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      The first thing that Zane Collins noticed when he took the Nestled Hollow exit off I-70 was the burn scar on the mountain right above the town. Man, that fire had gotten dangerously close to the homes. This was his second time seeing it— the first time had been when he’d come for an interview— but it still hit him just as hard now. This town definitely needed him to help them to be prepared for future disasters.

      He drove his truck up First and then turned onto Main Street. The day was sunny and even though it was barely September, the weather was still a little on the cool side. Yet still, people were on the sidewalks, shopping and stopping to talk to neighbors as they passed, like they lived in some TV movie and all knew each other. He shook his head and chuckled. They probably did all know each other— this town was pretty small.

      “Our town,” he said out loud and reached out to rub Ranger’s neck—his yellow lab that sat next to him. “That is going to take some getting used to.”

      He wondered if he would ever feel like this was his town without having to correct himself. He was thrilled to be the new Fire Chief and Emergency Management Director, but he never would’ve chosen to be in a small town. He had liked living in Springvale, Missouri—it was a big enough city that if you met people on the street, you probably didn’t know them, and they’d respect you enough to ignore you.

      He ran into burning buildings for a living; he could handle living in a small town. This was just a step on the ladder to becoming the Emergency Management Director of a bigger city, then of a state capital. And like every step he’d already taken on this ladder, he was going to give this step— this town— everything he had.

      He pulled into a parking space in front of the Nestled Hollow Fire Department at the far end of Main Street. He had met Chief Stockton, the fire chief he would be replacing, when he had interviewed with him; Mayor Stone, who, in a quirk of small-town leadership, also doubled as the city manager; and the three members of the city council.

      He was pretty sure that one of the city council members doubled as a principal at one of the schools, one was over city recreation, and one owned the gas station. He should’ve expected as much when he saw that the position was for both the Fire Chief and the Emergency Management Director.

      “Heel, Ranger,” he said when he got out of the truck, and Ranger, like the good boy he was, hopped out onto the sidewalk and stuck at his side. Zane clipped the leash to his collar, even though if there was any dog who didn’t need a leash, it was Ranger.

      As soon as he walked through the door of the fire station, Chief Stockton met him and shook his hand. “Nice to see you again, Zane.” The guy had a solid handshake but wasn’t bone-crushing like he was overcompensating or taking out his aggressions on Zane’s hand.

      Chief Stockton was probably in his early sixties, but still seemed fairly fit. He knew that it wasn’t entirely the Chief’s choice that he was taking an early retirement, but the guy didn’t seem to hold it against Zane that he was the one taking over his position. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”

      Chief Stockton led him around the ridiculously small station. Zane had been assigned to the main fire station in Springvale, but he had also spent some time in the other eleven stations in different fire districts throughout the city. None of them were as small as this place was.

      He had to remind himself that this wasn’t a step down in his career. Having the title of Fire Chief and Emergency Management Director was important to his plans, and this town desperately needed his skills.

      He made it a point to remember the names of the firefighters and EMTs as Chief Stockton introduced him to each person. He was going to be their boss starting tomorrow, and he wasn’t about to look incompetent in front of them.

      There were seven men and women in all, and part of him guessed that this was the entirety of his crew and that they probably weren’t all full-time employees, either. This was going to be interesting. Especially because the looks they were giving him were friendly on the outside, but anything but just beneath the surface. They were not happy to see their chief leaving.

      That was okay. He didn’t need them to love him; he needed them to help him get this town prepared. That was all that mattered.

      “What do you say we start by checking out the damage on the mountain?” Chief Stockton asked, and led him and Ranger to a side-by-side with the NHFD logo on the side. Then they took it right out on the streets like it was a registered road vehicle and drove it toward the mountains. Apparently, that was another perk of living in a small town.

      As they drove, Zane asked the chief about each member of the fire department. He had spent countless hours preparing a plan for Nestled Hollow, but he hadn’t known enough about the people who would be under him to know what kind of strengths he had to work with.

      The closer they got to the mountain, the more he could see exactly where the fire line was. A walking path ran along the edge of the mountain, separating it from the houses, and in some areas, the path had been all that stopped the fire. In the worst spot, the fire had burned to within twenty feet of a couple of homes. It was alarming enough that Ranger even gave a soft whimper at seeing it.

      “Do you know how the fire started?”

      Chief Stockton nodded as he turned the vehicle onto the dirt walking path. “Some folks who were here for a weekend camping trip didn’t put their campfire out completely. With as wet as spring was, the grasses had grown plenty, and when they dried out in that heat wave we had last month, it became the perfect kindling.”

      Zane held in his frustration at the carelessness of some people. “How many acres burned?”

      The Chief turned onto a trail leading upward. “We got word of the fire quickly, and my team worked hard. Mountain Springs and Silver Stone each sent a couple of trucks and half a dozen firefighters before we got help from the county, so we got a handle on it pretty quickly. It still got one hundred and seven acres, though. So, big, but not massive.”

      Chief Stockton pulled the side-by-side to a stop, and Zane got out to inspect things a little more. He wished he would’ve been there to help fight the fire. The mountain was relatively steep, and although several big pines had been burned too badly to stay alive, they still stood.

      But the bigger problem was that the underbrush was completely gone. “This winter is supposed to have heavy snowfall,” Zane said. “Get a couple of warm days in the spring, especially if it combines with a spring rain, and there’s a guaranteed landslide.”

      The Chief nodded. Of course, he knew all this— it was probably why he was willing to let the county officials push him into taking an early retirement.

      Zane’s mind was constantly filled with all the things that needed to happen in order to keep a city safe and protected in case of a natural disaster. It had been that way since he had worked his way to become a firefighter on assignment as assistant to the Emergency Management Director in Springvale a year and a half ago. Doing everything he had for Springvale had thrilled him. Made him feel alive.

      After he looked at the damage on the mountain, he turned to see the town of Nestled Hollow laid out below it and ideas filled his mind at breakneck speed. There was so much he could do here. Energy coursed through him.

      He wasn’t taking over as Fire Chief officially until tomorrow, but he wanted to get things started today. This town was open and vulnerable, and there was so much to do to get it safe and protected.

      “Do you have an apartment yet?”

      The chief’s question was so far from what he had been thinking, that it jolted him back to the present. “Um, no. Not until this weekend. I’m staying at All Nestled Inn for a few days.”

      “Leaving behind family in Springvale?”

      “A brother.” Technically, his brother lived in Georgia, not far from their childhood home where their parents still lived. Their parents hadn’t been around much in Zane’s childhood and were around even less in his adulthood, so it was easier to just mention Wyatt.

      “Are you close?”

      “No. We just reconnected a year ago.”

      “Gonna miss your old city?”

      He glanced at the Fire Chief to see why he was being interrogated, then looked back at the city. The look on the man’s face showed he was just being friendly. “I really enjoyed getting that place ready for any disaster. But I’m ready to move on to another city where I can help.”

      “No girlfriend?”

      A chuckle escaped him. “Nope.” His last girlfriend had broken up with him six months ago because he was “emotionally unavailable.” He hadn’t been looking since.

      “You ready to take on this job?”

      “Very.” He was itching to start getting an emergency system in place. If he could talk the Chief into handing over the job today, he would take over this minute.

      Chief Stockton stood next to him, and both men looked out over the city, arms crossed, legs in a wide stance. After a long silence, the Chief said, “Look out for this city.” His voice was filled with enough emotion that Zane’s eyes flew to the man for a second. “You’re an outsider, so you might have an uphill climb. But they’re good people. Take care of them.”

      Zane knew that he was by far the best man for the job, and he took his job seriously. So with complete confidence, he turned to the Chief and said, “I will.” Then shook his hand, sealing the promise.
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        * * *

      

      Zane dropped Ranger off at an animal boarding shop named Paws and Relax just two buildings down from the fire station and gave him a good neck rub. “I’ll be back to get you in the morning. I just need you to stay here for three nights, and then you’ll get to come home with me. You can handle three nights, right?”

      Ranger gave his bark that always sounded like an enthusiastic “Yep!”

      “You’re a good boy, Ranger.” He nodded at the woman who was working at the shop, and she immediately crouched down to talk to his dog and give him a good pet. He’d be okay here.

      Then he moved his truck from one of the few parking spots in front of the fire station to the parking lot behind All Nestled Inn, even though the two buildings were just over a block apart.

      As he carried in his luggage, he wished this town had a Marriott, a Hilton, or even a Best Western. A place where the person at the front desk would exchange pleasantries with him when he walked in and then would forget about him for the rest of his stay. At a place like All Nestled Inn, they’d probably want to get in his business and be chatty, and he had work to do.

      As soon as he walked into the hotel lobby, his eyes were drawn to one thing— the woman on top of a tall ladder, changing a lightbulb in the middle of the tall-ceilinged room while talking on the phone.

      And she stood one step higher on the ladder than was safe— on the step that he knew said, “No climbing or standing.”

      In a skirt.

      What was she thinking, being that high up on a ladder in a skirt? At least she had left her heels on the floor at the bottom of the ladder. She was talking on the phone to an HVAC repairman, from what he could tell, holding the phone with her shoulder, while holding a lightbulb in one hand, unscrewing the old one from the fixture with the other, leaning against the ladder for what little support the top shelf of it could provide.

      He wanted to ask if she needed help, but she hadn’t seen him yet, and he was worried that saying something might just surprise her enough to make her fall off the ladder. So he just watched in silence. And, okay, maybe checked her out a little.

      She was dressed in a fancy pink blouse and had long, straight dark hair that fell to the middle of her back. And that skirt that hugged a very nice figure. After removing the old lightbulb, she shifted on the ladder while she switched each lightbulb to the opposite hand, and then began screwing in the new one.

      “Tony,” she said, her voice firm. “You know that there are nights this time of year when it starts to get a little chilly. Especially because most visitors aren’t used to Nestled Hollow’s cooler temperatures.”

      She paused a moment, then said in a nicer voice, one that was part teasing and part sweet-talking, “You can find a time to come fix it in this one room, can’t you?”

      Part of him wanted to give her a lecture about safety. The other part of him— the part that was winning, surprisingly— just admired her efficiency and her willingness to be up on the ladder when she obviously hadn’t planned on doing it today, based on her choice of outfit.

      Another pause, then she said, “That’s why you’re the best, Tony. See you tomorrow.” She finished screwing in the bulb, then grabbed the phone with her free hand, pressed the button to end the call, then, with the burnt-out lightbulb in one hand and phone in the other, started climbing down the ladder.

      And that’s when she noticed him and let out a shout of surprise and flinched enough that the ladder shook and she grabbed hold tightly, dropping the lightbulb and the cell phone she had been holding. Zane had been on alert for danger from the moment he had walked into the lobby, so he stepped forward and caught the lightbulb before it crashed to the floor.

      “You scared me!”

      “I tried not to.”

      The woman made her way down the last few steps of the ladder. Then she slipped her heels on and smoothed down the front of her skirt. “Well,” she said, chuckling, “at least now we know how I’d react if someone broke into my house.” Her voice was nice. Pleasant, but with something else, too. Mischievousness, maybe.

      “It’s a good tactic— scream and drop whatever you’re holding. You might be able to scare off an attacker with that.” He handed her the lightbulb. “But I didn’t break in. I wasn’t even trying to be quiet.”

      “I could see the hallways to the guest rooms and the parking lot from the ladder, so I thought I’d know if someone came in.” She looked him up and down. “You’re a big, strong guy. I wouldn’t have expected you to come in so ninja-quiet.”

      He smiled. So she was noticing him, too. “And I didn’t expect to find a woman mid-lightbulb emergency when I came to check in.”

      She bent down and picked up her cell phone with her free hand, turning it over to check for damage, and then met his eyes again. “Well, one can never predict when one might have a lightbulb emergency. That’s why it’s good to be prepared.”

      She was speaking his language. Even if there were so many things wrong with what she had considered “prepared.”

      “And the phone call? Did that come mid-emergency?”

      “Nah. I was just trying to kill two birds with one stone.” Then she headed to the check-in desk. “Or, well, I guess three birds. Am I checking you out?” She paused mid-step as she rounded the desk, and then turned toward him, cheeks flushed a bright pink. “I’m sorry. Am I checking you in. To the hotel. I mean, obviously— you’ve got your luggage and everyone checking out has already checked out.”

      Her face was getting redder and redder the more she talked. He chuckled and kind of wished she would just keep going.

      She shook her head and set down the phone and the lightbulb. “Maybe we should just start over. Hi, my name is Alete Keetch.” She held out her hand and he shook it. Hers was also a very nice handshake— as strong as Chief Stockton’s, but so much softer than his calloused hands. “Welcome to All Nestled Inn. Will you be staying with us long?”

      He couldn’t help the smile that kept tugging at him. “Three days.”

      “Well then, let’s get you checked in so you can get to your room.”

      Maybe, just maybe, he thought as he watched Alete work, living in Nestled Hollow wouldn’t be so bad.
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      “He did not,” Alete said to her front desk attendant, Judy, as they chatted about Judy’s date the night before. She picked up another towel from the laundry bin and folded it.

      “True story,” Judy said. “And then he said, ‘Did the sun come out, or did you just smile at me?’”

      “And,” Alete prompted, not knowing whether to give a positive or a negative response. She could never tell if Judy’s stories would have a happy or a sad ending until she finished.

      “And then I decided I didn’t want to have that awkward end-of-date ‘should we kiss or should we not’ moment. So I grabbed hold of his shoulders, pulled him toward me, and planted a kiss smack on his lips.”

      Alete laughed, and Judy looked around like she’d been so engrossed in her story that she hadn’t remembered that they had the door of one of the back rooms open so they could see the lobby as they folded the hotel towels. “Why, again, are we folding the towels? Is Morgan not coming in?”

      “No, she is,” Alete said. “I just figured we’d give her a head start.”

      Judy put a hand on her hip and gave Alete a flat look. She was just opening her mouth, probably to give Alete a stern talking to, when a guest walked into the lobby, looking like she needed something. Alete set the towel down that she had been folding and took one step toward the couple when Judy used the hand that had been on her hip to stop Alete. “Helping them is my job. Quit being a thief.”

      Judy headed toward the front of the inn, stepping around George as he walked in her direction carrying a ladder. “Hey, boss. Where’s that burnt-out light?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I took care of it last night.”

      “Boss,” George said, his voice a pained pleading. “I told you I would only be gone one day. You didn’t have to go and take all my work.”

      Judy came walking back down the hall just in time to hear his comment. “Trisha and Pete didn’t show up for tennis this morning, did they?”

      Alete rolled her eyes, knowing exactly where this conversation was going. “It’s Thursday.”

      “Right. So, I guess that means—” Judy glanced up at the ceiling, thinking, before meeting Alete’s eyes again, “—Roger and those guys didn’t show up for flag football.”

      “It got canceled. But,” she added, before Judy could blame all of her extra energy on that, “I did go for a run instead.”

      Judy looked at George, and George snapped his fingers. “It’s September. She’s always this way in September.”

      “Don’t you have a soccer practice to coach?” Judy’s hands fluttered, grasping for an invisible something in the air. “Or accounting to do?”

      All Nestled Inn did enough business that she could very much justify having the employees she had. She was glad that she could provide jobs for people in the community. And she knew it was important for them to be able to actually do their jobs. She never meant to take over— it just happened.

      Alete set down the towel she had been about to fold. “No, but I do need to run and see my parents before the Main Street Business Alliance meeting this afternoon. Will you guys hold down the fort?”

      She headed out of the building and to the pedestrian bridge that went over Snowdrift Springs, the stream that ran right down the middle of Main Street, and then walked two buildings up to Keetch’s Burgers and Shakes, her family’s business. She skipped right past the hostess podium and seated herself at the bar where her mom was making shakes.

      “Hey, sweetie. Middle of the afternoon on a Thursday. I’m guessing you’re here because you ran out of things to do?”

      Alete threw her folded arms onto the bar. “I’m just so...itchy this time of year.” She helped out with the Fall Market every year in October, and she was always the lead on the Thankful for You event, but there wasn’t anything that could be done with either of those that she hadn’t already done.

      Helping her town was just what she did, so when there didn’t seem to be anything to help with, everything felt wrong. “Why are there no town celebrations in September? Nothing happens this month. Why? Why would we have a month of nothing?”

      “Maybe you should plan something.”

      “I should. Because I may have to start a chain of hotels or something if I don’t get a bit of a challenge in my life soon.” Which she’d actually never do. Her roots in Nestled Hollow ran so deep that she couldn’t have a job that took her out of the town that much.

      She glanced through the big front windows of the restaurant to where the fire had scarred the mountain a month before. She wished she could do something to fix that. The fire had burned fast and strong like it was attacking her city.

      It had been scary at the time, and she’d helped out by housing as many people whose homes were threatened by the fire as she could in the inn, and she even let a family with a new baby move into her own apartment during the evacuations. She was so busy at the inn that she knew she’d be spending most of her time there anyway.

      But now, looking at that mountain, it wasn’t scary; it was sad. There were small signs of new growth, but not much yet. She knew that winter snows would be covering it in a few months, and then things would really start growing again in the spring, but for now, it was a reminder of how bad things got.

      “What about planning a retirement party for Chief Stockton?”

      Alete shook her head. “Already thought of that and checked. The fire department, police department, and city employees are planning it together and don’t need any help.”

      Her mom shrugged. “You could slow down. Not be so efficient. Be like a normal person and get overwhelmed by running an entire hotel yourself and go home every night stressed out.”

      “Ha ha,” she said as her dad came around the corner from the kitchen to join the conversation.

      “I don’t think she could slow down if she tried.” He smiled at Alete as he put an arm around her mom. “We knew you were going to be a go-getter when you were three and wanted to do every sport that existed. And when you hit first grade and were old enough to play flag football and didn’t care that you were the only girl on the team.”

      “Or,” her mom added, “when you rolled the biggest watermelons out of the garden to the street and set up a stand selling watermelon slices. You were six.”

      Alete didn’t remember it well, but she’d heard the story and had seen the pictures.

      “I still remember the sign you made,” her dad said, motioning with his hand like he was spreading it out in the air in front of them. “‘Watermelon slices, twenty-five cents.’ And then right below it, it said, ‘slice your own, because I’m too young to use the knife.’” He paused the story, laughing, and then added, “And most of the words were spelled wrong because you were six and didn’t want to ask how to spell them.”

      “Because then you’d have to tell me you were selling my watermelons,” her mom said.

      Alete shook her head. She had heard the story quite a few times, and now the eight or so people who were sitting at tables eating a late lunch had heard it, too.

      “Yep,” her dad said. “Even back then you needed plenty of things to keep you busy.”

      “You could start dating someone,” both of her parents said at the same time. Both. The exact same wording. The exact same time. And then they both laughed at saying the same thing again. It was like their brains were so in sync that they probably didn’t even have to say things out loud when it was just the two of them.

      “Dating,” Alete said, giving them a flat look. “That’s your solution?”

      “Now don’t give us that look, honey,” her mom said. “We’ve already got two daughters-in-law, a son-in-law, and three grandkids from your siblings and will probably get a lot more. We’ve accepted that you aren’t going to be giving us another son-in-law or grandkids anytime soon, if at all. But you’ve dated lots of guys that you’ve had good times with. Maybe that’s what you need.”

      “I said I wanted a challenge. A way to help people in Nestled Hollow. Not that I wanted to be annoyed or to learn more patience or have someone dictating my time for me.”

      Even though she felt like she had to give her parents grief for bringing up dating, her mind had immediately gone to Zane Collins, the man who she’d embarrassed herself in front of the night before. Now that was one good-looking man. Lean, but with toned muscles that even showed through his jacket. Adorable smile. A fire in his eyes. Quick to joke around. Even though she had only been with him for a few minutes, it was enough to make her intrigued.

      Enough to hope several times since then that he would walk through the lobby on his way somewhere while she was there so they could chat more. Hopefully at a time when she wasn’t dropping things and saying exactly the wrong phrase.

      Too bad the guy said he was only staying there three days. One of the biggest drawbacks of her job was that the people she met were only in town for a few days. It wasn’t the best job for meeting potential dates.

      “Okay, okay,” her mom said. “We won’t push you. Are you coming to the Main Street Business Alliance meeting this afternoon? Mayor Stone was in here an hour ago—the meeting is going to be combined with the City Council meeting.” Her voice seemed to have something else behind it like maybe this conversation wasn’t as much about changing the subject away from dating as it seemed. “He says the new fire chief just got into town and he’s going to present his emergency plan at the meeting.”

      And there it was. But it did make her sit up taller. That sounded interesting.

      “I just wish Chief Stockton wasn’t being pushed out of his position,” Evia, the older woman who was sitting with her husband at a nearby table, said. “The chief is such a good guy.”

      Alete turned in her stool toward Evia. “What do you know about the new chief?”

      Instead of Evia answering, Don Williards did, from another table. “I heard that he’s half as old as you’d expect and twice as intense.”

      Half as old as you’d expect. This combined meeting was sounding more and more interesting.

      Misty, who was lunching with her church ladies’ group, was already turned in their direction. “Intense, indeed. My grandson’s on the fire department, you know, and he says that the whole department has been on their toes ever since the guy came in for his interview.”

      “Anyone know his name?” Alete asked.

      Everyone shook their head except Misty. She reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. “Let’s see. My Jarred texted it earlier.” She looked down, silent for a few moments, while everyone— even the people who hadn’t joined in the conversation—turned in her direction, waiting for her answer. A smile of triumph at having found it lit her face a moment before she said, “Zane Collins.”

      Alete turned back around in her seat, a smile spreading across her face. Things were definitely getting interesting.
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      Zane woke up sweating, shaking, breathing heavily, and nearly certain he had been screaming moments ago. He glanced at the clock on the hotel night stand— the red numbers showed it was just past two. Hopefully, he didn’t wake up everyone in the hotel.

      Knowing he couldn’t just fall back asleep after a dream like that, especially with his heart racing so fast, he got out of bed and walked over to his small second-floor window, trying to shake off the dream. The nightmares didn’t come so often now. He had been a thirteen-year-old kid when the break-in happened, and he was a twenty-nine-year-old man now— he shouldn’t still be having nightmares inspired by it.

      Not that it was only about the break-in. In this one, he had been a kid, walking hand-in-hand with someone he trusted. Now that he was awake, he couldn’t remember who, but in the dream, he had felt safe, protected. Somewhere that felt like home.

      Then, without warning, a tornado hit the house. But unlike the time when he was nine and home alone when one neared his house, this time he was with someone he trusted. The tornado swirled and twisted and roared violently around him, and he watched as everything important to him was sucked into its funnel.

      And then he had started rising off the ground, being lifted by the wind. The person he had trusted was still on the ground but had let go of his hand. He wasn’t pulled out of their grasp— they had simply let go. He didn’t swirl around in the tornado as all his things did, but he was still trapped there, flailing his arms and legs a good ten feet above the ground. The motions did nothing to help him get back down. He was powerless.

      That’s when he’d woken up. The dream hadn’t been about a break-in at all, but he was left with the same feeling of a trust broken, important things missing, control taken away. He ran his fingers through his hair and forced himself to take slow, deep breaths and think calming thoughts. He had a big day tomorrow, and he needed sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your goal at this meeting?” the Ex-chief Stockton asked Zane as they sat in the office that, as of nine a.m. this morning when he was sworn in, was now Zane’s.

      Zane put all his notes into the folder. “To get the city council and Main Street Business Alliance to help get the town on board with my plans.” That really was the entirety of his goal. He wasn’t required to meet with them and go over his plan, but this town could be in some serious danger and things would go much more smoothly if they all cooperated.

      Stockton sat on a mini fridge in the corner of the much too small office, his arms folded, and nodded at the papers Zane was gathering. “You gonna present all of that today?”

      “Planning to.”

      The old chief just nodded, and he could tell that the man didn’t agree. Stockton had consented to come in for a few hours each day for the next two weeks to show Zane the ropes and answer any questions before he officially retired. It was helpful in some situations. Less so when Stockton looked at him like he couldn’t pull something off.

      “What,” he said, his annoyance making the question come out as a demand.

      Stockton shrugged, still keeping his arms crossed, which Zane realized was the default for the guy. “It’s just,” he paused, “a lot.”

      “Yeah, it is. They need a lot.”

      “They?”

      Zane closed his eyes and breathed in slowly. “We,” he said. He had to remember to say we during the meeting.

      From the updates he’d gotten from Stockton and Mayor Stone, he realized that he was basically starting at Step One with this town. They didn’t have any official emergency plans beyond things that the fire department and police department did on a situation-by-situation basis. Nothing for big disasters and their town could potentially have a lot of those. They desperately needed protection. They were like a baby kitten left all alone with a pack of wolves circling, and he felt his muscles tightening and a burning drive to help them.

      He had gone through the town budget, county and state emergency preparedness information, and all the resources about Nestled Hollow he could get his hands on before he arrived in town and during the past twenty-four hours. He’d come up with a decent plan to accomplish the huge task of preparing them against the myriad of dangers potentially facing them. One he was proud of. With what he had to work with, it was pretty impressive, and he was very ready to put it into place. Anything he could do to speed up the process of getting them strong and secure and protected he was going to do.

      Once he had everything together, he said, “Come on, boy,” and he bent down and rubbed the sides of Ranger’s neck before he attached the leash. Then he, Stockton, and Ranger walked from the fire station at the end of Main Street to the library, which was right next door to the hotel he was staying in. Zane hadn’t been to the library yet, so Stockton led the way around to the back of the building and down the two steps to the back door.

      They were about ten minutes early, but already the room was filled with a lot of people, all standing in groups, chatting. As they walked into the room, all eyes fell on Zane, then went to Ranger, then Stockton, and then back to Zane, and he felt the weight of their appraisal of him.

      Zane put on a smile and nodded a greeting to the two groups they passed as Stockton led him to the row of seven chairs at the front of the room that faced all the rest of the chairs. Six of the people he guessed would be sitting in those seats were standing in a circle, chatting. Mayor Stone, the three city council members whose faces he recognized but whose names he had forgotten since his initial interview, and two people he hadn’t met. He assumed the seventh chair was for him.

      “Hello, everyone,” Stockton said. “I would like to introduce you to the new Fire Chief and Emergency Management Director, Zane Collins, and his fire dog, Ranger.” Stockton motioned to the mayor. “You’ve met Mayor Stone, of course.”

      Zane nodded and shook the man’s hand.

      “And you remember city council members Principal Ploeger, Shavonna, and Riley.”

      He shook each of their hands in turn, grateful that Stockton mentioned their names again, helping him to avoid an awkward situation. For as much as the man had the ability to make his life miserable here, especially after getting forced out of his position, he didn’t. He’d earned Zane’s respect.

      “And this is Ed and Linda Keetch. They run the Main Street Business Alliance.”

      Keetch. That had been the last name of the intriguing woman on the ladder that he’d met the night before and frequently thought of today. As he shook their hands, he said, “Any relation to Alete?”

      Surprise showed on their faces before Linda said, “She’s our daughter. She didn’t tell us that the two of you had met.”

      Her eyes darted across the room, so Zane turned, too, and saw Alete chatting with a group of people. Of course, she would be there— she ran a business that was on Main Street. He should’ve realized.

      She must have felt his gaze on her because she looked in his direction and gave him a smile that made him want to ignore everyone else and go chat with her. Thoughts of her had interrupted his work enough times since their meeting last night that he wanted to get to know her more.

      He smiled back. They hadn’t chatted for long, but he was glad she would see him in action today. If there was one thing he was confident about, it was his expertise in preparing a town against disasters.

      He forced his eyes to leave Alete and go back to her mother. He should’ve guessed these were her parents. Alete had her mom’s strong cheekbones and her dad’s spirited, bright eyes. “Alete and I met last night when I checked in at All Nestled Inn.”

      As he made small talk with the Keetchs and the town leaders, he tried to assess each of their strengths and weaknesses. He was going to need to assign a lot of tasks, and he wanted to make sure he chose the right people for the jobs. And, he had to admit, he might have spent a little time trying to assess Alete through what he was learning about her parents.

      A couple of minutes before four o’clock, they all took their seats at the front of the room, Ranger dutifully sitting at attention next to him at the end of the row of chairs. All the chatting groups broke up and found their seats, too.

      He looked out across the room for any signs of danger, like he always did, and found his eyes landing on Alete. She sat in the front row next to a woman in a blazer over a t-shirt that said, “Oh, crop” with a symbol he didn’t recognize. Alete was wearing slacks today, and she looked just as amazing in them as she had in the skirt. Her hair was pulled up, but somehow, even with her nice clothes, it didn’t look like it was up to be fancy. It looked like it was up because she had work to do and wanted to get down to business. He liked it.

      Both Ed and Linda Keetch got up to start the meeting and talked about Main Street Business Alliance things. As the older couple talked back and forth with the group, he studied the crowd. They all seemed to be pretty easy going and went for anything the couple said. Good.

      And then he found his eyes back on Alete. Hers seemed to find his just as often, and she smiled at him like they shared a secret. Normally, he didn’t seek out the most intriguing, beautiful woman in the room. Normally, he stayed focused on whatever job he was there to do and only focused on people to the extent that he needed them to do a job.

      But normally, Alete wasn’t in the room. Something about this woman seemed to draw him in. He glanced down at the folder in his hands just to get his head back in the game.

      The Keetchs talked about some fall market thing they had coming up next month. It sounded like one of the many unnecessary celebrations he had seen on the list of town events, but the more the older couple talked, the more he realized that this was one of the ones meant to bring in tourists, which he knew was important to their economy. And besides, it didn’t take from the town budget at all— the costs seemed to be covered by the Business Alliance.

      His leg started bouncing up and down and Ranger noticed, so he stilled his leg. He had only been in his new position for seven hours. But this town was currently exposed to possible threats, and he needed to be doing something about it. It had been nearly twenty minutes since the meeting began, and he hadn’t needed to be here for any of this. He could’ve been getting some of the piles of work done that were waiting for him in his office.

      Finally, the Keetchs sat down and Mayor Stone got up and introduced him to the group as the new Fire Chief and the Emergency Management Director. “So I guess you can call him Chief Collins, or Director Collins, or ‘Hey you in the NHFD shirt.’” The mayor chuckled at his own comment. “Anyway, let’s give him a warm welcome.”

      Everyone clapped as Zane stood and walked to the middle of the open area at the front and placed his folder on the small table off to the side. Ranger came and sat next to him, showing what a good, obedient boy he was. When Ranger had been retired from the Springvale Fire Department and became his dog full-time, he knew the dog had missed the action. He was glad Ranger could be back on duty again.

      Zane told me about where he was from and what he had done in Springvale that had qualified him for this job. He wanted them to know that he was an expert in his field. He didn’t miss that Alete had raised an eyebrow, impressed.

      Then he talked about the fire on the mountain, and how it was almost an inevitability that there was going to be a landslide in the spring and that they had many other natural disasters that were a very real possibility because of where they lived.

      “Now, there are lots of things I’ll be doing with county and state officials to help us prepare, but what I want to talk to you all about is what I need your help to do. Right now, Nestled Hollow has no emergency plan. Zilch. That’s just asking for trouble. Your town is vulnerable and completely unprepared, and you’re lucky that things didn’t go seriously wrong with that fire.”

      He noticed Alete stiffen, along with several other people. A couple of them crossed their arms. He didn’t care if his words made them defensive. They needed to understand the gravity of their situation.

      “You’ve got an awful evacuation plan, no plan for displaced families, virtually no official communications in place, and almost no emergency equipment.”

      “Now to be fair,” a middle-aged man with a bit of a paunch said, “we did take care of everyone who needed to evacuate. Alete at All Nestled Inn and Carl at Home Suite Home took in people. Anyone they couldn’t fit, others took in. We looked out for each other.”

      “All I can say is, you got lucky. With no emergency plans in place, you could’ve just as easily had mass casualties. I’m going to change that.”

      He realized that he’d just thrown Stockton under the bus. He couldn’t worry about that right now, though. He’d only been in this town for a day, but he didn’t want to see it overcome by a major natural disaster. When the next thing hit— and it would, even if it wasn’t soon—he wanted them to be as safe and as prepared as possible.

      “There’s a lot we need to do. Everything from having families decide where to meet in an emergency, to running practice drills, to getting people CERT trained. Your Search and Rescue gear is decent, and with as close as you are to the mountains, it sounds like the fire department has had to use it a fair number of times, especially with all the tourists you get.”

      A few people chuckled at that. He was beginning to realize that one of the main duties of the Nestled Hollow Fire Department wasn’t so much putting out fires, but finding people who had gotten themselves lost or stuck or found themselves unprepared in the mountains. Honestly, he had no idea how they could even be successful working with only what they had here.






OEBPS/images/enemies-audiobook-square-promo.jpg
Rl
AUDIOBOOK

v on @@ Vouluhe 3





OEBPS/images/lfl-tablet-left.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/more-than-enemies-on-the-bridge-of-main-street-ebook.jpg
‘m-:,
2 RS
S s P EDRE O TOWES ERLE'S —-i

More than

€n(;m1'cs on the
bridge of

c]){am AlGel






OEBPS/images/new-white-author-logo.jpg
MEG PASTON






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/publishing-logo.jpg
MOUNTAIN HEIGHTS





