
  
    [image: Rescued Dreams]
  


  
    
      RESCUED DREAMS

      LAST CHANCE FIRE AND RESCUE | BOOK 8

    

    
      
        LISA PHILLIPS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sunrise Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Lisa Phillips

      

      
        Connect with Sunrise

      

      
        Last Chance County Novels

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Whoever said the truth was like a flame got it wrong.

      Lies were the real fire. One moment there was a tiny flicker. Then it grew and spread, destroying everything until there was nothing left but ash.

      From that destruction, Amelia Patterson had rebuilt her life. Come hurricane or high water, she was determined to do whatever it took to keep it.

      No one was going to take from her ever again.

      “Single file. Keep it steady.” Amelia stood on the landing between two floors, ushering residents of this fourplex down to the ground floor.

      An older man stumbled. His shoe slipped off a step, and he started to fall.

      She braced her weight in a squat and caught him, bringing him up to standing height. “You good?”

      “Thank you.” His face flushed, a little embarrassed.

      “It’s my job.” She led him to the next set of stairs, where he grabbed the rail. “Everyone keep it steady.”

      A young mother and her little son came down, moving fast. The woman had a stuffed-full tote bag over one shoulder, despite the fact they’d instructed everyone to leave their belongings. Even the kid had a tiny suitcase behind him, decorated with a children’s cartoon about puppies. Amelia said nothing.

      At the top of the stairs, one of her firefighters emerged from the apartment to the right. Four doors, two on each side that faced each other. Della Nixon said, “Lieutenant, apartment 2-A is clear.”

      The other female on the team, Zoe Lewis, came on the open radio channel. “1-B is clear. Working on the others now.”

      Amelia’s radio hung between the open sides of her turnout coat, clipped to a strap that went from one shoulder to the opposite hip. “Copy that.” She pointed across the upper floor, and Della nodded before heading there to clear the apartment and make sure no one had stayed behind. “Collins, status.”

      Izan, the only guy now on Truck 14 after years of Amelia having mostly guys or all guys, was clearing the area where the fire had originated. A hot pan of frying oil had caught alight, burning the resident trying to cook their chicken.

      The ambulance at the curb had the injured victim inside already, the EMTs of Ambulance 21, Trace and Kianna, treating their patient.

      They wouldn’t be here long unless something else happened.

      “Collins!” she called out, shoving the front door of the apartment. It bounced back toward her, and a man emerged, moving at speed. Had he jammed the door shut? She caught sight of dark facial hair and a thick hood in the split second before he shoved her and she went down onto her backside.

      Amelia cried out. “Hey!”

      She could only watch him race away, the wind knocked out of her. What had that guy been doing inside the apartment that was on fire? And where was Izan?

      Amelia clambered to her feet and headed for the door again. She stepped into the hallway of apartment 1-C. Black smoke had filled the air, rolling along the ceiling in the hall. She turned and ran back to the truck, tore off her helmet, and crouched to get her air tank and face mask on. Radio situated.

      She replaced her helmet as she pushed off the ground, launching from the crouch, and went back to the apartment. “Izan! Dixon, Lewis, on me. The fire is spreading! Get me foam extinguishers.” A grease fire wasn’t going to be put out by water, and this one had kicked things up a notch. She shoved through another door to the kitchen. “Collins!”

      Izan had come in here less than ten minutes ago, armed with a fire extinguisher, to subdue the small fire. Now the thing was close to being out of control. Where had he…

      She spotted a boot and the hem of a turnout coat leg. “Izan!”

      To her left, the fire raged on the stove, now spreading across the floor, melting the linoleum where the grease had splashed. Flames licked up to the ceiling, scorching whatever popcorn texture had been sprayed up there by the construction workers. Now it was dripping onto the floor.

      She ran an assessing eye across the room as Dixon and Lewis ran in. “Get the fire smothered. I’ll get Izan out. The gas should be off, but I’ll check it.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.” Della aimed the fire extinguisher hose at the base of the flames.

      Amelia went to Izan, unconscious and lying on the floor beside the breakfast bar counter. His fire extinguisher had rolled under the dining table.

      She ducked her head, lifted his upper body, and stood with him over her shoulder. Amelia gritted her teeth and headed for the door. She walked through the entryway and out to the grass in front of the apartment building, where she deposited Izan on the soft, muddy earth. She ripped off her helmet and air tank. “Medic!” She shouted as loud as she could. Trace stopped what he was doing and ran to her. Amelia sat back on the grass, breathing hard. “We need another bus.”

      Trace stuck a stethoscope in his ears so he could listen to Izan’s breathing. “Give yourself a second.”

      This was supposed to have been a routine callout, but fire was never routine. Things could go wrong a million different ways. One moment, a fire extinguisher was all it took, and evacuating residents was only routine. The next, she’d have to call for the hose.

      Behind her, the fire boomed, blowing out the windows of apartment 1-C. Everyone in the vicinity ducked, covering their heads. Someone screamed. An older woman tripped trying to walk faster, and a young man moved to help her up.

      Amelia switched her radio to the dispatch channel. “This is Truck 14.” She gave the address. “We need backup.”

      She listened to the dispatcher’s response in her earpiece while she replaced her mask and helmet. “Copy that.” She ran back to the apartment. The natural gas line had to have caught the flame somehow and gone up. It should’ve been off. What on earth had happened here?

      She shut off the analysis she could save for her report, wondering how the hyperawareness that meant she saw the worst coming was even supposed to be helpful. It wasn’t like she could’ve stopped it in time.

      Useless.

      How many times had she been called that? As many as it took for that word to sink into her bones. For it to become a part of her.

      The Christians at the firehouse kept telling everyone to pray, but God had never shown up to save her before. Why would He start now?

      Amelia shouldered the door to the apartment open.

      The manager ran over between the buildings. “Hey! What’s going on?”

      She yelled from behind her face mask. “Keep everyone back.”

      Amelia ducked inside the apartment. She spotted one of her firefighters in the hallway on the floor. She grabbed Zoe Lewis under the arms and dragged her out the door, across the concrete to the grass.

      Rescue squad pulled up, but they weren’t close enough. She left Zoe on the grass near Izan, who was now stirring as he woke up. Trace moved over to assess the downed female firefighter.

      Amelia ran back to the apartment.

      Inside, she could barely see her hand in front of her face. She clicked on the light on the side of her helmet and pressed into the dark. Searching for her friend.

      “Nixon, call out!” She found the base of the fire, but the main blaze of the oil pan had been extinguished. Flames in the living room came from the gas fireplace and an open line. The buildup had caused the explosion, but now the running gas was coming out, keeping the fire going. The front of the unit had blown off, and the blaze swept up the wall and across the ceiling now. Moving fast, toward the hall. Seeking out fuel. Destroying everything in its wake.

      “Nixon!”

      She went back to the kitchen, trying to figure out where⁠—

      A heavy hand dragged her shoulder back. “We’ve got this.”

      Bryce Crawford. Twin to Logan. Ladies’ man turned one-woman good guy. Penny was a blessed lady. Bryce was a good lieutenant.

      Amelia considered him the brother she’d have preferred to the one she actually had. But his family, the Crawfords, were all overachievers, and she had to fight for every inch just to measure up, so belonging to the Crawford clan would never have worked.

      Besides, there was only one guy at the firehouse she would even consider dating. The rest of them…she knew too much personal stuff about them. And their locker room smelled like a high-school gym.

      “Get clear.” Eddie Rice tromped in after Bryce, followed by Zack Stephens, whose wife was pregnant. He spent every spare moment at the firehouse reading baby books.

      “We’ll find Della,” Zack said.

      Then Ridge was there in front of her. “You good?”

      Every word they said would be heard by everyone on the comms channel. All the firefighters on scene, and the EMTs as well, if they switched over to hear what was happening.

      He stared down at her, close enough their face masks were nearly touching. She saw his eyes scan her face. Checking if she was all right. His dark gaze held hers, those brooding eyes that always seemed to see far too much.

      Until he got too close and she had to tell him to back off. Give her some space.

      Amelia squeezed his elbow. “Find her,” she said into the comms channel. “I’m going outside to check on the others.”

      She tromped out, partially irritated that rescue squad had to swoop in and save their bacon—even if she’d been the one to call for backup. She and her Truck 14 crew wouldn’t hear the end of that one for a while.

      As she approached, Amelia saw Izan had sat up. Zoe pushed away Trace’s hand and did the same.

      Amelia deposited her helmet, mask, and air tank on the grass, then sat and leaned against her gear. Fists tight on her knees.

      Cops had arrived, easing people back from the scene.

      “Another bus?” she asked Trace, sweat rolling down the sides of her face.

      “Almost here.”

      “How is the patient?” She tipped her head to his ambulance, asking about the resident caught in the initial blaze.

      “She needs to get going.” Trace’s expression held a shadow.

      “So go. We’re good.”

      Zoe said, “Go.”

      Izan nodded. “Get the patient to the hospital.”

      Trace grabbed up his gear. “The other ambulance will be here in a minute. No one gets up until they’re cleared. Got it?”

      Amelia lifted her hand and gave him a salute.

      Trace ran for his ambulance.

      Zoe said, “Did you see Della?”

      Amelia shook her head. “Looked like the gas fireplace exploded.”

      “No way.” Izan frowned. “I turned the gas off from outside before I went in.”

      Amelia shrugged. “It blew.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      Zoe turned to watch the apartment. She had a smudge line of ash on the shoulder of her turnout coat and sweat on her hairline at the back. The dark-haired state women’s hockey champ two years running had two brothers who were Marines, and she’d married a US Army soldier—much to her brothers’ dismay. Her husband had been deployed for eight months and wasn’t due back for at least another year. Her mother pitched in to watch their two kids, aged four and seven, while Zoe worked long shifts.

      Izan hadn’t had a girlfriend in a while. Amelia got the feeling he had a thing for Olivia Tazwell, but since Amelia had her own unrequited thing going on, she wasn’t going to get into it.

      Eddie was first out the door, Zack on the other side of him with Della between them. They held her upright, walking at a rapid pace.

      Amelia stood, shielded her eyes with her hands, and waited for them to get close enough. “Where was she?”

      “Behind the dining table. She’s awake, just dazed.” They set her down on the grass, laying her back. The EMTs who had just arrived ran over.

      Amelia wanted to sink back onto the grass.

      “Takes two of you to bring out one of us?” Izan grinned. “Amelia dragged me out on her own, then went back for Zoe. She got us both out.” Izan brushed imaginary lint from his shoulder. “But that’s Truck versus Rescue for you, I guess.”

      Amelia bit the inside of her lip so she didn’t smile. She lifted her brows.

      Zoe twisted around. “You really did that? Never mind, of course you did.”

      “We go back for each other,” Amelia said. “No matter what.”

      Zoe nodded. “No matter what.”

      Izan reached over and squeezed her shoulder.

      Amelia watched the EMT assess Della like it was just another day on the job. But when someone could die at any minute, when a routine callout could go wrong in a thousand different ways and an innocent could get a call that their world would never be the same…

      Amelia couldn’t let go of her focus for even one second.

      She’d been right to tell Ridge that she couldn’t get into a relationship. Not when being a lieutenant meant everything to her and, with one tiny flick of the hand from Whoever was in control up there…

      She could lose it all.

      No, it just wasn’t worth the risk. Not when any day now, her carefully constructed life would come crashing down.

      She didn’t have the strength to rebuild it all again.
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      Ridge dug his axe into the drywall and tore out a piece, confirming the fire wasn’t in the walls. The fact that the axe had embedded a little harder than it should have was…unsurprising. She’d dumped him, and there was nothing he could do about it. What was the point in going around and around and never making progress? Spinning his wheels because she wasn’t about to change her mind.

      He keyed his radio. “I think we’re clear. The fire is out in the living room.”

      “Copy that,” Bryce responded. “Same here. Let’s clear out and work on cleanup.”

      “Meet me by the gas valve outside,” Eddie said over the radio. “Got something to show you, Lieutenants.”

      Ridge grinned, but on the open comms channel, he’d have to hope Amelia hadn’t heard that, or maybe she’d figure Eddie had misspoken. Ridge had passed the test a couple of weeks ago and gained the rank of lieutenant. But considering there were currently no open lieutenant spots with Last Chance Fire Department, it was almost a moot point. He hadn’t even told the other firefighters outside rescue squad.

      He and Amelia were technically the same rank now. They no longer worked on the same engine, and he was no longer her subordinate.

      Another situation that had a resolution, at least partially. He could’ve used it a year ago, when she’d been open to a relationship—for a hot second—until she’d realized he wanted her to let him into her life. Then she’d shut it down, and he was out in the cold. Figuratively.

      “You coming?” Bryce shoved his shoulder.

      “Yeah, yeah, Lieutenant.”

      Bryce grinned. Ridge followed him out, peeling off the helmet and face mask as they went.

      Life had always frustrated him. He’d never gotten what he wanted. After this series of disappointments, he’d thought finally dating Amelia would help him amass some hope in his heart so he could start to believe things might be different. It had been a year since that failed attempt at dating. He just hoped going for a lieutenant spot wasn’t going to end the same way.

      After years of being officially “dead,” living under the radar, his cousin Kane had been able to resurface. Not that they’d never communicated. Kane had figured out how to stay in touch the whole time.

      Kane, his girlfriend Maria, and his Delta Force buddies had been wildland firefighters for two summers, but now the Trouble Boys had resolved the reason their Delta Force team had been forced to go underground. Kane and Maria were headed here so they could all spend some time together. In fact, Ridge was expecting them later today.

      So what he’d figured he would gain from a relationship with Amelia had, in fact, come from Kane showing back up in the land of the living.

      Hope, but still it was wrapped in disappointment.

      Probably written all over his face.

      “Seriously, bro.” Eddie shot him a look, his dark eyes flashing.

      Ridge and Bryce were supposed to have met him by the shutoff valve, but Eddie had met them just outside the front door instead.

      In time to catch the look on Ridge’s face that Bryce had missed. “I suppose I have every reason to be thankful. It’s a beautiful day. The sun is shining. No one was seriously hurt.” Ridge shot Eddie a look, then pointed at him. “You’re dating a movie star. Bryce is engaged. Zack and Naya got married, and now they’re having a baby in a few months.”

      “And Ridge is still single.” Bryce clapped Eddie on the back of the head. “Have a little compassion, bro. He’s the last domino to fall.”

      Eddie shrugged. “Okay, but he’s so sad. He’s bringin’ down the mood.”

      Ridge walked away, not toward the other firefighters on the grass. He carried his SCBA face mask under his arm and set his helmet back on his head. His hair probably stuck out everywhere, but he didn’t care enough to fix it. He went to the valve, and the others gathered around.

      Eddie said, “The gas was on when I got to it.”

      And he’d shut it off from the look of this. “Let’s go find out what happened.” Ridge swung around in time to see both Eddie and Bryce snap a salute.

      “Yes, Lieutenant.” Both of them spoke at the same time.

      Ridge rolled his eyes, but it was pretty funny. They were proud of him. His boys, his team. Zack was over with the others, crouched by Della Nixon. Ridge tried not to look at Amelia, but he scanned all of them. She looked tired—and frustrated. Join the club, honey.

      Probably not frustrated about the same things he was though.

      He hung back and let Bryce take the lead. The rescue squad lieutenant held out his hand and helped Amelia to her feet. Bryce said, “You guys shut the gas off?”

      “I did.” Izan got to his feet, holding his hand out for Zoe. Della sat on the grass, sipping from a water bottle. The EMT was packing up his gear.

      Ridge caught Amelia’s gaze. “You good?”

      “Just got the wind knocked out of me when that guy ran out of the apartment.” Amelia looked around, and he followed her gaze, seeing a black-and-white police car pull onto the street.

      Ridge saw her swallow, an indication she was nervous. Interesting. “Izan, did you see anyone in there?”

      “The gas was off when I went in.” Izan rubbed a hand through his thick black hair. “I was about to start with the foam when someone knocked me out. They came from the hallway. Maybe they ran out in time to slam into you?”

      Amelia shrugged. “I didn’t get a good look at his face.”

      “The door was cracked,” Ridge said. “I figured it was you guys that opened it.”

      Amelia’s dark-blonde brows drew together. “Someone deliberately targeted us. Or the apartment.”

      “I’ll go fill in the cops. Get them to talk to witnesses and see if anyone saw anything.” Bryce wandered off toward the officers on crowd control.

      Ridge said, “I’m going to walk through the apartment.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Amelia peeled off her gloves and left them with her helmet and SCBA on the grass. That left her in turnout pants and a T-shirt, suspenders over her shoulders. Hair pulled back in a low bun so it didn’t get caught in anything. Wisps of blonde that had come free hung on the sides of her face.

      She was gorgeous, and half the men in the fire department had been in love with her at one point or another. Too bad she was so determined to succeed in Last Chance County that she didn’t notice the attention. But her determination made her an incredible officer. He wanted to be as good a lieutenant as she was. It was a large part of what had driven him in his training and studying to pass the test.

      Not only that, but his life had changed in the last year, and he needed a greater income now that he had two mouths to feed at home.

      Ridge went into the apartment first, then stepped aside and let her pass so she could go into the kitchen. She hit the living room instead.

      Amelia stood in the middle of the room, now a bunch of black, scorched furniture surrounded by black walls. She stared at the fireplace, her hands on her hips. “The gas must’ve built up and then blown.”

      “The pilot light probably caught with the fire.” He went over and crouched in front of the fireplace unit. “There isn’t much that comes out to make the flames in a fake-wood unit like this, but if the gas built up behind the face plate…” He looked at the switch on the wall—where it was supposed to be, anyway. “I wonder if whoever shoved Izan turned the fire on and opened the valve. These things have safety features. They’re not supposed to just blow.”

      “Gas doesn’t turn itself back on, and there’s no question Izan turned it off if he says he did.”

      “So our conclusion is that whoever was in here messed with it and deliberately caused the accident.” He blew out a breath. The same person had knocked her down. “Thank God no one was badly hurt.”

      His faith was new, or old, depending on how he looked at it. But all his conversations with Kane the past couple of months had led him to dig his Bible out of the back of a cupboard in his town house and even darken the doors of a church a few times.

      Amelia said, “Mmm.”

      Whatever that meant. Ridge wandered to the kitchen to look around.

      “Hey, listen. I didn’t really come with you so we could look at the scene. I need to talk to you.”

      He turned. “What about?”

      She stood in the kitchen doorway—what was left of it. Amelia lifted a hand and brushed hair back from her face, tucking the errant strands behind one ear. “I got a call. From the Benson Fire Department. A guy I used to work with—Julio Espinoza-Vasquez—called me.”

      “Coda.” Ridge nodded. “We met him when we went to Benson last year to help them out after that huge fire downtown.” They’d been scheduled to go there for training as a collaboration between the two departments, but given what had been going on, they’d quickly switched to pitching in.

      “He asked me to provide a reference on a prospective applicant.” She kept her expression blank, making her face unreadable. “You made lieutenant?”

      “A couple of weeks ago.”

      Hurt flashed in her eyes, but it disappeared quickly. “And you applied to BFD?”

      “There are no open lieutenant spots in Last Chance County.” He shrugged. And they’d broken up—so what reason did he have to stay? Even his sisters were on board with the idea. Tentatively. “And they have a few positions. I’m still deciding.”

      “Julio was nice about it, but he told me you should put someone else’s name on your application.” She winced. “I didn’t leave Benson under the best circumstances. To be honest, I have zero credibility there.”

      “They asked who my former superior officers were. That’s all.” Nothing personal—just the way she liked it. Ridge was trying not to get cynical, but it was hard. “Sorry you got dragged into it.”

      “I just wanted you to know why my opinion won’t help you in Benson. But I’m sure Crawford gave you a glowing reference.”

      Ridge took a couple of steps toward her. “What happened to you there? Why’d you leave Benson?”

      She shrugged, but the weight on her shoulders didn’t move. “I needed a fresh start. Fire is fire. Doesn’t matter where you fight it.”

      “You’ve said that to me before.” Now it seemed a little too rehearsed. “But I’ve lived in Last Chance my whole life. Maybe it would be a good change to go live somewhere else. The Benson FD seemed like some really solid people. It could be good.” He stopped before he repeated himself again.

      She said, “They’re solid now.”

      “Now that you’re gone?”

      She flinched. “I wasn’t the toxic one.”

      He took another step toward her. “What happened?”

      “I left. That’s what happened.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted a change. Why are you interrogating me?”

      “Because if I keep doing it, eventually you’ll tell me the truth.”

      Her eyes flared. “What does it matter?”

      She already knew the answer to that, so Ridge just stared at her. Wordlessly willing her to figure it out on her own.

      “Whatever. Leave.” She shrugged. “See if I care.”

      “Is there a reason I shouldn’t go to Benson?”

      “Not anymore.”

      Ridge dipped his head and tried to catch her gaze. “If you don’t want me to go, then ask me to stay.”

      She twisted to face him. “Do whatever you want.”

      Then she whirled around and walked out.

      Ridge watched her go, trying to figure out why it amused him to rile her up. Probably he just enjoyed torturing himself with what he couldn’t have.

      Bryce appeared in the doorway. “That went well.”

      “Swing and a miss.” Ridge mimicked holding a baseball bat.

      Bryce chuckled. “Pressing her buttons isn’t exactly the tactic I’d have gone with.”

      “I don’t need any more advice.” Ridge swiped at his forehead and realized too late he still had his gloves on. “Just tell me that the truck crew aren’t in danger. That they aren’t being personally targeted. Then there’s a hope I’ll be able to get some sleep tonight.”

      Bryce said, “I guess we should figure it out. I happen to know a private investigator.”

      “Fine, call your girl. Tell her we’ll pay whatever she charges.” He needed to know if their friends were at risk.

      Because if Amelia’s life was in danger, there was no way he would leave Last Chance County.

      She might have given him up. But he wasn’t going to lose her.
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      Amelia drove the fire truck back to the firehouse since she was the one with the least injuries. The quiet in the cab, everyone thinking—or overthinking—or relaxing for a moment, gave her time for her thoughts to wander. She gripped the wheel and swung Truck 14 into the engine bay of Eastside Firehouse ten minutes before the end of their shift, more than ready to hand off the rig to the incoming crew.

      Thinking about Benson always got her way back in her head. She didn’t need that. Now she resented Ridge for bringing it all back up. The captain from Benson—Coda, because he was the child of deaf parents—had been nice about it, but he knew the story.

      Amelia didn’t want the past invading her life here. She was just going to shove it from her mind the way she’d been doing ever since she got back. Not that there weren’t plenty of problems in her history based here in Last Chance County, but at least those were all dead. Or in jail.

      Izan rolled his shoulders, sat over in her spot in the passenger seat. “Gonna shut the engine off?”

      The two women on her crew had hopped out.

      Amelia put the rig in Park and shut the engine down, leaving the keys in the ignition. “Interesting day.”

      “I’ll say.” He hopped out. “Pretty much a miracle we’re all mostly unscathed.”

      They’d all been checked out by the medics on scene, and no one had needed to be taken to the hospital—which meant not only was everyone good, but Truck 14 was still in service. Going out of service was a necessity sometimes. They couldn’t respond to a callout if they were tied up at the hospital and had the fire truck with them.

      She jumped out of the truck and rolled her shoulders, feeling the pull of her sore muscles. A good day of hard work. Tomorrow she would hit the gym where she was a member and use the sauna—get rid of the tension. Until then, she needed a hearty meal and a strong cup of tea.

      Amelia got her gear stowed away and slipped her feet into running shoes she kept at the firehouse. She pushed through the double doors into the hall that stretched from the engine bay to the front door. The kitchen was to the left about halfway down one straight hall, off which was a U-shaped corridor with the bunk rooms, the gym, officers’ quarters, and chief’s office, and the conference room so that the building was a square. On slow days, they made the rookies race around the hall doing laps, and when they were bored and the chief was gone, they turned it into a relay with obstacles and those guns that shot foam darts.

      She took the quiet hall past the bunk rooms to her office in the south hall, able to hear the chatter from the kitchen and living area on the north side of the building. Her counterpart for the next shift was already in the office, logging on to his laptop.

      She knocked and entered. “I just have to grab my backpack.”

      Lieutenant Morris was pushing fifty, heavyset with thick dark brows and not much hair on the top of his head. He took off his reading glasses and turned, making the chair creak. “Sounds like it was an eventful shift.”

      “Excitement is better than sitting around waiting for the bell to go off.” She hated feeling antsy with too much energy and nothing to do. “How about you? Do anything interesting on your day off?” She swiped her book from the nightstand and dropped it in her backpack.

      “Not really. The kids had a track meet, so I went to that. Chief James wants to talk to you on your way out.”

      Amelia frowned. “Any idea what it’s about?” She’d been planning to change and head out, not get sucked into a meeting.

      Morris shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

      She swung her backpack onto her shoulder. “Have a good one.”

      He muttered something, but she ignored it. Personal and work didn’t mix. She knew that better than anyone. She didn’t have to work the same shift as Morris, and she liked it that way. Amelia and Bryce had a friendly rivalry. Morris would have been forever trying to undermine her just to make himself look better.

      Something she’d had enough of for a lifetime.

      Amelia was going to keep things professional with everyone, even if it killed her. Considering the alternative nearly had, she knew the stakes, and she was okay with doing her job to the best of her ability and then going home to her echoey house. No one could ask more of her than that.

      She knocked on Macon’s door and heard a muffled “Come in.”

      “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

      He sat behind his desk, a gold ring on his left hand. A Styrofoam container on his desk that smelled like Italian seasoning. “Shut the door, Lieutenant.” His expression shifted, but she didn’t know what it meant.

      Amelia eased the door shut. “Should I sit?”

      “That might be a good idea.” His frown lines deepened as he sat back in his chair, his wide shoulders almost as broad as the seat. “I was going through the personnel files recently and discovered that yours doesn’t seem to have your rank qualification report included. Any idea why it’s missing?”

      Amelia held herself very still. “From your files?”

      “The system indicates the files were paper, not electronic. They were never scanned into the database by the admin pool, and I can’t seem to locate the paperwork. Until I can, you’re technically not able to work as a lieutenant, as I only have the firefighter qualification for you. Nothing after you passed the initial training.”

      She swallowed. “So it went missing? Or someone took it?”

      Amelia needed to seem surprised, maybe confused. She was only confused about why it had taken him this long to realize there was a problem. Ridge. Macon had gone into the files to update Ridge’s rank and discovered the discrepancy in hers.

      “I need a copy of your lieutenant paperwork, Patterson. ASAP. You have to get it to me by next shift, or you won’t be able to lead Truck. Put in a call to the Benson FD and have them send it over. I’m sure you’d rather not have Foster take your spot until this is cleared up, so get it figured out. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir. Is that everything?”

      The chief nodded. “See you Thursday.”

      She got up, moving as easy as she could, keeping things smooth. No jerky movements. “See you later, sir.” Amelia closed the door to his office. She walked sedately to the front door. The receptionist who worked during the day on weekdays said something, but Amelia didn’t hear the words. It sounded like garbled whomps.

      Then she was outside, and all she could hear was the rush of her own breath in her ears.

      Amelia practically ran to her pickup truck, then slid in behind the wheel. She grasped the steering wheel while rain dropped on the windshield. She hadn’t even noticed it was raining. The sky was heavy with dark gray clouds.

      Ridge walked by her truck, his duffel bag over his shoulder. She spotted Eddie and Izan walking together.

      Amelia turned the truck on, shoved it into Drive, and peeled out before Ridge could open the passenger-side door and try to talk to her. Someone honked, but she didn’t know if she’d cut them off or simply had a taillight out.

      She ignored everything. Shut off the music on her radio, tuned to the local country station. She drove to Main Street in town and pulled into the parking lot behind Bridgewater Café.

      Amelia keyed in the code for the back door, letting herself in the employee entrance. Meg Andrews, the owner, had been Amelia’s best friend in high school. Back then, Amelia’s father had…She didn’t want to think about him.

      Steven Hilden had run the town like a tyrant until local cops and first responders had exposed what he was doing a handful of years ago. He’d been the fire chief at the time—and he was responsible for Meg’s father’s death.

      On the wall of the back hallway in the café hung an old photo of Meg’s father in his firefighter uniform. In the picture, he stood beside another firefighter with short blond hair and dark-brown eyes. Dad. The sweet man her mom had remarried when Amelia was five, Matt Patterson.

      They’d both died on the same shift.

      Not just because the fire had overtaken their position, leaving them with no way out, but also because the chief had known they disliked his extracurricular activities. For the crime of believing a firefighter should be working to save lives and prevent fire—not working for his own personal gain through any and all illegal means—they’d been left to die.

      She remembered fondly this man she had loved, who had doted on her. Amelia lifted her fist and knocked it against the frame of the photo in solidarity. But with how shaken she was, it rattled a little too much.

      Meg stuck her head out of her office. “Whoa. What happened?”

      Amelia shook her head. “It’s fine.”

      “Fine enough you look like your cat ran onto the freeway.” Meg rolled her eyes. “Get a soda and get in here.”

      Amelia went to the refrigerator in the kitchen and grabbed a diet plus a drink for Meg. She set Meg’s on the desk in her tiny office—mostly covered with textbooks for the college courses she was taking. Her friend was trying to get her degree in all the masses of spare time she had after running the café.

      “Don’t tell me it’s fine. Tell me what it is.” Meg sat back in her chair and took a sip of her drink.

      Amelia wanted to throw her drink at the wall, so she put it on the desk and turned to pace. “Macon asked for my lieutenant paperwork. By next shift.”

      “Oh boy.” Meg paused. “We knew this could happen eventually.”

      She wanted to explain that Ridge would get her spot on Truck, but that wasn’t even the point that made this whole thing so huge. “We knew it would blow up in my face.” She turned back to pace the other direction and shrugged. “Now it’s over. I’m done.”

      “You’re not done until you quit.”

      “I might as well quit.” She lifted her hands, then let them fall back to her sides. “What’s the point pretending I’m not an impostor?”

      “You’re a fire department lieutenant.”

      Amelia stopped pacing. “One who bribed the old fire chief to let me have the job because of what we knew he used to do for Steven Hilden…” She couldn’t say “my father.” Not out loud. She had to pause just to breathe. “I coerced him to hire me as lieutenant when I have no official standing for this job.”

      “You passed that test fair and square. It was just that…” Her words descended into muttering. “He⁠—”

      “I know what he did. I was there.”

      Meg leaned forward in her seat. “Maybe you should say it out loud for once instead of burying it or pretending you’ve forgotten. What did he do to you, Amelia?”

      “He—”

      “Use his name.”

      Amelia let out a sound of frustration. “Nicholas Danielson, Benson FD captain. ” She shot Meg a look and saw her friend nod. “He wore me down until I agreed to date him, using his position as my superior to get me to cave. Then when things didn’t go his way⁠—”

      “Or when you succeeded at anything.”

      Amelia continued, “—he was vindictive, abusive, and undermined me.”

      “And convinced all your coworkers that you were unhinged because he was drugging your coffee.”

      Amelia closed her eyes. “There’s no paperwork. He destroyed it.”

      “You earned that rank fair and square.”

      She opened her eyes. “Doesn’t matter now. I’m done. My career is over.”

      Meg held her gaze with a steady stare. “It’s only over when you say it is.”
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      Ridge parked his Jeep in the numbered spot for his town house, and a glance over at the guest spot told him the twins were home. He grabbed the bag of food he’d picked up from Backdraft off the front seat and his duffel from the back.

      He’d been thinking about what had happened today the whole way home. The fact that it seemed like firefighters had been the target of a deliberate attack. The cops hadn’t had enough time to ascertain anything, so there was no new information.

      Okay, fine, he’d been thinking about the look on Amelia’s face when she left.

      Whatever she’d talked to the chief about had upset her, but Ridge had no idea what it could be, and with a whole forty-eight blissful hours off work to look forward to, he wasn’t going to get an answer on that anytime soon either. Not unless he tracked her down outside work—which he’d never done.

      They’d gone on exactly four dates. She’d always gone with him from the firehouse or met him at a restaurant or movie theater. He’d never picked her up from her house and had no idea where she lived. Then again, no one from the firehouse had been to his town house since he’d moved in.

      Rescue squad used to come over sometimes to watch a basketball game, or they’d all go to Bryce’s to watch football. But with the guys getting into relationships, that happened less now.

      He and Amelia were just private people, and he didn’t want the twins all aflutter because of a bunch of firefighter guys and gals in his house.

      He doubted Amelia would answer the phone if he called.

      The door opened before he even reached it, and one of the twins appeared in the doorway. Maddie always tracked his phone, and when the app said he’d arrived, his sister always met him at the door. “Take this bag, will you? Dish up and I’ll go shower real quick.”

      Now that she was seventeen and on the cusp of being a gorgeous woman, keeping her out of line of sight of firefighters was a good plan. They had enough drama with boys at school. Even if he trusted his friends implicitly, he didn’t like the idea of personal tangling with professional—unless it came to Amelia.

      Maddison had long brown hair with a wave that came nearly to the small of her back. She wore wide-leg jeans low on her hips and a shirt that didn’t touch the waistband. As long as there wasn’t a belly-button ring in her navel. At least, not one he hadn’t been informed about before she got it. He was going to keep his mouth shut and pick his battles.

      “You should put your laundry on. Your duffel smells like Josh’s car.” She took the bag and wandered to the kitchen counter. “He’s on the football team.”

      A person could stand in the middle of the kitchen, reach out and touch all the counters plus the fridge without stretching too far. The little square space was barely big enough for two people, let alone all three of them at once.

      When they’d moved here, the twins had replaced his black-and-white highway print on the wall in the hallway with a vintage Casablanca movie poster. Six months ago it had been replaced with a poster for Trek of the Osprey, a sci-fi show he’d watched as a kid, which they called “vintage” and insisted on watching over and over when all three of them were home.

      “Hi.” Ella burrowed under his arm and squeezed his middle. Slightly smaller than Maddison, she had the same hairstyle but wore a floral top and a pair of skinny jeans. Aside from their sense of style and Ella’s more introverted personality, the girls were mirror images. Most people couldn’t tell them apart.

      He put his arm around Ella. “Good day?”

      She shrugged, still holding his middle with her slender arms. He rubbed a hand across her shoulders. “Maddie, how do you know what Josh’s car smells like?”

      Even though her back was to him, he knew she winced. Ella let out a little giggle. Maddie twisted around. “Did I say Josh? I meant…uh…we went to the library. That’s how I know what his car smells like. We studied. At the library.” She shot wide eyes in Ella’s direction.

      “That’s where I do all my studying,” Ridge said. “At the library.”

      Ella laughed aloud, and it was about the best sound Ridge had ever heard. Up there on his top five favorite things, along with Christmas carol services sung by a children’s choir, a hot dog at a ball field, and Amelia’s smile.

      Ella disconnected from the hug and went over to slump on their cushy sectional. The one they’d made him spend two hours picking out because they had to sit on every couch in the entire store. Twice. And okay, it had been worth it. Not that he’d admit as much to them.

      “I guess I should pay more attention to that tracking app. See where you’re going.” He watched Ella curl up with a calculus textbook and her math notebook, sliding the pencil out from behind her ear.

      “Right now I’m in the kitchen, doing what you told me to do.”

      “Is Josh still a thing?” He’d learned Maddie switched out flavors of the month like an ice-cream shop, but he’d rather she just have a lot of friends so he wasn’t worrying about her getting hot and heavy with some guy while he had an overnight shift at the firehouse.

      Maddie shrugged. “Ella didn’t like him.”

      Despite their differences, the girls’ instincts were sacrosanct for decision-making. If one had a vibe, it was law. Thankfully, when their mom had remarried eighteen months ago and their stepdad Gary didn’t want to be tied down with kids, they’d had the feeling Ridge would be great to live with. So the twins called a family meeting and announced their plan to have Ridge adopt them.

      Gary had been thrilled.

      Considering Ridge never would’ve left the girls in the lurch, he hadn’t even given it time so he could think it over. He’d said yes immediately, and they’d been living with him as their guardian since.

      At the time, Ridge had been in a one-bedroom apartment on the rough side of town, saving for a down payment on a house. He’d taken that money and put a deposit on this place. The girls got the main bedroom upstairs because it was bigger—and had two sinks in the bathroom. He had a small room he used a few days a week, and the third room was an office with a pullout couch.

      Maddie put a full plate of food in the microwave, then took the container of salad and two packets of plasticware and went to sit by her sister on the couch. Ridge got the breadsticks and ate two on the way to the shower.

      He rinsed off, set his clothes in the washer, and headed back to the kitchen in sweatpants and a T-shirt. While he’d been in the bathroom, he’d received an email from Chief Macon James, asking him to come in early next shift. He responded, acknowledging the request, and set his phone on the breakfast bar.

      “I made you a plate. It’s in the microwave.” Ella didn’t look up from her math.

      Maddie nudged her.

      Ella looked at her sister, then at Ridge.

      “Whatever it is, let me eat first. I’m starving.” He went to the microwave and pulled out the hot plate of sausage pasta. His stomach growled. Ridge went to the armchair. He ate one bite, then said, “Okay, hit me with whatever it is.”

      Ella smiled.

      “Okay, well.” Maddie shifted on the couch, curling her legs up so her knees were almost in her sister’s lap. “We’ve been talking about Benson, Washington.”

      “About you getting a job there,” Ella said.

      “And we don’t want to move.”

      “We wanna stay here.”

      Both of them stared at him.

      Ridge said, “There aren’t any open lieutenant spots in Last Chance County.”

      “We’re in our senior year. We shouldn’t leave before graduation,” Ella said. “It would be too much of an interruption to move mid-year.”

      “I know.” He’d been dragging his feet for that exact reason. He’d also called his mom and talked about her coming home for a few months. “But they have a good college there.” He knew they’d been applying around, finding somewhere they could both land.

      Ella said, “They already accepted us.”

      Maddie nudged her. “But so did three other schools, so it’s not like we’re locked in.”

      “We could all move.” Ridge set his plate on the coffee table and leaned his forearms on his knees. “Get a house there. You guys could go to school in Benson and get your degrees.”

      Maddie stared at him, her expression almost brittle. Like it was about to shatter. “This is our home. We didn’t want to leave before, when Mom left, and we don’t want to leave now.”

      “I know, kiddo.” Ridge sighed.

      “Be a firefighter here. On rescue squad. I thought you liked it.”

      He glanced at Ella. “There are some things you don’t understand.”

      “You don’t want to work with her,” Maddie said. “Because she broke your heart.”

      Ridge shook his head. “It didn’t get that far.”

      “But she dumped you.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “Now you wanna run away. Like when Eric asked Stacey to prom, and I wanted to die…or switch to the high school across town because I couldn’t stand to see either of their faces.” Maddie winced, her eyes glistening with tears.

      He’d been home for those two rocky days before the summer, when Maddison had been in bed in tears with a gallon of ice cream and a bag of chocolate chips. No one wanted to relive the Great Eric Firestorm all over again. Considering Ridge’s ankle injury at the time, he hadn’t been able to work out and couldn’t leave the house without Ella driving him. They’d all been trapped with nowhere to go, but they’d survived.

      Before he could respond, she continued. “I worked through it. And you need to do the same thing.” She nodded, certain she was right. Her composure back in place. “So we can stay.”

      Ella looked at her phone, then at her sister. “They’re here.”

      “Who is here?” He scooted to the edge of his seat. “Who else do you have on that location app?” It had better not be more Joshes. “Ella?”

      She lifted her chin. “We also can’t leave because this is where our family is.”

      They only had Mom and…“Kane?” He glanced between them. “You convinced Kane to back your play to stay here?”

      Maddie’s expression matched her sister’s. “We knew you were serious, so we decided to get serious.”

      Ridge strode to the front door and opened it in time to see Kane and his girlfriend Maria coming up the front walk. “So this is a setup?”

      “Nah.” Kane grinned. “Just here to tell you we’re engaged.”

      Maria lifted her left hand and wiggled her fingers. She looked as happy as anyone had a right to be, a smile spread wide across her face. The woman was gorgeous, all dark features and Hispanic coloring.

      Ridge grinned. “Congratulations.” He gave Maria a hug, and she stepped in. He held out his hand to his cousin Kane, and they slapped each other’s backs. “I’m glad she said yes.”

      “Me too.” Kane chuckled, twisting between Ridge and the doorframe. “How are my two favorite girls?” He spread his arms wide, and both twins came over to hug him. They hadn’t seen Kane since they were little, and barely remembered him. But since Kane had come back from the dead, and back into their lives, a couple of months ago, he’d become an ally. Even Maria seemed to be part of their little group now.

      Ridge said, “All right. Sit, all of you. I still need to eat.” He pointed to the kitchen. “There’s more if you guys are hungry.” He grabbed his plate. “I’m not talking about anything else that’s serious until I’m done with my food.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes and looked at Maria, who smiled. Kane’s fiancée said, “My father was the same way after work.”

      Maddie leaned against Ella’s shoulder and asked Maria, “Did you figure out your jobs here yet?”

      Maria said, “We spoke to a guy in town, Tate Hudson.”

      Maddie looked at Ridge, who said, “He’s a private investigator,” then took another bite of pasta. Kane sat on the floor with his back to the couch, handing Maria one of the two bowls he carried.

      “Thanks, this smells good.” Maria said, “He’s closing his business and handing off a lot of cases to others. He’s shifting his job to more of a support role, but I’m not sure if investigating is what we want to do. I have a remote job consulting also, and that takes up a good chunk of my time. Working together might not be the right answer. We just don’t know yet.”

      Kane swallowed a bite of food. “We’re actually talking to some friends of friends about joining a search and rescue team.” He glanced at Ridge. “They work out of Benson, where they have a whole K-9 team.”

      Maddie said, “Benson?”

      Kane winced. “I know you don’t want to go, but Maria and I need the right jobs for us. Her consulting gig isn’t full-time, and I need to feel like I have my thing.”

      “And Ridge gets the right job for him.” Maddie stood. “And no one cares what’s right for us.” She stepped onto the coffee table so she could get out of the sectional area.

      “Maddie—”

      “I know.” But she didn’t stop walking until she was upstairs, where she slammed the door.

      Ridge winced, glancing at Ella. “Is that how you feel as well?”

      Ella scrunched up her nose. “I want to pass this calculus class. I want Mom to come to our graduation, but she said she ‘isn’t sure what her plans are.’ Maddie doesn’t know what she wants her major to be, so how can I pick a college?” Her voice hitched.

      Ridge’s heart squeezed in his chest. This wasn’t just about them all moving, it was about all the things the two teen girls in his house were dealing with.

      “And I want that woman we shall not name to un-dump you.”

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      Ella shrugged. “You can’t tell me not to worry about you. She made you so unhappy you’re leaving town, and now we all have to go.”

      “Ella—”

      “I have a test tomorrow.” She gathered up her books and left the room.

      Ridge set his plate on the coffee table and ran his hands down his face, groaning.

      Kane said, “Is this a bad time to ask if it’s still okay that I stay here for a while?”

      Ridge lowered his hands and looked at his cousin. The guy had been given back pay for his time serving the Army and his pension owed during the time he was supposedly dead, and Maria had been cut a check from the CIA for services rendered.

      “Maria is going to get an apartment.”

      Ridge shrugged. “Sure, whatever. We can work it out tomorrow.”

      He almost laughed, even though there was nothing funny about this. He needed to do something about…everything. Before the girls decided to ignore their schoolwork and try to fix things themselves. Before he got a real job offer in Benson and had to make a final decision.

      Kane set his bowl on the coffee table. “In that case, I’ll go get my overnight bag.”

      Maria stood. “I’ll go with you.”

      Ridge sat alone in his living room, trying to figure out how to fix the mess that was his life. Preferably before something else happened.
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