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      Thank you so much for picking up this book. Though this was originally going to be titled The Cop’s Fiery Bride, the suspense made me feel as if it needed a new look. Therefore, I decided to turn it into a spin off series. I hope you like this book. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Cassidy Marcel gazed at the firehouse with trepidation. She loved her job, but she also knew firefighters. They loved to razz each other over everything, and her appearance on the reality dating show, Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy, would be no exception.

      She’d gone on the show at the urging of her mother who was begging for grandkids, but Cassidy couldn’t deny her biological clock was ticking as well. And it had come on suddenly. One day, she’d been content to be a single woman focusing on her career as a firefighter and the next, a desperate need to start a family had erupted within her. She’d begun dating again, but none of the men she had been out with fit the bill of what she was looking for – stable, self-sufficient, and a man of God.

      So, when she’d seen that Tyler, the cowboy bachelor for this episode, was one, she’d re-considered her initial refusal and asked God for clarity. While she hadn’t heard a loud voice in her head, she’d felt a sense of peace about it, and so she’d done the audition. And been chosen. And even felt a connection with Tyler. Until it became obvious that he had eyes for someone else. Now, she was back with a wounded ego, a bruised heart, and a feeling of confusion as she wondered if she’d been following her own will instead of God’s. And she knew there would be teasing from her fellow firefighters.

      Plus, she wondered how Captain Fitzgerald was going to react. The stony-faced Captain hadn’t been her biggest fan before she took three weeks off; she assumed she would be even lower on his list now.

      Inhaling deeply, she pulled her shoulders back hoping she appeared more confident than she felt. Then she opened her car door, tucked her dark hair behind her ears, and walked into the lion’s den.

      “Marcel, so glad you could grace us with your presence again.” Billy Campbell, or Bubba, as everyone called him stood before her, a giant smile on his face. He was one of her favorite people in the firehouse. Originally from Texas, he had a heart bigger than his smile and was more like an older brother than a co-worker. “I didn’t want you to feel like we didn’t want you, so I thought this might help.” From behind his back, he brandished a miniature black cowboy hat and held it out to her. Though small, it somehow sported sequins that caught and shimmered in the light.

      Cassidy rolled her eyes good naturedly as she shook her head. She should have expected something like this, especially after the sugar incident last year. When Cassidy first joined the firehouse, they had celebrated by taking her out to a local dive that served decent food and boasted a karaoke night. None of her favorites had been available though, and Cassidy ended up singing Def Leopard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me.” The next day, the guys had all presented her with bags of sugar throughout the day. Sugar wouldn’t have to grace her grocery list for another six months at least.

      “Haha, thanks, Bubba. I missed you too.” She grabbed the hat knowing several more of these would be in store before the day was through. “Did I miss any excitement while I was gone?”

      Bubba pushed open the door to the common room that doubled as a living room and the kitchen area. “Only if you count Luca’s boycott of Deacon’s Paleo meal plan.”

      “It’s not a meal if there are no potatoes in it,” Luca said speaking up from the couch. Luca was a Southern boy as well, and he believed every meal should include meat and potatoes. And chocolate. The man insisted that every meal come with a dessert which explained the extra twenty pounds he carried on his frame. Somehow though it didn’t hinder him in his job. He was strong and agile and quicker than almost all of them. His eyes flicked up briefly from the television he was watching. “Oh, hey, Marcel, welcome back.” He launched something at her without ever taking his eyes off the screen.

      She knew what it was before it landed a few inches from her. Another miniature cowboy hat. This one was brown and had a tiny feather. Cassidy picked it up and flashed Luca a crooked grin. “Thanks, Luca. I missed you too.”

      “Forgive him. He didn’t like the brownies I gave him with dinner last night, and he’s still sour about it,” Deacon said as he stepped around the island in the kitchen and toward her and Bubba. Strong and dark skinned, Deacon was the epitome of an oxymoron. His bulging muscles gave him an intimidating presence, but inside he was the biggest teddy bear. He pulled her in for a hug before brandishing his own miniature hat.

      Cassidy chuckled as she took the hat though she had no idea what she was going to do with all of these. Though she had received a hat every time Tyler chose her to stay, the producers took them back afterwards to have for the next show. They had allowed her to keep the final hat as a souvenir, and though Cassidy wasn’t sure she wanted to remember the show, she kept it as a reminder to never do something like that again.

      “Brownies don’t have prunes in them,” Luca spoke up from the couch.

      Cassidy lifted a brow at Deacon. “You made brownies with prunes? Things really have changed in a month.” It wasn’t that prunes were completely out of the norm for Deacon. He regarded his body as a temple and rarely put anything processed in it, but he also wasn’t one for sweets generally. He focused more on macronutrients and desserts rarely fit in his plan.

      Deacon shrugged. “I thought I could slip some healthy desserts in on these guys. Keep them a little trimmer in the middle if you know what I mean.” He patted his rock-hard abs.

      “Might have worked too, if you hadn’t eaten them as well,” Bubba said with a deep laugh. “That was clue number one they had to be healthy. You really couldn’t taste the prunes though, but man did they wreak havoc on my insides later.”

      “Okay, enough of that,” Cassidy said shaking her head and squeezing her eyes shut. The image of a run on the bathroom was not the visual she wanted to have of her fellow firemen.

      “Cassidy, oh my gosh, I’m so glad you’re back.”

      Cassidy would have recognized Ivy’s voice anywhere. Not only was she the only other woman in the firehouse, but her voice held just the slightest valley girl twang. On anyone else it might have been annoying, but Ivy was wholesomely sweet, down to earth, and as cute as a button. Her blonde hair perfectly framed her heart-shaped face, and big blue eyes sat above a perfectly-shaped nose that contained no trace of freckles, unlike Cassidy’s.

      Because Fire Beach wasn’t a huge city, it made more sense to have the paramedics and the firefighters housed in the same place, so Ivy was often at the firehouse when Cassidy was. Dispatch usually sent both a firetruck and an ambulance to most calls though medical only calls were increasing which sent Ivy and the other paramedic out at other times as well.

      Ivy attacked her with a hug before Cassidy was ready and the gesture jostled her full arms sending the tiny hats flying to the floor. Ivy’s eyes widened as she released Cassidy and her petite hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I was just so excited to see you. You don’t know how awful it’s been being the only woman here for the last month.” She dropped to the floor to help Cassidy pick up the hats.

      Ivy was teasing. Mostly. But Cassidy had been at the firehouse before Ivy arrived, and she remembered how hard it was being the only female. The guys didn’t try to make her feel uncomfortable, but men and women were different. She’d been glad when Ivy joined to have another woman to talk to. “Don’t worry about it. They’re just silly hats, and I’m sorry I left you high and dry.”

      “Marcel? Is that you?”

      Cassidy froze at the stern sound of her captain’s voice. Having been recently promoted, Captain Darryl Fitzgerald was now all business. Every rule needed to be followed to the letter, and the teasing shut down when he was around. She snatched the hat and stood. “Good morning, Captain, what can I do for you?”

      “You can follow me to my office. We need to have a chat.”

      “Of course, sir.” Cassidy fought the anxiety clawing at her throat. Captain Fitzgerald was intimidating, but she had just returned. She couldn’t have done anything too bad. Maybe it was about the hats. She would explain that the guys were just razzing her a little and then take them to her car so they were out of sight.

      Cassidy’s anxiety increased when Captain Fitzgerald shut the door to his office behind her. Closed door meetings rarely held a good outcome. Her hand rubbed the back of her neck. “Have I done something, sir?” She hated the slight tremble in her voice, but he controlled her future, and she loved her job.

      “Sit.” He pointed at one of the chairs opposite his desk and then walked to his own chair and sat down. Cassidy sat in the indicated chair and crossed her legs, then uncrossed them and sat straighter.

      “I know that you had time saved up for this trip, but I need someone I can rely on in this firehouse.” His steely eyes held hers as if daring her to challenge him.

      Cassidy swallowed the knot in her throat and lifted her chin, hoping it came across as confidence and not sass. “I understand, sir, and I have no intention of going anywhere else anytime soon.”

      He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “That is good to hear, but to be sure, I am giving you some extra cleaning duties. You’ll be in charge of cleaning the truck for the next month, and I want it sparkling at the end of every shift. Is that clear?”

      Cassidy’s mouth fell open, and she hurried to close it. She had no idea if he had the power to do that since she technically had done nothing wrong, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. She loved this job and this house. No way did she want to go back to being a floater, so if he wanted her to wash the truck every day, she would do it. If he wanted to put her on kitchen duty, she would do that too even though her cooking left a lot to be desired. “Crystal clear, sir. I promise I am committed to this job and will do whatever it takes to prove it to you.”

      “Perfect, now we should discuss the mail situation.” He steepled his fingers and regarded her with another cool stare. She was definitely on his list.

      She furrowed her brow, confused as to what he could mean. “I’m sorry, the what?”

      His eyebrow inched up his forehead. “You don’t know?” Cassidy shook her head. “It appears you garnered a few fans while you were gallivanting on your show, and as they didn’t know where you lived, they dropped your mail here.”

      Cassidy winced and bit the inside of her lip. No wonder he was angry. Captain Fitzgerald hated it when anything from the outside encroached on the sanctity of the fire house. “I had no idea, sir. I’m so sorry.”

      He waved a hand dismissing her. “It is what it is, but I want them gone from the firehouse at the end of your shift.”

      “Of course, sir. Um, where are they?”

      He nodded to the corner of the room, and Cassidy turned spying a large brown bag that she hadn’t noticed when they entered. Roughly the size of a burlap sack, it bulged and protruded as wide as appeared possible. “All of that is for me?”

      “Yep, letters, gifts, you name it. I suggest you find a better place for it.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cassidy pulled her shoulders back as she faced the mountainous bag. Since shift had just started, she might as well take it to the bunk room and go through it while there was time. She didn’t need all of this cluttering her small apartment either.

      The bag proved unwieldy but thankfully just enough extra sack remained at the top that she was able to drag it down the hallway and into the bunk room. Meant generally for sleeping when they worked long shifts, the bunk room held rows of two beds separated by half walls. A small table that contained only a lamp sat between each two-bed section.

      She and Ivy shared the section at the very back of the room, and sweat rolled down Cassidy’s spine as she pulled the bag to the bunk she normally slept in. With a sigh, she plopped down on the bunk and opened the bag. If Santa had been real, she would know exactly how he felt. She grabbed one of the envelopes and opened it.

      “Dear Cassidy, I saw you on the show, and I think we’d make a great couple. I love horses and roller skating. You can call me at 555-1324. Signed, David. P.S. If a woman answers, it’s just my mom.”

      Cassidy wrinkled her nose, shook her head, and laid the letter to the side. No need to keep that one. She wanted a man established enough that he lived on his own or maybe with a roommate. Rent wasn’t cheap in the city, but moms were a no go. She wanted a man who had a good relationship with his mother but who didn’t still live with his mother. She reached into the bag again. One down and only a few hundred to go. It was going to be a long afternoon.
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      Jordan issued his apology as he hurried into the office. “Sorry I’m late. We were chasing a lead.”

      “Of course you were,” Graham said with a roll of his eyes.

      Anger flared inside Jordan, and he lashed out at his brother. “They’re missing kids, Graham. I think that’s a little more important than whatever Dad may or may not have left us.”

      Graham held up his hands in surrender and Mr. Keyes, the attorney, cleared his throat as if hoping that might ease the tension in the room.

      “It’s no problem, Jordan, we were just getting started.” Mr. Keyes adjusted his tie before placing his hands on either side of a stack of papers. “I’m sure you know that I called you in today for a reading of your father’s will. Most of it is rather straightforward, but there is something I wasn’t sure you were aware of.” He picked up the top sheet of paper and scanned it before flipping it around to them. “Did you know your father owned a bar?”

      “A bar?” Graham asked leaning forward.

      “That’s not possible. Dad was an alcoholic. Why would he own a bar?” Jordan asked.

      “It hasn’t been a bar in a long time. In fact, it hasn’t been anything for a long time. I drove by the other day, so I would have current information for you both. It appears to be boarded up currently.” He pulled a picture from the stack and slid it across the table to Graham who glanced at it before handing it to Jordan.

      “So, we should try and sell it, right?” Jordan asked. He had no use for a bar or the rundown building in the picture.

      “No, we can’t sell it,” Graham said shooting him an incredulous look. “Dad obviously kept the bar for a reason.”

      A reason? Jordan doubted it. Their father had spent most of his life so drunk that he rarely had a reason for anything. “He probably forgot he owned it and therefore had no presence of mind to sell it. What would we do with an old building?”

      Mr. Keyes said nothing but shifted his gaze from one brother to the next as they argued.

      “What would we do?” Graham turned in his chair to face Jordan, his face a picture of contempt. “We fix it up, give it new life, take it back to how it once was.”

      Jordan shook his head. Obsessed with focusing on the positive, Graham always wanted to fix things, even when the better option would be to stay out of it. “No way, I’m not opening a bar. I won’t encourage drinking and enable the same behavior that claimed Dad.”

      “Fine, we’ll turn it into a family restaurant then. A place where cops can hang out and have a sense of community.” Graham had added that last part to try and persuade Jordan but he wasn’t biting.

      “I have no time to fix up a restaurant. Nor do I know anything about running a restaurant. And what about the money? Did Dad leave any money to fix this place?”

      “Your father left you the proceeds from the sale of the house and he had a few stocks and bonds, but it isn’t much.”

      And there it was. Their father hadn’t kept the house in good enough condition to turn a profit and he hadn’t thought about his sons’ future either. He’d only thought about his next drink. “See? It isn’t much. Probably not enough to renovate an old bar and turn it into a restaurant.”

      Graham folded his arms across his chest and turned away from Jordan. “I’m not selling. Dad could have sold the building years ago, and he didn’t. That tells me it meant something to him, so I’m going to restore it with or without you.”

      Jordan turned fierce eyes on the lawyer. “Can he do that? Can he make me keep it?”

      Mr. Keyes shrugged and offered an apologetic half smile. “He could offer to buy you out, but there is no stipulation that he has to sell.”

      Before he could say anything else, Jordan’s phone buzzed. He swiped the screen and shook his head. Another kid had gone missing. “I have to go, but this isn’t over. We are going to discuss this, Graham.”
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      Cassidy blew out another exasperated breath as she surveyed the stacks of envelopes surrounding her. Who knew there were this many lonely men hoping to meet a woman they saw on television? Of course, they weren’t all from men. She had gotten quite a few letters from women as well, mostly wishing her luck or telling her they were glad Tyler kept her around for as long as he did. There were even a few from young girls who said they wanted to be firefighters when they grew up too. Those made her smile. Firefighting was still a hard occupation for women to get into, but Cassidy enjoyed seeing the numbers rise each year.

      “I was wondering where you went.” Ivy’s voice carried across the room as she approached. “Whoa, what is all that?”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes and fanned her hands out. “This is my fan mail. Want to help?”

      Ivy’s blue eyes lit up and her smile shone with her exuberance. “Do I ever? I want all the juicy details, and you better not leave anything out.” She pushed a few pieces of paper aside as she dropped onto the bed beside Cassidy and grabbed an envelope from the bag.

      Normally, she loved sharing details with Ivy – the girls would often rehash their latest dates – but Cassidy didn’t want to share the details of this experience. It reminded her too much of grade school when captains chose players for teams and there were always those kids who were chosen last every time. She’d been that kid once and she still remembered how much it hurt hearing every other name called. After that, she’d worked hard to improve her athletic skill so she wouldn’t ever be the last one chosen again.

      Being on the show had been similar. Her gut had clenched with every ceremony, and she’d sighed with relief when her name was finally called. The difference was, those women had not been her teammates but her competition. Eventually, there would only be one woman remaining, and while Cassidy knew that, she had still opened her heart to Tyler until it became clear he only had eyes for Laney.

      “Not much to tell.” Cassidy’s eyes shifted back to the bag. She wouldn’t begrudge the couple their happiness, but it was still a bruise to her ego and an experience she didn’t want to relive. “Tyler wasn’t really interested in any of us though I think we would have been good together.”

      Ivy stared at her, and Cassidy knew she was deciding whether to push it or leave the topic alone. Thankfully, she chose the latter. “Would you have moved to Texas for him and left all of this?” Ivy gestured around the room before tearing open an envelope and pulling out a letter.

      Immediately, the heavy scent of cologne filled the air, and Ivy’s face scrunched in disgust. She held the paper away from her face with one hand and covered her nose with the other. “Whew, I think whoever wrote this used half a bottle of cologne on this letter.”

      “Ugh.” Cassidy waved her hand in front of her nose to try and lessen the stench. Axe. It would have to be Axe. It was her least favorite cologne and seemed to be the one of choice for most of the guys at her gym. The locker rooms always smelled of Axe when a class ended. “Don’t even bother reading it. Just toss that one.”

      Ivy balled the letter up and tossed it across the room. It landed more than five feet from the trash can, but at only five foot three, Ivy wasn’t much of a basketball player anyway. She shrugged and flashed a sheepish grin. “We’ll get that one later, but I needed some air.”

      Cassidy took a tentative breath and nearly gagged. The stench still clung to the air. “We might need to get a fan. That doesn’t appear to be dissipating.”

      “In a minute. First you have to answer my question.” Ivy reached into the bag and pulled out another envelope.

      “What was the question again?” Cassidy dropped her eyes to the envelope in her hand. She knew the question but was hoping Ivy might have forgotten.

      Ivy put her envelope down and cocked an eyebrow at Cassidy putting on her best ‘you can’t fool me’ expression. “You know very well what the question was, missy. Would you have moved and left all of this?”

      “I don’t know.” Cassidy unfolded the letter she had opened and pondered the question. It was a question she had asked herself since she’d heard about the reality show. Her work was here as were her friends and her church, but if finding the perfect man meant moving, then she supposed she would do that too. “I love it here, but I’d also like to get married one day and start a family. If we had connected and that meant moving to Texas, I think I would have.”

      “You don’t have to move all the way to Texas to get married. We have a ton of available men right here in Fire Beach, Illinois.” Ivy wiggled her eyebrows suggestively and grinned at Cassidy.

      If only that were true. “Yeah, men who want Barbie dolls like you not tomboys like me.” Cassidy had never been the one guys flocked to of her friends. Generally, she was the one guys befriended so they could pick her brain and find out about her other friends. Whether it was her thicker stature or her job or her tomboy nature, Cassidy didn’t know, but she was tired of being alone. Well, not entirely alone. She had her friends and her church, but those didn’t really count. Not in the way she wanted.

      “Uh, I think this stack here shows that’s not always true.” Ivy gestured at the massive pile in front of them and the papers on the bed around them. “I’ve never gotten paper cuts opening all my fan mail.”

      “Well, you would if you had been on national television.” Actually, Ivy probably would have gotten three times as much fan mail. Cassidy still didn’t understand how her friend was single except that she was picky. Every time she found a new man, she also found something wrong with him. She was beginning to wonder if Ivy even wanted a relationship.

      Her eyes dropped to the envelope she had pulled out and she scanned the writing as she continued. “So far, there’s been nothing worth writing home about in here anyway. I think most of them are lonelier than I am….” Her voice trailed off as she read the letter again.

      “What?” Ivy asked clearly picking up on the change in Cassidy’s voice.

      Cassidy didn’t want to read the words out loud. With a trembling hand, she passed the letter to Ivy who perused it, her eyes widening before she finished. Fear coursed through them when she looked at Cassidy again. “Does the captain know about this?”

      Cassidy shook her head. “I doubt it. He gave me the bag, but all the envelopes were inside and so far, they have all been sealed.”

      Ivy bit her lip as she looked at the still mostly full bag. Then she pulled back her petite shoulders and exhaled. “Let’s finish reading the rest and see if there are any more. Then, I think we need to think about showing this to him.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Cassidy began. She didn’t want to make a big display out of it, especially on her first shift back.

      “Maybe, but what if it’s not? You can’t mess around with this, Cass. This is your life we are talking about.”

      Ivy was right, but this was not how Cassidy had imagined returning to work. She was already on the captain’s radar. This might send him over the edge, but if this stalker turned out to be real and not just threatening words on paper, it would be worse if she didn’t tell him.
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      Jordan ran a hand across his stubbled chin as he stared at the run-down building. It was even worse than he’d pictured. Graffiti covered the walls and the boards over the windows. The building was brick, so the structure might at least be sound but who knew what would be waiting inside.

      Jordan had spent the little time he had that afternoon trying to convince Graham to sell, but his brother had been adamant their father would have wanted them to re-open the bar. Jordan wasn’t so sure. Their father hadn’t even told them about this bar, much less run it the last thirty years, but then they hadn’t spoken to their father much in the last few years. Not since their mother left him.

      Jordan had been fifteen then and old enough to remember all the times their father yelled and hit and threw things. The broken glass, the black eyes, the lies. Graham, on the other hand, had only been ten, and either he had blocked out those moments or been so desperate for a father that he didn’t care. Graham had visited their father several times when he had reached out to them and claimed he was sober, but Jordan couldn’t stomach the man. How could a father  do what he’d done?

      With a sigh, Jordan stepped out of his car. His hand touched his side to make sure his gun was properly holstered. He went nowhere without it, and he’d worn it so long that he often felt incomplete if it wasn’t strapped in its usual place.

      Graham had said they would meet outside and go in together, but as Jordan was late and Graham was nowhere to be seen, he assumed his brother had started without him. Figured.

      “I thought you were going to be here two hours ago.” Graham’s annoyed voice carried across the large room as Jordan pulled open the front door.

      “Case ran long. What can I say? I’m here now.” He shrugged out of his leather jacket and laid it across a table before rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. Then he placed his gun on top. His eyes scanned the room, but it was as bad as he’d expected. Old tables and chairs coated in a white layer of dust took up most of the space. The bar was a mahogany monstrosity that had probably been popular in the seventies if the orange and red colors of it were any indication. Shattered glass was all that remained of the mirror that had once stretched behind the bar. At least both of them would be going. Graham had agreed to not have a bar in the restaurant.

      Graham put down his hammer and folded his arms across his chest. Fire burst from his eyes as he fixed Jordan with a fierce stare. “Are you saying my time isn’t important? I had things to do this evening too, but I was here at five like we said we would be.”

      Jordan rolled his eyes, tired of this argument. Graham did this every time he was late for something, and okay, Jordan was late a lot, but generally for good reason. His job as an intelligence officer in the police unit often had him working crazy hours, but he wouldn’t trade it for the world. Graham on the other hand sold insurance. Predictable was his middle name, and Jordan doubted he’d had anything planned except working on his computer which appeared to be his only hobby. Sometimes Jordan wondered if they truly were related as they were so different.

      “No, I’m not saying my time is more important.” Though he was fairly certain it was. Graham wasn’t getting criminals off the street; he was writing insurance policies and taking pictures. “I’m simply explaining why I’m late, but Graham, look around, man. This place is going to break the bank trying to fix it up. We should sell it and cut our losses.”

      Graham pushed his glasses up his nose and shook his head. “This is all cosmetic, Jordan. A little hard work and elbow grease will fix this place right up. As long as the walls are good, we’ll have no trouble re-opening this.”

      Jordan bit the inside of his cheek to keep his frustration in check. He didn’t want to spend his time fixing up this place. He had little free time as it was, but Graham had that gleam in his eye - the one that said he’d already made up his mind and nothing Jordan said was going to change it. Jordan supposed he could pull his big brother card and put his foot down, but Graham seemed to need this, and after years of looking out for him, Jordan still felt like he owed his little brother something to make up for his childhood. And if that meant opening a restaurant, he would find a way to make it work. “Fine, how do we tell if the walls are good?”

      Graham picked the hammer back up and turned to the wall. “We remove this paneling and look inside the walls. Then we’ll have a better idea of how much this renovation is going to cost.”

      “More than we have,” Jordan said under his breath. Well, more than he had anyway. Graham made decent money selling insurance, but Jordan was paid by the city and few people got rich off a city paycheck. He grabbed the extra hammer and joined Graham at the wall. “What happens if what we find behind this paneling isn’t good?” he asked as he jammed the back of the hammer into a space between panels. Images of termite eaten wood filled his mind along with the thousands of dollars it would take to fix them. “Then will you consider selling?”

      “No, it will just mean it will take more money to fix it up. One way or the other, I am re-opening this place, Jordan.”

      Of course he was. It didn’t really matter what Jordan said. Even though Graham was younger, he had always been bossy. It was probably one reason they did so few things together. Well, that and Jordan’s schedule. As a special unit detective, he was basically on call most of the time. He worked a normal shift, but it wasn’t unusual for his normal shift to turn into a much longer one if they caught a lead on a case.

      Jordan wedged the hammer under a crack in the paneling and heaved. The wood screamed in protest - a high pitched squeal that was unpleasant to the ears but thankfully short. With a loud crack, the wood broke in half. Jordan pulled on the broken piece until it came loose from the wall. Then he tossed it aside and ripped the top piece off as well.

      Jordan wasn’t sure what he had expected to find behind the paneling having never torn any off before, but it certainly wasn’t the rolls of paper he saw. “What is this, Graham?” He held the roll up for his brother.

      “I don’t know, but I have some over here too.” Graham grabbed a roll from his section of the wall and motioned for Jordan to follow him to a table.

      They unrolled the tubes and Jordan stared in disbelief at the image before him. “Are these….”

      “Movie posters,” Graham finished. “And they look old.”

      Jordan gazed down at the woman in flapper attire. “Old? These look like they’re from the twenties. What was Dad doing with these?”

      “Who cares? Do you know how much these are worth?” Graham asked. Excitement threaded his voice and Jordan could almost see the dollar signs in his eyes. Leave it to Graham to focus only on the money. “Come on, let’s see how many there are.”

      Jordan followed Graham back to the wall. He hoped they might be worth enough to help with renovations, but he was still curious as to where they came from and how their alcoholic father ended up with not only a bar but rare movie posters paneled in the walls.
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      Cassidy stood outside Captain Fitzgerald’s office gathering her courage. She knew she had to tell him, especially if there was any possibility that the stalker might come to the firehouse and put her or her fellow firefighters in danger, but it didn’t make the conversation any easier. He was already angry she had gone on the show. Cassidy had no idea how he would react to this.

      “Come in.” His gruff voice carried through the closed door at her knock. Was he like this with everyone? She had always felt he didn’t really like her, but unless the man was psychic, he couldn’t know she was at his door. Swallowing her fear, she pulled her shoulders back and entered the office.

      In addition to being fierce and laconic, Captain Fitzgerald was a minimalist. His bookshelf sported more space than books and only one picture frame sat on his desk. Like the man himself, everything was neat and meticulous and in its proper place.

      “Captain, can I have a minute?” Her voice was too quiet and what was with the tremble? Why did he have such a power over her? Was it simply because he was her boss?

      His gaze flicked to hers, and his eyebrow arched on his stony face. “Marcel. I thought you’d be busy opening all your fan mail or cleaning the truck as I tasked you with doing.”

      Cassidy took another step in, forcing her eyes up from the worn carpet to the intimidating figure behind the desk. “I was, sir, opening the mail that is. I haven’t gotten to the truck yet, but I will.” Ugh, she was rambling, and her heart was thudding in her ears. She took a deep breath and tried again. “The letters are what I need to talk to you about. There were a few that stood out that I thought you should know about.”

      His piercing gaze fixed hers for a moment as if scanning her for a sign of weakness. Then he rolled his eyes and motioned her closer to the desk. “What is it then?”

      Cassidy held out the three letters they had found that appeared to be from the same man. “The handwriting appears to be the same and the word choice looks consistent, so I’m fairly certain these are from the same guy. He seems to escalate, and while he might be harmless, I wanted to make sure you were aware of these. Just in case.”

      With a sigh, Captain Fitzgerald picked up the first letter and scanned it. His jaw tightened as he turned the page and his features grew stonier with each one. “Do you know this man?” he asked Cassidy when he had finished reading.

      “No, sir. At least I don’t think I do. I don’t recognize the writing, and he didn’t leave a name or a return address.” Of course, she couldn’t remember the last time a man had written her anything. A note, a card – it had definitely been a while.

      “Wonderful, so we have no idea who or what we are looking for. You’ve put this firehouse in danger Marcel with your publicity stunt.”

      It hadn’t been a publicity stunt, but Cassidy was not going to argue the point with the man. “I’m sorry, sir. That was never my intention.”

      “Be that as it may, you have. I’ll bring this up in the next meeting and inform everyone to be on the watch for shady characters hanging around the house. As for you, if you receive anything else from this person or any unusual things start happening to you, I want you to call the police. I need your mind on the job and not on this.”

      “Yes, sir. I will.” How she was supposed to keep her mind completely on work with the words from the letter running through her brain she wasn’t sure, but she would try.

      “Good. Now, I think it’s about time you got to the trucks.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cassidy took the clear dismissal and backed out of the office. It had been bad, but not as bad as she’d expected it to be.

      “What happened?” Ivy asked when Cassidy returned to the bunk room. She had cleaned up the pile of mail and cleared the beds. Cassidy wondered briefly what she had done with all the other letters but decided she didn’t care. She wished she could put the whole experience behind her and just forget about it. No, she wished she had never gone on the show in the first place.

      Cassidy sighed as she sank onto her bunk. “He’s going to share it at the next staff meeting.”

      “That’s it?” Ivy’s eyes grew wide with concern and her fingers tugged on a lock of her hair. Either a nervous gesture or a long-ingrained habit, Ivy pulled at her split ends whenever anything bothered her.

      Cassidy shrugged trying to mask the fear she felt inside. “He seemed angry but not especially concerned. Told me to watch out for anything else strange and take it to the cops if anything happened. Then he told me to get to cleaning the trucks.”

      “Well, if he doesn’t think it’s a big deal, then maybe it isn’t. He’s been doing this job a long time, so he probably knows.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope so. Anyway, I better get out there and get to cleaning.” She wanted to clean about as much as she wanted to watch paint dry, but at least it would get her mind off this stalker for a while.

      “Have fun with that. I’d offer to help, but I don’t know the first thing about cleaning fire trucks.”

      “It’s fine. It’s actually a fairly tame penance for as mad as he was.” Cassidy pushed herself off the bed and headed to the truck bay, but before she could even begin gathering the supplies to wash the truck, the alarm sounded.

      “Truck 51, Squad 4, Ambulance 3, 2219 Eastside Street.”

      “You remember how to do this?” Bubba asked Cassidy as he hurried past her to his gear.

      Cassidy shot him a withering look. “I think I can manage it.” She followed him to the hooks that held their gear and pulled on hers. Donning them was like riding a bicycle, but she’d forgotten how heavy the extra equipment was. Still, she was determined not to show it. The boys needed no more ammunition with which to tease her. Hat in hand, she climbed up beside Bubba and took a deep breath to slow her racing heart. Then she closed her eyes and sent up a prayer for their safety.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Whoa, hot date last night?” Alayna “Al” Parker asked as Jordan set his extra-large coffee mug down on the desk across from her. Her hazel eyes twinkled mischievously above her petite nose. With perfectly clear skin and long blonde hair, Al looked more like she was eighteen than her actual age of nearly thirty which helped with stings but annoyed her the rest of the time. She got carded everywhere.

      Jordan blew out an exasperated breath as he collapsed into his chair and took a swig of  coffee. “I wish. My brother and I inherited an old bar and we were up most of the night tearing off paneling and assessing the damage.”

      Al’s eyebrow shot up. “You’re keeping a bar?” She knew a little about his past and his father and was obviously shocked by this news.

      “No, I’m keeping an old building that used to be a bar. Unfortunately. We’re remodeling it to be a family-friendly restaurant sans bar.” He rolled his eyes and downed another swig. Even this large triple shot coffee wasn’t making him feel more alive. “Graham thinks it will be great.”

      “And what do you think?”

      He shook his head as a frustrated laugh escaped his lips. “I think it’s a money suck and we should sell it. I don’t have time to fix up or run a restaurant. I barely have time to buy groceries for myself.”

      “So, why’d you say yes? Why not just make him buy you out?”

      And there was the million-dollar question. “Because he’s my little brother. Because he had a crappy childhood.” Jordan had told Al most of his past already, so he knew this wouldn’t come as a shock to her. “I’ve spent half my life looking out for him and trying to make him happy. I guess I’m still doing it.”

      “I could help,” Al said with a shrug.

      “You?” Al was tough, probably more than she needed to be, but he still couldn’t see her hauling out old furniture and decorating the interior.

      “Yeah, I grew up with two older brothers. I learned how to swing a hammer.” She leaned closer and glanced around the small room, “and though I don’t do it here, I know how to use a broom.”

      Jordan chuckled at her persistence. Not many of his other friends would volunteer to do dirty work. “All right, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Where are we on the abduction cases?” Jack Stone asked as he entered immediately shifting the energy in the room. Though Jordan was sure it was his real last name, it was ironic how well it fit him. In his mid-fifties, Jack had a full head of salt and pepper hair that he kept immaculately cut - probably an old habit from the military. His face rarely displayed any emotion and even his voice was deep and gravelly. More importantly, he was good at his job, and he didn’t like to lose.

      Jordan tapped his phone to make sure he hadn’t missed any last-minute messages before giving his report. “I spoke with my criminal informant, but all he could tell me was that he thinks he saw a kid matching our description leave Hyder Park with a man wearing dark clothing.”

      “That isn’t much to go on,” Stone said, disappointment in his voice. “How about you?” He turned his attention to Al whose thin shoulders pulled back as she sat straighter.

      “I found a camera that might have gotten footage near where we think one of the abductions happened. I was planning on going there today to see.”

      “Good, the two of you do that.” Stone walked to the white board where all their evidence hung. Though his gaze traveled over everything, it remained the longest on the pictures of the three kids – one girl and two boys. “Albright and Givens are canvassing the neighborhoods again and doling out advice to keep kids safe, but that’s only going to last so long. This guy will strike again, and we need to find him before he does.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jordan downed the last of his coffee as he stood. No time for more. He would have to hope his adrenaline would kick in and keep him awake. Across from him, Al grabbed her jacket as well and headed for the door. He hurried to catch up with her and followed her down to the car. Generally, he preferred driving but this was her lead, and he would let her run with it.

      “So, your restaurant. Are you going to let me come help?” Al threw the question out nonchalantly as she reached for her seatbelt, but Jordan sensed something deeper behind it. He’d had the feeling she was looking for more than a partnership the last month, but he wasn’t interested. He didn’t have time for a relationship and his mother had always impressed upon him that he should never date where he worked. Plus, his last one had gone up in flames, so he wasn’t looking to jump into the fire again anytime soon.

      “Yeah, maybe. It’s still a mess right now.”

      She flashed a crooked smile at him as she turned the key and fired up the engine. “I don’t mind a little mess.”

      Jordan knew that. While his workspace was always pristine, hers was often overflowing with papers. She called it creative genius, but he just called it a mess, and he had no idea how she found anything she was looking for. “I know you don’t, but I’m not sure what the next step is. I’ll definitely let you know when I have a better idea.” Or not. He didn’t want to do anything that might make her think he wanted more than a partnership. “So, where are we going?”

      She glanced quickly at him before turning her attention back to the road. “A convenience store over on Fifth. It’s near the school where we think one of the boys was grabbed.”

      Jordan could tell she knew he had changed the subject on her, but it was safer this way. Dating your partner opened the door for lapses in judgment that could get you killed, and if they broke up, it would make for a very uncomfortable work environment. “Good catch. I hope they have something.”
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      Fatigue weighed on Cassidy as she walked to her car the next morning. Twenty-four-hour shifts were hard on their own, but add a fire into the mix and they were downright exhausting. Plus, she hadn’t pulled a long shift in over a month. She hadn’t thought her body would become out of sync so quickly, but it had. Normally, she would have three or four of these shifts in a row, but the captain had given her just one to let her ease back into the routine. She had the rest of the day to recoup and then she’d be back on shift tomorrow.

      Cassidy opened the driver side door and threw her bag in before sliding into the seat, but as she shoved the key in the ignition, something caught her eye. Glancing up, she spied something white tucked into her windshield wipers. A ticket? But that made no sense. She was in the firehouse’s parking lot and not parked in a handicapped space. A note? Ice trickled into her veins. Was it another message from the stalker?

      On high alert, her eyes darted around the parking lot for any shadows or unknown strangers. Curiosity chomped at her nerves, but she wasn’t going to get out of the car until she knew it was safe.

      Assured there was no one else in the lot or at least not close enough to nab her in the time it would take her to grab the note, Cassidy opened her door and snatched the paper off the glass. Not wanting to take any chances, she clutched it in her hand until the car door was closed and locked again. Then she summoned her courage and unfolded the paper.

      The handwritten words appeared angry and threatening on the single sheet with a definite hurried slant. Unsure if police would be able to gain much information just from the handwriting, she scanned for anything else that might be usable - an added symbol, a signature, a fingerprint smudge, but there was nothing. Nothing to give any clue who was writing this. However, the wording was consistent with the other letters - “I can show you that we belong together.”

      But it was the final phrase that set her heart thudding in her chest. “I don’t know why you aren’t responding to me, but if you don’t believe me, I’ll find a way to show you.” The words alone held a chill but when added to the rest of the letters, the chill turned into flat out fear. And this hadn’t come in the mail. It had been put on her car which meant that he’d watched her arrive yesterday when she came into shift. And if he knew what she drove, what if he followed her home? As much as she didn’t want to, this was something the captain needed to know. However, as walking the parking lot no longer felt safe, Cassidy drove to as close to the front entrance as possible before hurrying out of the car and inside.

      “Marcel, what is it? I thought I sent you home,” Captain Fitzgerald said as she tapped on his door frame.

      “You did, sir, but before I made it out of the parking lot, I found this.” She held up the paper. “It’s another note, and he left it on my windshield.”

      Captain Fitzgerald’s eyes widened. Only slightly. But it was enough to increase the fear Cassidy was already feeling. If he was reacting, it meant he was worried, and if he was worried, she definitely should be.

      “I’m calling Stone. It’s time you told the police about this.” Stone was the head of the special investigation unit. Cassidy knew little about him other than his fierce reputation implied his name fit him to a tee.

      Captain Fitzgerald picked up the phone and dialed before Cassidy could speak, so she simply nodded and waited.

      “Stone? It’s Fitzgerald. I have a situation occurring over here. One of my firefighters is getting threatening notes, the latest one on her windshield while here on shift. Cassidy Marcel. Yeah, the one who was on the TV show.” He paused and glanced at Cassidy. “Yeah, I can do that. Thank you.”

      He replaced the phone in the cradle. “Stone is sending someone over. You will stay here until he arrives and you will do what he says. Is that understood?”

      Cassidy opened her mouth to protest. The fierce independent part of her wanted to tell Captain Fitzgerald that she didn’t need some cop telling her what to do. However, she had to admit this stalker had her on edge and a part of her was relieved to have the police involved. “Yes, sir. I will.”

      After leaving the office, Cassidy wandered back to the bunk room to wait for whoever Stone was sending over. She knew no one in the special investigation unit, but if they worked for him, they were bound to be good. The man had a reputation for being thorough and hard on anyone who wanted to be in his unit.

      “Marcel? What are you doing back? I thought the Captain sent you home.” Bubba’s voice carried out of the kitchen as she passed the common room.

      She didn’t want to worry him, especially since he acted like a big brother, but he would be more annoyed if she didn’t tell him. With a small sigh, she changed her course and entered the kitchen. “Hey, Bubba. I, um, have to wait to give a statement to one of Stone’s guys.”

      He set the towel down he had been using to dry dishes, crossed his beefy arms, and fixed her with a penetrating gaze that said she better spill all. “Why?”

      Cassidy plopped down in one of the barstools across the counter from him and sighed.  Her eyes focused on the Formica counter and the light gold sparkles sprinkled throughout it. “Because someone left a threatening note on my windshield.”

      “And?” Bubba should have been a detective himself. He seemed to have an internal radar that knew when there was more to the story.

      “And since it appears to be from the same person who was sending me stalkerish letters while I was on the show, the captain wants me to report it.” Cassidy spat the words out in a rush and waited for the tongue lashing she was sure he was about to dole out.

      “As he rightly should. Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” Though his voice held no anger, there was a clear expression of disapproval on his face at being left out of the loop.

      “Well, to be fair, Captain Fitzgerald said he would mention it at the next staff meeting, and then we kind of got busy with the fire.” Cassidy was making excuses, and she could tell he knew it, but she couldn’t tell him the real truth. She could tell him she hadn’t wanted to worry him which was partly true. She could tell him she hadn’t thought it was a big deal which wasn’t true at all, but neither of those was the real reason. The real reason she hadn’t told him was because she didn’t want him looking at her the way he was now. Like she couldn’t handle herself. Like she needed to be rescued. Like she wasn’t a real firefighter because she was afraid of something.

      That last thought was stupid and she knew it. All firefighters were afraid of something. Besides, he probably wasn’t thinking any of those things, but she was a woman in a man’s field. She had to be better, she had to be stronger, and she hated that she wasn’t.

      “You should have told me, Cass.” Disappointment clouded his voice and filled his stiff posture.

      “I know.” She dropped her eyes to the counter again. “I’m sorry. I thought it was nothing, just some random fan, you know? But when I found the note on my car, I knew it was more serious.”

      “Hey.” He placed a finger under her chin and tilted it up. “I know you think you have to prove yourself here, but you don’t. We know how strong you are. Don’t do something stupid by trying to be a hero when your family is here to support you. Always.”

      Tears sprung to Cassidy’s eyes. He was right of course. They might tease her, but these men put their lives on the line with her every time they went into a fire together. They trusted her inside the burning heat and would support her outside of it. “I won’t. I promise.”

      “Cassidy Marcel, you have a visitor at the front desk.”

      Cassidy looked up at the intercom and shrugged. “Gotta go, but I’ll fill you in later.”

      “You better,” he hollered after her.
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      “Jordan, in my office a moment.”

      Jordan’s head snapped up at Stone’s command. Al shot him a wide-eyed look that held the same question his mind did. What had he done? He shook his head to tell her he didn’t know as he pushed back his chair.

      “Yes, sir?” he asked as he breached the doorway.

      “Come in and shut the door.”

      Jordan pulled the door shut behind him and then sat in one of the chairs across the desk. He shouldn’t be nervous. He’d done nothing wrong, but Stone had the ability to send your heart thudding with just the tone of his voice. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      “Captain Fitzgerald called. Evidently one of his firemen is receiving threatening notes. He wants someone over there to investigate it.” Stone’s steely gaze was meant to keep Jordan from questioning his orders, but Jordan couldn’t help himself.

      “But sir, I’m in the middle of this abduction case, and my CI-”

      “We’re all in the middle of this abduction case, but Fitzgerald is a firefighter and we look after each other. If he says he needs our help then we give our help. Is that understood?”

      Jordan didn’t understand why he had to go. This was probably the case of some lonely woman who’d been rescued and was now suffering from the Florence Nightingale effect. It happened to rescuers all the time. In fact, he’d had a few women express their undying love for him after particularly dangerous cases. Why couldn’t Stone send Al or one of the other less senior members? But it wasn’t his place to question. Stone was in charge. “Yes, sir. I’ll go check it out.”

      “Good. She’s waiting at the firehouse for you.”

      “She?”

      Stone’s brow arched as he regarded Jordan. “Yes, she. It’s Cassidy Marcel.”

      Jordan stifled a groan. “The one who was on the reality dating show?” He never watched it, but Al did and when she found out someone from their city was on it, she had regaled him with a recap of every episode.

      “That’s the one. You have a problem with that?”

      “It’s just,” Jordan ran a hand across his stubbled chin, “it’s probably just some lonely guy who is looking for a little fame. Wouldn’t I be more useful here working on finding these kids?”

      “Would you feel that way if it were your mother or your sister or your girlfriend?”

      Jordan stifled a sigh. He still didn’t want to spend time dealing with a stalker, but Stone was right. If this had happened to a woman in his life, he would want the best person possible looking into the case and protecting her. “Fine. Point taken. I’ll head over there now.”

      Stone nodded and turned his attention to his computer. The discussion was clearly over, and Jordan took his cue and left the office.

      “Where are you going?” Al asked as he grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair.

      “To the firehouse. I’m sure I’ll be back soon.”

      “You want me to come along?”

      “No, I’ve got this. Keep looking for more footage. I want to get this guy before we lose any more kids.”

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the firehouse parking lot. His eyes scanned the lot as he parked, but other than the car blocking the entrance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Was that an employee’s car? Or had the stalking escalated? There’d been no call over the radio, so surely there wasn’t a hostage situation, but then why was the car parked like that? It was a clear fire hazard.

      He checked his gun as he stepped out of his car, but it was safely strapped to his side and nothing gave him cause to pull it as he crossed the parking lot to the front door. Unsure what he had expected, he was still taken aback by the door opening to a small atrium with a reception desk.

      “Can I help you?” the woman occupying the desk asked.

      “I’m Detective Jordan Graves to see Cassidy Marcel.” He flashed his badge to assure her of his identity as he rarely wore a uniform. His work required him to blend in, not stand out.

      The woman gave a perfunctory nod and picked up the phone. “Cassidy Marcel, you have a visitor at the front desk.” She replaced the phone and motioned him to the few chairs in the room. “She’ll be here in a minute. You may sit if you’d like.”

      Jordan preferred to stand. It was easier to be ready should anything happen, but he didn’t have to wait long anyway.

      “I’m Cassidy.” A woman with long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail which accentuated her broad shoulders and slender neck approached him. She wasn’t quite what he’d expected as little makeup graced her face though it was peppered with miniature freckles. She had the air of an athlete rather than the prima donna he’d imagined. A few papers were clutched tightly in one hand, but she extended the other to him in greeting.

      “Detective Jordan Graves.” He shook her outstretched hand wondering why she had gone on a reality dating show. Low self-esteem? A bet? Or was she one of those girls who looked low maintenance but demanded constant attention? He knew that type well. His last girlfriend had been one.

      “Shall we go somewhere quiet so I can fill you in?” she asked. Her voice was soft and sweet and not at all like the princess-type voice he had expected.

      At his nod, she led the way down the hall and into a conference room. When the door was closed behind them, he pulled out a chair and sat down. Might as well jump right in. The faster he finished here, the sooner he could get back to finding missing kids. “Okay, so tell me what’s going on.”

      Cassidy sat across from him and straightened the papers before placing her hands on them. She took a deep breath as if summoning the courage to speak. “Yesterday was my first day back on shift. I took some time off to do a show.”

      “A reality dating show. I’m aware.” He hoped she hurried this up because he wanted to get back to his investigation.

      A pink flush crawled across her cheeks. “Yeah, a dating show. Anyway, when I arrived yesterday, I had a bag of fan mail. Captain Fitzgerald made me go through it and when I did, I found a few letters that gave me pause.” She pushed the first few pieces of paper across the table to him.

      Jordan picked the first one up by the corner and scanned the contents.

      Dear Cassidy,

      I’m enjoying watching you on the show, but you deserve better than Tyler. In fact, I think we would be perfect together.

      The writer was clearly enamored with Cassidy but other than stating he felt they belonged together, there wasn’t anything sinister in it. He set that page aside and read the next letter.

      Dear Cassidy,

      Tyler wouldn’t know a good woman if she were given to him on a platter. I know how to treat a woman better, and I would love the chance to show you.

      More of the same but still nothing to get upset about. He hoped she hadn’t called him here just for these. Jordan glanced at Cassidy as he put that page aside as well, but her intense expression didn’t give the impression she was simply seeking attention.

      He turned his attention to the third letter, and his eyes widened slightly.

      Dear Cassidy,

      I don’t know what you see in Tyler. I would treat you so much better and I’ll prove it when you return from the show.

      “Did you receive any letters on set from his guy?”

      Cassidy shook her head as her bottom lip folded in under her teeth. “I don’t even know who this guy is. While I was on the show, I had no contact with anyone, and I had no knowledge of who was watching. I didn’t even know I was getting fan mail until I walked in the door yesterday morning.”

      He raised a brow at her but said nothing. She might not have known about it, but she probably enjoyed it. After all, who went on a reality dating show if they weren’t looking for attention? “Is there anyone in your life who paid you extra attention before you went on the show? Anyone who gave you pause?”

      Cassidy pursed her lips as she thought. “There’s a guy who’s a little odd in my apartment complex. He’s always walking his dog and he tries to strike up a conversation whenever I’m around, but he seems harmless. Besides, wouldn’t he just leave notes on my door if it were him?”

      “Maybe, but if he’s tried to get your attention that way and failed, he might try something like this. What’s his name?”

      “Dustin, I think.” She dropped her eyes to the table as if embarrassed.  “He told me once, but to be honest, I didn’t pay much attention.”

      Jordan nodded. That didn’t surprise him, but he couldn’t fault her as he was guilty of the same thing. He knew there were women who’d talked to him whom he hadn’t been interested in and had dismissed. It was something he was working on, but he certainly hadn’t mastered it yet. “That’s understandable. How about ex-boyfriends or men you turned down?”

      A flush of pink spread across her cheeks. “I haven’t had an ex-boyfriend in some time, and he left me so I’m not sure why he’d stalk me. There have been a few men who asked me out after I saved them from a fire, but I always said no and never heard anything else from them.”

      He wondered what her story was. She was pretty, not model beautiful, but attractive in her own way, and she appeared confident in her own skin – a quality a lot of women he had dated seemed to be missing. Maybe, like him, she was just too focused on her career right now, but then why go on a reality dating show in the first place?

      “Do you remember any of their names?”

      “My ex, sure, but the rest,” she shook her head sadly, “I don’t. I never really knew them in the first place.”

      Great. That didn’t give him much to work with. “Well, the letters don’t sound like your ex. They’re worded differently, not like someone who knows you personally. Unfortunately, that doesn’t help us narrow it down much. I’d say just keep your eyes open and be aware of your surroundings.”

      “There’s more,” Cassidy said. “Today, when I left, I found this on my windshield.” She slid the final piece of paper to him. “I don’t know how he expected me to respond since he never left a name or a return address.”

      He picked it up and scanned the writing.

      Cassidy,

      I know you’re back in town, and now I can show you that we belong together. I don’t know why you’re not responding to me, but we will be together whether you know it or not. We belong together, and I’ll find a way to show you. I’ll be in touch soon.

      Okay, maybe he was being too hard on her. He doubted this was the kind of attention she had been seeking. The guy was escalating, and he could see why Captain Fitzgerald would want her to report it. “You say this was on your windshield?”

      She nodded and her right hand lifted to tug at her earlobe. Nervous gesture? He had seen few people display that particular gesture, but she didn’t wear earrings, so a nervous gesture made the most sense.

      “He must be someone you’ve had contact with before, but it could have been any contact. Often stalkers build a relationship in their head over little things, so he might be someone you met in a store or helped at a fire. He thinks you had a connection, so he believes he’s given you enough clues to know who he is. This note on your car means he was probably hanging around when you arrived. Do you remember seeing anything out of the ordinary?”

      Another tug as her eyes darted to the side. “No, but I wasn’t looking for anything. It was my first day back on shift. I was just glad to be here.” She dropped her hand from her ear and folded it into the other one before fixing him with her dark brown eyes. They were rich and deep, the color of dark chocolate, and they held the tiniest hint of vulnerability. “What do I do?”

      Jordan cleared his throat and focused his attention on the papers. He had no business reading anything in her eyes. He was too busy on his current case for anything else. “Unfortunately, there still isn’t much we can do at this point. I’ll take this in for processing, but I doubt they’ll find anything. They’re short for one thing, and while handwriting can tell us about a person, there isn’t a database of handwriting to compare this with like there is with fingerprints. Do you have the envelopes they came in? Was there a return address?”

      As a wince crossed her features, he knew before she spoke that she no longer had them. “No, no return address, but I think Ivy threw the envelopes away. I didn’t think we’d need them.”

      Of course she hadn’t. “Who’s Ivy?”

      “One of our paramedics and my friend. She helped me open the envelopes. There were a lot of them.”

      He glanced up at her. Was she bragging? Maybe his first impression of her being a diva had been right. “Okay, I’ll follow up with her to see if we can get those envelopes back. There might be DNA if he licked them. In the meantime, I’ll escort you home. He may already know where you live, but if not, perhaps a police tail will discourage him from following. I’ll check out your place before you enter to make sure it’s clear, and then I’ll sit on your block for the next hour.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of his cards. They didn’t hand them out often, but the simple card contained his name and cell number so that CIs or people like Cassidy could get a hold of him quickly. “If you see anything after that time, you call this number, and I’ll be there. If something happens, we’ll get a police detail on you until we catch this guy. Any questions?”

      Cassidy turned the card over in her hands before flashing another disarming, crooked smile his direction. “I probably have so many, but I don’t even know what to ask right now.”

      Jordan nodded and pushed back his chair. “That’s understandable.” Careful to touch the papers as little as possible, he folded them and tucked them in the Ziplock bag he pulled from his pocket. “I doubt we’ll find anything on these, but I’ll have the lab run it for prints anyway. Did anyone else touch it?”

      Cassidy blinked at him. “Um, Captain Fitzgerald might have when I first showed it to him and Ivy touched the first few but not the one on the windshield.”

      “Okay, I’ll get prints from all of you so we can rule them out, but let’s get you home first.”

      Her eyes shifted to the side again and when they returned to his gaze, they held just the slightest hint of fear. “What if he follows us back and learns where I live?”

      Diva or not, his heart went out to her. He knew what it was like to live in fear – he’d done it for the first fifteen years of his life, and while it made him who he was today, he wouldn’t wish it on anyone. That helpless feeling was hard to ignore.

      Jordan didn’t want to tell her that if the guy had staked out her job and figured out her car, he probably already knew where she lived or how to find out anyway. “That’s what I’m there for. The police presence should deter him, and I’ll keep a watchful eye out as we drive. Don’t worry. I’m good at spotting a tail.”

      With a determined set to her posture, she pushed back from the table, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Okay then. Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy felt a little safer as she walked to her car with Jordan behind her. He didn’t advertise it, but she knew he carried a gun strapped to his side. She was no stranger to firearms having grown up with older brothers who taught her how to handle one, but she didn’t have a concealed carry license. Perhaps she should look into getting one and brushing up on her training. Her experience was pretty limited to shooting coke cans off the trash barrel in their backyard growing up.

      “Let me check your car first,” he said as she pulled out her key fob.

      She held it out to him and watched as he popped her hood and then her trunk. She hoped he didn’t look in the backseat as she hadn’t had time to clean it out since her return.

      Cassidy had a tendency to be on the go so much that it almost appeared she “lived out of her car.” Though she had a trash bag, wrappers and cups generally landed on the floorboards instead, and she’d lost count of how many items she had left in the car - coats, books, even her phone on occasion, so needless to say, it wasn’t the neatest car on the block. And Jordan was handsome. His blue eyes stood out under his dark hair like blazing beacons, and the muscular tone of his biceps beneath his shirt sleeves had not gone unnoticed. She didn’t want him thinking her a slob as well as a diva.

      He hadn’t called her that, but she had seen the look in his eyes. It was hard to miss since she’d received it from nearly everyone since returning. That look that assumed she had gone on the show for fame and wondered when she would flit off to the next opportunity.

      She couldn’t blame them, really. The same thought had popped into her mind when she first considered going on the show, but it wasn’t why she had gone. And though she could tell them her real reason had been looking for love, it seemed silly now since she had come home empty handed. It was easier to let them assume.

      Jordan dropped to the pavement and scanned under the car, then slid into the driver seat. After inserting the key, he paused as if listening for something. Then he turned the key. When the engine fired up, he exited the car.

      “All clear. My car’s just over there. Don’t leave the lot until I’m right behind you. Then I want you to make sure you can always see me in your rearview mirror. Do you understand?”

      Cassidy nodded though she wasn’t sure if his words were easing her fears or ramping them up.

      “If we get separated, pull into the closest lighted parking lot and wait for me. You have my number, so you can call and tell me where you are. I doubt that will happen, but if it does, do not get out of your car.”

      Yep, definitely ramping the fear up. Her heart thundered in her chest, but she was determined to appear calm. “I understand.”

      He waited until she was in her seat with the doors locked before sprinting to his car. After a similar check of his own, he fired up his engine, and she headed for the exit.

      Even though she knew he was watching, Cassidy found herself peering out of the windows and checking the rearview mirror religiously. She saw nothing out of the ordinary - only his headlights, but there was still a part of her that worried this guy would follow and try something once Jordan was gone.

      No lights were on in her apartment when she pulled into the parking space, but could he be hiding in the dark waiting to stab her? Or worse? She didn’t want to think about all the things that could fall under ‘or worse’ but they filled her head anyway. Her heart fluttered faster in her chest.

      She wasn’t usually one to jump at shadows but this was such an unknown territory for her. As she’d told Jordan, there had been a few men who tried to hit on her at fires or the few times she had gone with Ivy to the hospital to check on patients, but none had ever gone farther than asking her out. They’d all taken her polite decline and turned their attentions elsewhere.

      She opened her door to step out, but before she could shut her door, Jordan was at her side. His hand raked across his stubbled chin as his eyes scanned the area. “Let me go in first and check the place out. What number is it?”

      “It’s apartment A, straight ahead,” she said pointing.

      He followed her finger and then turned back to her. “Do you have a separate house key from your car key?”

      “No, but I can take it off the ring.” As she released the house key from her ring, her mind shifted to her house. Had she put everything away? The house was still a little messy from her whirlwind unpacking, but she thought she had at least put her undergarments in her dresser. And even if she hadn’t, knowing she was safe was more important than worrying about him seeing her underwear.

      “Stay in the car with the doors locked until I return. If you see or hear anything suspicious, drive to the police station and ask Stone to send help.”

      The fluttering in her heart increased. “Do you think he’s in there?”

      Jordan shook his head, but his gaze lingered only briefly on her as his eyes darted around the parking lot again. “I don’t. I didn’t see a tail, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry in my line of work.”
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