused, “Easy, now,” voice low and paternal, and slid an arm across her back to grab her shoulder firmly as they continued downward. His cologne mixed with a hint of male musk filled her nostrils, and his warm, solid body awoke memories. Years ago, before she met Joe, this kind of intimate proximity to a handsome man would send darts of fire to her pussy, light hope in her heart, and possibly lead to something later in the day. 

It seemed like lightyears and a myriad of emotional catastrophes ago. Now, Joe’s unrelenting abuse and demeaning harassment had put out her hunger, smothered her innocence, and forever made her immune to intimacy. She’d become cold, dark, and careless. Except when it came to her three boys—she’d do anything for their wellbeing. Hook. Cheat. Steal. 

They reached the bottom of the stairs. 

“Thanks,” she purred, fluttering her lashes at the fireman. Before he let go of her, she tightened her hold around his waist, pretending to give him a thankful hug, then flirtatiously slid a hand to his firm butt, her fingers touching something hard in his pocket. A wallet. 

Yes, the poor had to fight, and by any means possible. They didn’t have the luxury of considering the morality of their actions, weighing the good against the bad, or having qualms even in the presence of the noblest of heroes.  
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Chapter Two
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After Tony and the hot chick’s deal was done and she’d disappeared out the front door with her bag of clothes, Runo went back through the hall and up the stairs, moving slowly as he reminisced and relished in what had just happened. Firefighters encountered a lot of weird stuff every damn day, that was sure, but this! He chuckled, the mix of bafflement and sweet arousal making him heady, and scratched his chest. 

Upstairs, his colleagues had returned to their respective business, but they too seemed in a trance, their gazes dreamy and actions automatic. He grinned. How a babe’s luscious assets and wavy brown hair could have such an impact on tough, fearless men...

He was about to head to the coffee machine when a quick tap-tap of shoes sounded in the stairway behind him. He spun. 

Captain Norton, a big, broad-shouldered guy with silver hair at his temples came up two stairs at a time. His sharp gray eyes scanned the room as he reached the top.

Runo gave his superior a small mock bow. “Chief.”

“At ease, Wiggins,” Norton replied in an equally mocking tone, barely offering a glance, and passed him. 

Their relationship had great potential for improvement, but neither liked the other. Runo was too daredevil on the job for the chief’s taste, bending rules and taking chances, “endangering the whole team,” as Norton said. Whereas Runo hated that someone told him how to act in any given situation. He understood the need for ranks in a firefighter unit, and the captain was a wise and brave man who had earned his position, but out on the field, facing danger, Runo trusted his own instincts first. Besides, having survived a house fire as a kid, he feared none, and having lost his most treasured person in the world—Mom—he had no care for his life. That he might die didn’t bother him, didn’t even strike his mind. Something his boss couldn’t accept.

“I believe you have a report to write,” Norton threw over his shoulder, walking toward the command room, back straight.

“Yep,” Runo grumbled, his previously joyous mood cooling.

No report before he had coffee. He waited for the chief’s door to slam and headed to the kitchen to fill a mug. 

Geraldo chopped herbs on a countertop and Nick stirred in a pot. Whatever they were cooking had to be good, judging from the spicy tomato smell. Hopefully, nothing bad would happen on shift and the men would be able to eat in peace.

Geraldo sent him a sideways glance. “You gonna see her?”

Runo wiggled a brow. “Already banged her once under the stairs.”

“Ha.” Geraldo grinned, exposing his teeth. “Wouldn’t surprise me. She’s some hot piece of ass for sure.”

“That she is.” Did the guys really think he was a Don Juan who’d screw anything with two legs? Laughing inwardly at his stupid reputation, he went to the office section and put his steamy mug on a desk. 

Who cares what they think.

He sat on a rolling chair and moved the cordless mouse to activate the computer screen. The picture of a tulip field filled the frame. Cheesy. He opened an empty report template and leaned back in the chair to think on what to type while sipping his scorching coffee. During his previous shift, they’d put out a burning car on the highway. An easy job, but not without risk. 

Something felt wrong. Or rather, was missing. He frowned. What was different? A misplaced object on the desk? He sat up, scanned the surface, noted every detail. No, it concerned him. But what? 

The chair cushion was too soft. There used to be a hard object against his right butt cheek, something that constantly irritated him on a semi-conscious level, but that he tolerated because he refused to pull his wallet out each time he sat.

My wallet!

He slammed the mug so hard on the desk it nearly spilled over, and threw a hand to his pants pocket. Fucking empty. 

Coolness rushed to his head. 

Framed. 

He groaned and stood, the hair on his neck rising.

“What’s up, man?” Tony asked behind him. 

How? When? Where?

He gazed up to the ceiling, as if it could help think back. 

The question was rather, who? Who had he been with? 

The image of luscious lips, doe eyes, and wavy brown hair flashed in his vision. Her, it could only be her. No other strangers had visited the station, and his colleagues would never steal. They would pull pranks on each other, yes, but not when everyone was too busy drooling over the damned girl to have any semblance of brain activity. The whole time she spent with them had been a collective jerk-off worth studying for anthropological purposes.

So it was her, and the more he thought of it, the more her cat-like behavior made sense. He’d been too horny and mesmerized to use his head. Her small hand had held his waist until they reached the bottom of the stairs, then moved down, a warm caress that had sent a shot of electricity to his cock. She had patted his ass, and he’d loved it, her hand sliding over this cheek while she purred, “Hmm, do all firefighters have firm butts like that?” His cock had swelled, and he’d laughed. Stupid fuck. 

He swiveled, sending the chair rolling across the floor, and hurried to the stairs. 

“Runo!” someone shouted. 

“What’s goin’ on, man?” Another voice.

No time to answer. He didn’t even have time to find out where she was, did he? She had to be long gone now, had to have emptied his wallet and thrown it in a bin before hiding someplace. 

Grinding his teeth, he jumped the stairs three at a time. Footfalls ran behind him, echoing in the stairway. His colleagues, shouting questions he didn’t want to focus on because his sole mission was getting out on the street and looking for the girl. 

Dawn. That was her name. He’d liked her so much, he’d actually asked. Moron. 

He bolted through the hall, past the trucks, then tore open the door and slipped out onto the sidewalk. Fresh, sour street air assaulted his nostrils. Blinded by the sunlight, he shielded his eyes and gazed the street up and down. Where the fuck...?

Two, three, four colleagues came out, repeating questions. 

“She took my wallet,” he explained on a breath. 

A new cacophony. “What?” “Who?” “The girl?” “Shit, man.” “How is it possible?” “Are you kidding?” “Fuck.” “Where did she go?”

Up the street was a school and a park. Down, a row of stores and garages, then a shopping center with a parking lot. 

“Let’s split,” someone smart offered. Nick. 

“Yeah.” Runo went for the shopping center. More chances that she’d hide in such a chaotic public place, with its multitude of shops and aisles to hide behind. Grumbling a, “Fuck her,” he sped with two guys in tow, Tony and Nick, their shoes clomping on the asphalt. 

After passing the garages, they crossed the street, almost got run over by an old lady in a Corolla, her screeching brakes filling his ears, before they reached the sidewalk on the other side. They barged through the parking lot, slid between stationed vehicles, and headed for the shopping center. Inside, they ran past boutiques and booths lined on both sides and worked to fray a passage between the mass of people that filled the space. Too big a place, too large a crowd. Fucking confusing. 
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