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			This book is dedicated to the brave men and women who run into burning buildings instead of out of them. Your hard work and heroism are awe-inspiring. Thanks for everything you do.
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			So this was where jock straps went to die.

			Kinsey Taylor’s nose twitched at the aromatic combination of sweat, dirty laundry, and an unhealthy abundance of testosterone. Three stinky brothers had inured her senses to the more disgusting habits of the male species, so she remained largely unfazed as she marched through the makeshift gym of Engine Company 6’s quarters on Chicago’s north side.

			Judging by the slack jaws and horrified expressions of the men she passed, her composure wasn’t catching.

			“Hey, lady, you can’t be in here,” a Popeye-gunned lug said as he reset dumbbells he’d been curling with ease.

			Ignoring him and the supporting grumbles of his workout crew, she continued to her destination—the locker room of Chicago’s oldest firehouse—for a showdown with a man she had never met, but who had already pissed her off so much she was ready to set his head on fire. The guy might have a reputation as one of the bravest and most decorated firefighters in the Chicago Fire Department, but she’d like to see how Mr. Luke Almeida would handle that particular conflagration.

			She rounded a corner with purpose and crashed through the swing doors at the end of a corridor flanked by gray, paint-peeling walls. The smell in here was slightly better, which Kinsey attributed in part to the scent of shampoo and soap, but mostly to the broad-shouldered specimen standing before an open locker.

			He turned slowly, his eyebrows veeing over a face more weathered than handsome.

			“This isn’t part of the tour, miss.”

			Miss.

			That word flicked across her sensitive brain like a fingernail over a raw wound. She should have been Mrs. David Halford for almost a month by now, and the painful fact that she wasn’t apparently still had the capacity to surprise her. Oh joy. Now she had to steel her mind against the word miss along with other nuggets like incompatible and nonrefundable deposit. Her vocabulary of not-words had expanded considerably since her cross-country move from San Francisco to Chicago four months ago.

			“I’m here for”—the head of—“Luke Almeida,” she said to the man before her.

			The slight twitch of his mouth acted like a lever for his eyebrows. “Luke. Visitor,” he called out in a tone that said Luke hosted a lot of visitors.

			Kinsey had a truckload of reasons to dislike Luke Almeida. Any man who instigated a bar brawl involving half his firehouse and a vigorous complement of the Chicago Police Department was already at the top of her shit list. When that same man refused to return three phone calls from the mayor’s Media Affairs Office, he was on his way to carving out a special place in her affections for his about-to-be-reamed ass. Now that smirk from Tall, Dark, Whatever confirmed what she had suspected the moment Almeida’s file landed on her desk at city hall four days ago: he thought he was all that and a bag of chips.

			“You must be lost, sweetheart.”

			A low rumble spiked every fine hair on the back of her neck to attention. On four-inch heels she pivoted and encountered a plume of steam, which, like a magician’s cloud, dissipated to reveal a half-naked man.

			Whoa.

			The clearing mist had the opposite effect on her rapidly fogging brain. Bye-bye, Tall ’n’ Dark; this brute streak of male had that guy beat in the masculinity stakes six ways from Sunday.

			Across his broad chest, the slogan of the U.S. Marine Corps, Semper Fidelis, formed a rolling script that joined forces with the tattooed cuffs on his biceps, the letters of which she couldn’t quite make out, short of staring.

			And she wanted to stare because this just got better.

			On lean hips, a towel draped threateningly low, highlighting cut indents on either side of his abs. Was there anything hotter than that V shape? As if the killer bod wasn’t enough, he had eyes so fiercely blue she wondered if they were natural. Surely those things had come out of a lab.

			Then again, the whole picture was one of a genetically engineered firefighting machine. Or fighting machine, considering his fondness for hitting first and to hell with the consequences.

			He rubbed a towel through damp hair, returning life to mink-brown waves that framed strong cheekbones and more jaw than was strictly necessary. The movement showcased the tattoo on his right bicep: Logan, combined with the intertwined letters of the CFD. She would bet the two-carat engagement ring she had hurled in her ex-fiancé’s face that the ink on his left arm spelled Sean, the name of Luke Almeida’s foster father. A renowned fireman who had been awarded every medal in the book, Sean Dempsey made the greatest sacrifice during a high-rise fire eight years ago. Logan, the oldest brother, had also died during the blaze.

			A smudgy ocher bruise around Almeida’s left eye webbed out to his upper cheek. No need to inquire how he came by that. It was why she was here.

			Snapping back to the reality of her mission, Kinsey held his now curious gaze. “What did you say?”

			“I think you’re a little lost.” He enunciated each word as if she was some sort of dimwit who had never seen a man’s naked chest before. “Tours of the firehouse are every other Wednesday.”

			“I’m not here for a tour of the firehouse.”

			He streaked the towel he’d been using to dry his hair across chiseled pectoral muscles, then a meaty swatch of scar tissue covering his right shoulder.

			“Okay,” he said, parting his lips to reveal straight, white teeth and a gorgeous smile. So the city dental plan was a winner. “Other types of tours can be arranged. How does tomorrow night sound?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Well, I just got off my shift and I have forty-eight hours free ahead of me. Usually I sleep the first twelve, but if you need me sooner, sweetheart, I suppose I can rework my schedule.”

			Kinsey didn’t hold much truck with cocky. Or with men who called women they had never met “sweetheart.” Luke Almeida seemed to be under the mistaken impression that . . . Did he actually think she had crawled into this stink pit to get a date?

			“You haven’t returned any of my messages. I called three times—”

			Tall ’n’ Dark snorted. “Shit, Luke, they’re chasin’ you down now.”

			“Who’s chasing Luke down?”

			Another man had entered, wearing board shorts and a ripped CFD shirt, through which his extremely defined muscles played peekaboo. Tall and blond, with a fresh-faced Thor vibe, he looked like he’d stopped off at Engine 6 while on a break from his modeling gig for GQ. Truly, she must have missed the entrance to the hot-man laboratory on her way in.

			“Luke’s takin’ a leaf from your book,” Tall ’n’ Dark said to Baby Thor. “As if we don’t already have enough of that with your castoffs showing up every other week looking to clean your hose.”

			Baby Thor grinned, a little lopsided, a lot sexy. “Can I help it if I’ve broken half the hearts in Boystown?”

			Boystown. Chicago’s gay neighborhood, which confirmed that Baby Thor played for the other team. The gorgeous ones always did, though in all honesty, it looked like there was gorgeous to spare. The other two members of the triple threat were still taking up all the space and sucking up all the oxygen.

			Greedy.

			Almeida stared at her, the cogs of his Neanderthal brain clearly working overtime as he tried to piece together when and where they had met, and exactly how much trouble he was in because the memory refused to take shape.

			She decided to help him along.

			“So you didn’t get my calls?”

			He lifted a broad shoulder. “Sure I did, but I’ve been busy. Puttin’ out fires.”

			More like busy leading a fistfight that had turned him and his firefighter brothers into YouTube sensations and prompted the mayor to action. Now it was Kinsey’s job as the mayor’s assistant press secretary to create solutions to a media nightmare. Almeida wasn’t even supposed to be on duty. He had been placed on presuspension administrative leave, but when he hadn’t shown up for a meeting with Media Affairs at city hall, she had called the number she had on file for him and left a message. And another. And another.

			“Ignoring phone calls is incredibly rude.”

			“Yeah, bro,” Baby Thor said. “You were brought up better than that.” He offered his hand. “I’m Gage. The handsome, sexy, interesting, and well-mannered one.”

			Kinsey shook, enjoying the firm grip. According to his file, at twenty-four, Gage Simpson was the youngest of the Dempseys, a family of foster siblings who had all followed their late foster father into the service.

			“And this is Wyatt.” Gage jerked his strong chin at Tall ’n’ Dark. “He usually only opens his mouth to criticize.”

			Wyatt Fox, oldest of the brood at thirty-three, threaded burly arms over his chest and clamped his mouth shut. Kinsey supposed she should be grateful.

			There was also another brother, Beck, and a sister, Alexandra, one of only 120 female firefighters in the CFD. None of the foster siblings bore the same last name or were related by blood, but their bond—the Dempsey bond—was strong enough to ensure they were all assigned to the same firehouse. It was unusual, but then so was the family.

			“And you already know Luke,” Gage went on, amusement sparking his silver-gray eyes. “Though how well you know him is another story. Are we talking fluids exchanged or just phone numbers?”

			Almeida eyed her with interest. This moron really thought they might have hooked up in the not-so-distant past, and that she had rushed down here at 7 a.m. on a Monday when he hadn’t made good on his sweetly worded promises to call.

			At her pointed look, Luke spoke into the pause she had no intention of filling. “She knows me well enough to think she can walk into my firehouse and get results. Pretty ballsy, sweetheart.”

			“Sometimes you have to take matters into your own hands, and after the other night . . .” She twisted the toe of her pump, as if she was terribly, terribly unsure of herself. Time to kick this up a notch. “I thought we had something special.”

			Those electric blues widened as he moved into her personal space, and while she wasn’t a small woman, she felt curiously diminutive in Firefighter Almeida’s mountainous presence. Her former fiancé, David, had barely three inches on her. He hadn’t liked when she wore heels that made her taller than him.

			Neither had he liked when her five-mile runs came in twenty seconds ahead of his, or she beat him like a dusty rug at racquetball, or goddamn it, had three orgasms to his one. Though usually she had to help herself along there.

			Competitiveness isn’t terribly feminine, Kinsey.

			No, honey, but it sure as hell beats losing.

			Luke pinned her to the spot with that ocean-­sparkly gaze. “So the other night when we were—”

			“Dancing.”

			“We had serious moves.”

			“You certainly thought so. My toes are all bruised, but you made up for it later.”

			His lips twitched.

			“With your scintillating conversation,” she continued. “I had no idea firemen knew so much about The Bachelor.”

			“Lots of downtime in between runs.” He rubbed his chin. “And then we had that discussion about . . . what was it again?”

			She sighed her annoyance at having to remind him of the amazing conversational highs they had reached together. “The Cubs’ pitching roster. You were confident Arrieta could hold his form through the late season and I had worries about—”

			“The rest of the bullpen.” His indolent gaze dropped to her mouth. “Or how deep it could go.”

			“Yes,” she murmured, realizing a tad late that she might have waded in too far here. “You never really put me at ease about that.”

			“Rest assured, sweetheart. It goes deep. Deep as you need it.”

			Holy wow. She felt her stomach dip and roll at his provocative words.

			About baseball.

			“You’re a lot prettier than Vargas, Miss . . . ?”

			“Taylor.”

			“Well, Miss Taylor, Commissioner Freeman is a good friend of mine, and Luis Vargas from CFD Media Affairs is handling this, so it seems we have it under control.”

			Ha! So Luke Almeida knew exactly who she was—and that he had ridden shotgun with her game sent a rush of unexpected heat through her.

			“Under control? Your four minutes of fame is already the subject of a Trib editorial, you made the national news on all the major networks, and the city council is calling a special meeting to discuss your situation this week. Sounds like the opposite of under control.”

			She felt a chill emanating from Wyatt’s direction now that the true reason for her early morning visit was out in the open.

			Luke narrowed those blue-on-blue eyes at her. “Your message said you were from the mayor’s office, Miss . . .”

			“Taylor,” she gritted out. “And it was messages. Three of them.”

			“Right. And while the fire department technically reports to the mayor, we have our own way of handling things. Our own commissioner. Our own Media Affairs. I’m not sure why you’ve been sent here, but it would probably be best all around if you turn on those heels and toddle back to city hall.”

			Huh, he did everything but tell her she should pop her cute little tush into the kitchen and fix up some biscuits. Get the hoses ready, boys, because any minute now, she’d be expelling enough steam from her ears to burn everyone in the immediate vicinity.

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. You see, I have a problem, Mr. Almeida.” She infused her words with the businesslike tone she could usually manage in her sleep, but which wasn’t coming quite so easily today.

			“Oh, it’s mister now? And I thought after the other night we had something special.”

			Not bad, Almeida, not bad. Struggling to hide the burgeoning smile that she should not be surrendering to, she also tried to ignore the fact that he had moved closer to her on the utterance of the word special. She had to tip her head back to meet his gaze directly. No way was she having this conversation with his thick, muscle-corded neck, even if it meant putting a crick in her considerably less muscled one.

			“My problem is this.” She poked a finger in his chest. A not unpleasant sizzle fizzed through her fingertips. “You’re. Still. Here.”

			“Here is where I work.”

			Irritation had the unfortunate effect of dilating her blood vessels and making her warm all over. Not his nearness. No, not that. “This is where you used to work. As of three days ago, you were placed on administrative leave pending a hearing on your boneheaded actions. You’re not even supposed to be on CFD property until your case is resolved.”

			Visibly bristling, Luke cocked his jaw like a weapon. “I happened to be on site when a call came in. I’m hardly going to sit around while my men head to an incident. It was a tough run and we needed all hands on deck.”

			Reluctantly, she admitted a grudging admiration at that, but it didn’t change the facts. He had already cast a pall over the entire CFD when a grainy video of his fisticuffs got a million hits on its first day online. She needed to get through to him, and coming down to his intellectual level was her best option. Men like this only understood threats: to their livelihood, manhood, and food sources.

			“I’ve done my research on you, Mr. Almeida. You have the commissioner in your pocket, the unstinting support of the union, and a rather overweening sense of entitlement owing to your family’s contribution to the CFD, but the mayor is tired of his civil servants thinking they are above the rules.”

			A number of scandals had recently rocked the foundations of city hall. Bribes for permits. Backroom deals. A CPD detective discovered with more vodka than blood in his veins—and a Baggie of coke in his glove box—right after leaving the scene of an accident. Almeida’s outburst might not relate specifically to endemic corruption, but it highlighted all that was wrong with Chicago’s local government.

			“The city has a zero-tolerance policy for violence by its employees,” she continued. “You have five more days of leave and then if—and that’s a big if—you get out of the hearing with your balls still intact, you have work to do scrubbing the reputation of your firehouse clean. And I’ve been asked by the mayor to take charge of the cleanup.”

			Thunderous rage stormed over his brow. “You?”

			“Me.”

			“I’ve already explained my side of the story in an incident report. I assume your meticulous research covered that.”

			She reached back into her memory, mentally scanning the witness accounts of the bar fight. Mostly bland reports with little variation. A code of silence encompassing CPD and CFD had kept lips sealed tighter than bark on a tree.

			“One minute you’re serving drinks in your family’s bar. Next, Detective McGinnis is laid flat and several members of Engine 6 and the Third District are duking it out like it’s an episode of Real Housewives. All because he made a pass at your sister.” She tilted her head, taking his measure. “I would have thought an experienced bar owner would know how to handle boozy, grabby customers. Why do I feel like there’s more to this than the black and white of those reports?”

			It was a long shot, but she knew immediately she’d hit pay dirt. His eyes darkened to navy, swallowing all that had-to-be-fake blue, and some shutoff in his brain checked what he was about to say. He flashed an unreadable glance at his brothers.

			“Too much alcohol, tempers easily frayed,” he murmured. “And it was game seven of the Cup finals. I believe Detective McGinnis is a Rangers fan.” He punctuated that with a pressed-on smile. Still gorgeous, despite being a big, fat phony.

			“So just a typical night of boys will be boys?”

			He looked bored. “I’m not exactly clear on what you want from me, Miss—”

			“Taylor,” she finished before he could drag out the annoying what’s-your-last-name-again thing.

			“She wants you to shake hands with McGinnis,” Gage chimed in. “Preferably after you’ve both spearheaded a very public event that benefits the community. Maybe a block party where you grill the dogs and the detective squirts the ketchup. Would I be right, Miss Taylor?”

			“No decent idea is off the table,” she said to Gage, “and please call me Kinsey.”

			“We already do a lot for the community,” Wyatt murmured.

			“Yes, the foster kids support program your father created. I saw that in your file.” And definitely something they could use to turn the tide of public opinion. “We have a lot of options here. A team sporting event, a chili cook-off, maybe even a calendar of all you manly men getting your manliness on.”

			Gage snorted loudly, but not loud enough to drown out Almeida’s growl, a sound that signified his manliness would never be at issue. Yeah, she got it.

			“I’m sure the Chicago taxpayers, especially the female ones, would love to see a scantily clad muscle factory carrying a big hose in one hand and a kitten in the other. With the proceeds going to charity, of course.” She was starting to enjoy herself now, so she winked. “Sweetheart.”

			Wyatt rubbed his mouth, evidently concealing a smile. Gage grinned broadly. As for Luke? She may as well have suggested he wear a matching bra-and-panties set while he stroked that fluffy lil kitty cat.

			“Oh, this should be good,” Gage said, and Kinsey no longer bothered hiding her amusement. She’d found her ally at Engine 6.

			Determined to have the last word, she leveled Luke Almeida with her most hard-nosed gaze. He opened his mouth to speak, but she raised a hand of, Stow it.

			“Keep that silver tongue of yours for your hearing, Mr. Almeida. Once you’re in the clear, we’ll work on making you a star for all the right reasons.”

			And then she dropped the mic and skedaddled out of that locker room before he could get a volley off.
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			Luke slammed his locker door shut, only to have it spring back open like a bad-news boomerang. The violence wasn’t enough to dislodge the photo tucked into the upper right-hand corner: Sean Dempsey and Logan Keyes, his foster father and brother. Frozen in time, their smiling faces shone back at him, a constant reminder of the bittersweet joy of being both a Dempsey and a member of the Chicago Fire Department.

			He grabbed clean clothes from his locker and got dressed, covering muscles that still ached even after the hot, pulsing spray of the shower. This morning’s 3 a.m. run to a warehouse fire on Elston could have been tricky, given the hazardous chemicals stored illegally on the north end of the lot, but they had managed to suppress the blaze quickly and seal it off, ready for the boys at hazmat to take over. All in all, a good night’s work.

			The mouthwatering smell of bacon hit him like a semi before he pushed through the door to the kitchen at Engine 6. No matter the time of day, everyone was usually starving after a fire. The adrenaline pumping through a firefighter’s veins was like a drug that needed constant feeding. Food first, then sex. If some eggheads ever did a study on birth dates of children in the CFD, Luke bet there would be a clear relationship between the most taxing incidents and when those kids were conceived. He was always primed for a woman after a fire—and the appearance of Miss Hot in Heels was like introducing oxygen into a nonvented room.

			Luke poured a coffee, grabbed a seat beside Wyatt, and spared a glance for what Gage was working at the stove. It looked like eggs, but with his aspirations-­to-gourmet-chef brother, that would have been far too simple. Thankfully the kid hadn’t made good on his threat to install an espresso machine with a milk frothing attachment. Luke’s old pal Mr. Coffee did the trick, and hazelnut-flavored half-and-half was as fancy as it needed to get.

			“You should call your union rep,” Wyatt said to Luke around his chewing.

			“Why? To tell them to get the mayor off my back? Or to tell them I can’t handle his attack dog with the big mouth?”

			The full, lush, and crazily lickable mouth, if he was being honest. A dangerous habit he rarely indulged in these days, especially with himself.

			“Hmph.” From Gage, who served up a veggie-­studded omelet complete with home-fried potatoes. His youngest brother looked a whole lot more serious than he had fifteen minutes ago when he was playing mental footsie with Kinsey Taylor.

			“Something to say, Chef?”

			“For your dining pleasure, we have a vegetable frittata, with apple-Gouda turkey sausage and salsa verde.” He tilted his head. “And yeah, I do have some colorful commentary with your delicious meal. You should have been more forthcoming in your report.”

			“And how exactly would that make a difference?”

			“If you told them what McGinnis did—”

			“It would just add more background color to the constantly evolving story of me and Detective McGinnis, but it wouldn’t change a thing about what happened a week ago.” Just saying that prick’s name aloud raised a heat rash on his skin. “He laid his grubby hands on Alex, he got my fist in his face, and now I’m on leave.” Luke smirked. “Or supposed to be, anyway.”

			He pointed a fork to shut down Gage’s next complaint. “Talking about my history with the detective only gives them more fuel. It makes it look like I have a grudge and that I was just looking for an excuse to rearrange his face.” So what if he was. He’d rather the CFD brass and those pencil-pushing assholes at city hall didn’t know his entire sorry business.

			Luke stole a glance at Wyatt to gauge his response to all of this. His oldest brother was as steady as a rock, cool under pressure, and spare with his speech, even if he had been indulging in a few more daredevil stunts than normal on rescue squad these last few runs.

			“You’re right,” Wyatt pronounced, and punctuated it by shoveling a forkful of the fancy omelet in his mouth. Just in case he was tempted to embellish, which he never was.

			“See?” Luke said smugly.

			Frustration furrowed Gage’s brow at yet again being caught on the wrong end of an argument with the elders who always knew best.

			“Yeah, because Wy’s such an expert in the affairs of the human heart. Look at him.” Gage considered Wyatt like he was the saddest thing on God’s green earth. “The guy wouldn’t know passion if it hit him over the head with the Jaws of Life. I’m sick of throwing my lady posse his way only to have them all report back how dull he is.”

			“I’m not interested in your froot loops,” Wyatt said so seriously that Gage and Luke broke into laughter.

			Gage shook his head. “I love you, man, but you are never going to get laid with that attitude.”

			Per usual, Wyatt looked uncomfortable at Gage’s fulsome display of affection. It was the way of the Dempseys to love deeply and hate to show it, except for Gage, who was the well-adjusted one. A frickin’ miracle, considering what he’d been through before Sean took him in at the age of ten. They all had tales to forget and sorrows that had molded them, but Gage was the one who had come furthest the fastest.

			“We still trying to get Wyatt laid?” A woman’s smiling voice rang across the kitchen.

			“Aren’t we always?” Gage groused.

			Luke grinned at his sister, Alex, who had just arrived for the start of her shift. Dark chocolate waves, shot through with fire-engine red streaks, framed a heart-shaped face. Possessed of the killer combo of dry wit and no filter, she also had a temper that made her green eyes flash like winking jewels when tested.

			Gage handed her a just-buttered piece of toast, one bite already gone. A preemptive move, because Alex would have plucked it from his hands in about three seconds anyway.

			She grinned in acknowledgment of her victory. “Forget about Wy and focus on finding a hot man for yours truly. Don’t you know any hetero guys?”

			“I’ve got your hetero right here, baby,” leered Lieutenant Tony “Big Mac” McElroy as he strutted into the kitchen.

			“We’ll pretend the fact you’ve been happily married for thirteen years is the only reason I’m not jumping all over that very attractive offer, Antonio,” Alex said with a good-natured leer of her own. Luke tamped down the protective instinct that boiled up—it was just too early for a fight, and Big Mac actually was happily married. Anyway, Alex could handle herself against all comers.

			That’s not what he had put in the report, though.

			Big Mac’s semi-lecherous grin slipped at the sight of Gage’s fixins. “Can’t you just scramble them like a normal person, Simpson? This isn’t the fuckin’ Ritz in here.”

			“You want it or not? I even made bacon for you because you’re my favorite lieutenant.”

			“I’m your only lieutenant,” he muttered.

			“Mangia, bambini, mangia.” Gage placed a piled-high platter with extra bacon down on the table with one hand and, with the other, passed Alex her coffee the way she liked it.

			Wyatt’s usually razor-straight eyebrows hoisted slightly, drawing Luke’s smile. Close in age, Alex and Gage lived in each other’s pockets, for which Luke and Wyatt were eternally grateful. Partly because neither of them had the energy to hang with the youngsters at the ripe old ages of thirty-two and thirty-three respectively (dance clubs were usually involved), but mostly because their tight-knit bond meant they would always have each other if something were to happen to their older brothers. Sure, they were all in danger on every run, but Luke and Wyatt did their best to protect their youngest sibs, including Beck, who was currently on vacation in Thailand with his girl, Darcy. It was the most important one of Sean Dempsey’s many lessons: defend the people you love to the dying embers.

			“Speaking of performing a public service and trying to get my elders laid,” Gage directed at Luke. “It’s time you jumped back on the pony. How long has it been now?”

			Too long. A year and two months, give or take, since he’d ended things with the woman who was supposed to be his future. Kids, rocking chairs, the whole nine. Lisa had crushed his heart, then took her Porsche and ran back over it to eliminate any remaining electrical activity.

			“I’m with Wy. Not interested in any woman who wants you for a friend.”

			“What about Miss Taylor?”

			“Who’s Miss Taylor?” Alex asked.

			“This chick Luke was flirting with.”

			Luke grunted. “I was not flirting—”

			“You should have seen him, Alex,” Gage said. “It was all zingers and eye fucking and enough heat to set off the smoke alarms. Our Luke’s ready to get his wang back in the game. So proud.”

			Ker-ist. Luke looked to Wyatt for support.

			His older brother shrugged. “It was kind of cute.” Back to his eggs.

			Cute did not apply to Miss Taylor. That woman was a heap of trouble, and not just because of the warm, hazel eyes that had shot sparks when he’d gotten her riled. He wondered how their color might change if he stroked her touchable, golden skin, or how big they would bloom if he tangled his fingers in all that honey-silk blondeness that cascaded over her shoulders. She’d had an enticing twitch to her hips as she sashayed her world-class ass out of the locker room, clearly pleased with herself for hijacking the last word. That ass would feel so good crushed against his palm and . . .

			He really needed an orgasm that did not come courtesy of his right hand.

			But not with Kinsey Taylor. Because then he’d have to listen to her, and Luke was done with know-it-all harpies who got off on bringing a guy to his knees for all the wrong reasons. Next time he set his sights on a woman, she would be soft, pliant, and ready for kids as soon as he put a ring on her finger. Maybe an elementary school teacher or a nice, sweet girl who worked with rescued puppies. Someone easy.

			And if she had a world-class ass, all the better.
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			The grim, sagging walls of CFD HQ on South Michigan could definitely do with a sprucing-up, which wasn’t far off from how Luke felt as he sat, stiff as bamboo, outside the hearing room a week after Daniel McGinnis had walked into Luke’s fist. God, he felt like crap. The collar of his button-down was pulling double duty, cutting off all the air to his lungs and making him sweat so much he thought he might die of dehydration.

			In a few minutes, he would learn his fate. He’d almost prefer a kick to the curb rather than mandatory counseling for some perceived anger-­management problem, because the idea of talking out his problems with whatever four-eyed nut doctor they assigned to him was enough to give him the shakes.

			As a kid, he’d endured countless sessions with psychologists and social workers, everyone eager to get to the root of his emotional problems. Like the facts of Luke’s life so far hadn’t clued them in. Mother a crack whore. Father MIA. Baby sister ripped from his arms and stashed in another group home, miles away from Luke.

			Most of the time during his two-year stint in the group home, the arranged visits to see little Jenny had been canceled because some social worker wasn’t around to drive him, but more often because Luke had acted up and been placed in a time-out. Splitting up siblings was common in foster care, but his anger at everyone—his drugged-up mom, the parade of do-gooders, the other sniveling kids—wouldn’t allow him to see reason and play ball long enough to figure out how to game the system.

			Nine-year-olds aren’t really known for their problem-­solving skills.

			Apparently, neither are thirty-two-year-olds.

			The promise of reuniting with his family was extinguished when his mom set herself ablaze while hanging with a gang of tweakers at a meth lab, incinerating any hope Luke had of salvaging a good life with Jenny. His sister, an indomitable streak of sunshine, was snapped up by an adoring family in one of those white-bread suburbs on Chicago’s North Shore. Safe at last, or so Luke thought, but not even happy-as-a-pig-in-shit suburbia can guarantee that. Of course they had no room for a “behaviorally challenged” kid in their picture-perfect family. If they had—if he’d been less of a pill—maybe he could have saved Jenny from that speeding car barreling down a quiet residential street.

			Fortunately, Sean and Mary had room in their house and their hearts for a kid whose primary method of communication was with his fists. Shame rolled through him. Neither of them would be particularly proud of him right now.

			“Can’t leave you alone for a second, Almeida.”

			Shit, just kill him now.

			Luke didn’t bother to look up as the hard bench groaned and nearly splintered under the new weight. His seating companion’s thick, widespread thighs, encased in CFD uniform navy, shifted to diffuse his heavy bulk.

			“Said your piece yet?”

			“Any minute now.” Counting the cracks in the tile wasn’t going to prevent the ball-breaking lecture he knew was coming. Unable to avoid it any longer, Luke turned his head to take in Commissioner Laurence Freeman, better known as his godfather, Larry. Big, bald, and black as midnight on a moonless night, this man had been just as instrumental in Luke’s upbringing as Sean Dempsey. Luke had cried just once in his thirty-two years—and the man currently invading his personal space was the only person to have witnessed the meltdown.

			“You need to cooperate,” Larry said. “There’s only so much I can help you with.”

			The steel in the older man’s voice pulled Luke up short.

			“What gives?” Luke wasn’t so stupid as to think he’d emerge scot-free here, but he figured a short suspension and a couple of rounds with the CFD shrink would be enough to move it from the loss to the draw column.

			Larry’s usually smooth forehead crinkled. “You’re the straw, Luke, and they mean to make an example of you. The mayor’s under a lot of pressure to clean up city hall, especially from some of his bigger donors like Sam Cochrane. I’ve promised you’ll cooperate with his press secretary. Anything they want. And not just token, blow-it-up-their-asses cooperation. You’ll have to mean it.”

			“Or what? The union’s not going to stand for some bullshit media campaign that makes us look pretty.”

			Larry’s expression was pained, which looked mighty strange on him. The guy was the calmest person Luke knew.

			“They’re threatening to split you up.”

			Cold dread pooled in Luke’s gut because that . . . that was the worst thing that could happen to the Dempseys. He and Wyatt had made a pact when Logan and Sean died: insofar as was humanly possible, they would ensure no harm came to the kids. The oldest Dempseys had pulled strings, called in favors to make sure the five of them stayed together at Engine 6. And, short of persuading their pain-in-the-ass sibs not to join the CFD, which would have gone over like a fart in church, keeping them intact at 6 was the next best thing.

			It was also why Luke had placed his own ambitions on hold. Because as soon as he passed that lieutenant exam, he’d be transferred out to another house.

			Now that dickhead bureaucrat on the fifth floor of city hall thought a crusade against the CFD—against the Dempseys—was going to help his reelection. Not exactly fair, but as Sean used to say, the only thing fair in life is the hair on a Norwegian albino’s ass.

			“That’s not going to happen,” Luke finally ground out.

			Larry’s face turned as hard as the bench that was numbing their asses. “Get your temper under control, go charm the brass in there, and cooperate with the mayor’s girl.”

			The door to the hearing room swung open with a whoosh, ejecting Detective Daniel McGinnis like a halfhearted upchuck. Larry placed a placating hand on Luke’s arm, but so not necessary. Luke’s anger had found a new target. As disgusted as he was with Dan, his fury was now focused entirely on Mayor Eli Cooper and his click-clacking lap dog, Kinsey Taylor.

			McGinnis strode by in a sharp-looking suit, not a bead of sweat rolling down his forehead. Smooth as a slug’s slime. But Luke was pleased to note that his splotchy bruises looked far worse than Luke’s. His once close friend had the common sense to keep his mouth shut and his eyes forward as he passed.

			“Firefighter Almeida?” a voice called out. “They’re ready for you.”

			And he was ready for them. Time to put on his game face and power through this. He’d keep the good stuff for the PR princess.

			Jimmy Choo could kiss her ass.

			Kinsey leaned against the wall outside her office and rubbed her sore feet. For the second time in a week, the cranky old elevator in city hall had crapped out and she’d taken it as an opportunity-slash-sign to get some much-needed exercise after a calorie-laden lunch with Jillian Malone, a reporter from the Chicago Tribune (Bloody Mary, extra bitters). The endorphin high of scoring 70 percent off the Choos at Nordstrom’s semiannual shoe sale a week ago had long faded. These fuckers hurt.

			A musical tinkle of laughter perked up her ears. Her assistant, Josie, who Kinsey shared with two more senior members of the Media Affairs team, was a sweet girl who spent all her time on Facebook when she thought Kinsey wasn’t paying attention. Now, from the sounds of that throaty giggle, she was flirting with one of the staffers—probably Caleb, who liked to sniff around the admins—instead of working on that press release about the summer learning program assigned to her an hour ago.

			But Kinsey couldn’t have been more wrong.

			At the glass door to the media suite, she stopped cold as the source of Josie’s chuckle fest became clear: Luke Almeida. His expansive back, covered in a charcoal suit jacket, filled her vision. A band of white peeked above the collar, a nice contrast to those mink-brown waves that today looked a little damp from the humidity of the asphalt-melting June heat. Casually, he sat on Josie’s desk, one strapping leg swinging back and forth.

			Strapping. That was the word that came to mind when Kinsey saw Luke Almeida.

			Josie was all aflutter, alternating between leaning back in her chair, a view that stretched her blouse taut against her twenty-two-year-old breasts, and leaning forward, dipping so as to place her cleavage directly in Luke’s line of vision.

			“Ricky is five and he’s a terror,” she was saying. “Well, I’m sure you know how awful boys are at that age.”

			“Know from experience, having been one,” he murmured.

			 Josie laughed so hard she risked dislodging a lung. “If he wasn’t my nephew, I’d be tempted to disown him, but sometimes he’s just so adorbs.”

			Luke’s meaty paw gripped a pewter photo frame, the cat whiskers one that held an ovary-explodingly cute pic of Josie’s two nieces and nephew.

			“I see you’re an animal lover, as well,” he said, gesturing to the array of critter photos on her desk.

			“I am!” she squealed. “They’re just so unconditional in their love, aren’t they?”

			“They sure are.” Said in what Kinsey assumed was his seductive voice, if you liked that kind of thing. Which she most certainly did not.

			Lately, Kinsey was feeling a tad raw at how flirtations and relationships had the nerve to proceed without her. Not that her never-ever-after with David should be cause for love the world over to come to a standstill, but she was getting increasingly fed up with being confronted by other people’s happiness at every turn.

			Her abused feet back in their prison cells, she stepped into the office and cleared her throat like a scene-interrupting cliché. She placed a grande Frappuccino on Josie’s desk.

			“A little pick-me-up for the afternoon.” Not that the girl needed it, as she seemed to be getting picked up all by herself.

			“Oh, thanks, Kinsey,” Josie said, a guilty blush tinting her cheeks.

			Luke barely moved a muscle except to raise his startling blue eyes in Kinsey’s direction. They revealed nothing but disdain. Shocker.

			“We need to talk, Miss Taylor.”

			The way he said her name confirmed his less-than-sunny feelings toward her, but he followed it up with something unexpected. Surely this was a figment of her imagination, but in those eyes, she thought she saw a flash of appreciation for her legs, the prolonged visit to her hips, the flare of arousal as his gaze touched her breasts like a kiss. Perhaps she should upgrade Josie to a venti next time for getting Luke primed.

			Blinking herself back to Earth, Kinsey looked past him to her assistant. “What does my schedule look like this afternoon, Josie?”

			“You’re free for the next thirty,” Luke cut in as he unfolded to his full height. All six four of it. His suit was a little rumpled from the heat. The blue-and-silver striped tie had been loosened to the point that he may as well not have bothered. The snow-white shirt still bore just-opened-from-its-package creases. Bought special for the hearing, she assumed, which had taken place this morning. Wearing a suit did not come naturally to him. His body fought its bonds, and her brain stuttered with the image of him tearing it from his hard, ripped torso as soon as he got home.

			A lot less skin was on display than the last time they met, but what she saw was just as enticing. Smooth, buttery cocoa that looked good enough to taste. His ethnicity was not listed in his file, but she had overheard two of the flightier interns gossiping about his Cuban-Irish roots in the restroom yesterday.

			Drooling over it, to be precise.

			Uninvited, he walked ahead of her toward her office, devouring the carpet with long, muscular strides. Jodie raised an eyebrow but Kinsey ignored her. This wasn’t the time for girly camaraderie.

			She followed him in and shut the door, the resounding click loud and final to her ears. Luke stood stiffly at the window, hands in pockets, scoping out the busy Loop streets.

			“I expected the view would be better,” he said, not turning around.

			“The mayor’s office up one level has it best.” She needed to alleviate the deadweight she suddenly felt in her legs, but she certainly wouldn’t be the one to sit first while he took in the view like a king on his perch. The pain of gender relations in the twenty-first century.

			“Would you like a seat, Mr. Almeida?”

			He turned and leaned against the window, his flinty gaze clashing with a forced smile. “I think it’s time we did away with the formalities. After all, we’ll be working closely together.”

			She nodded. “I assume your hearing went well . . .”

			“Luke.”

			Heat pooled in her abdomen with that simple word, said in the huskiest, sexiest tone she had ever heard.

			“Luke,” she said, annoyed to find she sounded breathless.

			“It went as well as can be expected, given the circumstances. I have to speak with the CFD shrink and work up a publicity plan with you. Apparently, you’re going to have some say in how soon I can return to active duty.”

			Shock sloshed over her at this unwelcome news. “Why would I have any input? I just need you to cooperate with me to make Engine 6 look good.”

			He laughed, short and bitter. “I have a history of not playing nicely with others, Miss Taylor. And there are some people who don’t like me or my family and would welcome any excuse to make things difficult for us.”

			The “Miss Taylor” wasn’t lost on her. There was no trust here despite his invitation to get less formal. He assumed she was part of some conspiracy to bring his family down, which was worrisome. Not that there was a conspiracy, but that he thought there was.

			Violent and paranoid. She’d let the CFD psychiatrist sort that one out.

			“My job is to show how important the Chicago Fire Department is to the lifeblood of this great city—”

			“Sounds like you’re reading from a press release.”

			Her throat worked over a swallow. It did sound like that. A PR professional learned quickly to speak in guarded statements, though she was beginning to realize that keeping her bodily defenses in place around Luke Almeida might be the true challenge.

			Willing her hand to move deliberately, she flipped through a pile of file folders on her desk until she found the one she needed. From it, she extracted a multisheet document. Her ideas for rehabilitating the rep of Engine 6.

			“So I thought we could host a community party. Kids could visit the firehouse, climb on the fire engine while supervised of course, hang with real-life heroes.”

			Luke rounded the desk and leaned beside her, an action that strained the suit fabric over his thighs. His strapping thighs. His clean, male scent topped with a hint of—was that smoke?—curled through her blood. God, he smelled incredible.

			She blinked and returned to her list.

			“We could host a barbecue and set up a bouncy house—”

			“A bouncy house?”

			She studied him past her lashes. “Yes, you know, a bouncy house. My nieces love bouncy houses.”

			Why had she mentioned her nieces? So what if Josie had nieces and Luke had spent a few moments poring over that photo and—dammit, she had nothing to prove here.

			Competitiveness isn’t very feminine, Kinsey.

			Oh, shut it, David.

			“A bouncy house,” he repeated dazedly, as if his entire life had been distilled to this one moment and he couldn’t believe his rotten luck.

			She pressed her lips against a smile. “I also think your connection to the foster kids would make a great promotional piece. I had lunch with a reporter from the Trib today, and she’d love to see the other side of Luke Almeida. The one who gives back to honor his foster father and brother.”

			He cut her a look, and she felt it to her perfectly manied toes. “The kids stay out of it. I won’t have them used as pawns to make me or the CFD or your damn mayor look better.”

			While it was impossible to predict what would stick in the minds of voters, sad-eyed, underprivileged kids playing softball with firefighters had win written all over it.

			“It would really be the easiest route—”

			“Not happening, Kinsey.” He took the list from her with one hand, her pen with the other, and slashed through that bullet point. “Next.”

			Kinsey wasn’t quite ready to give up on that idea, especially as he had used her first name. They were finally getting somewhere, though she couldn’t be sure where exactly. Or if it was a place she wanted to visit.

			She tried another tack. “The members of CFD, and Engine 6 in particular, are heavily involved in the city’s community, from their great service and public education to volunteer work and charity drives. Our campaign needs to focus on those efforts so we can minimize the negatives. Maybe even wipe those negatives out of existence.”

			Laying the list down on her desk, he stared at her in a way that completely unnerved her. “When the negatives are caught on camera and blasted onto YouTube, sweetheart, there’s little chance of scrubbing the record. It’s out there forever.”

			“True—”

			“Plus, there’s a place in our society for those negatives, as you call them. Usually, men channel their anger into approved routes of violent expression—the military, sports, a charity boxing match between CPD and CFD. When it’s unapproved, that’s where there’s trouble. But, Kinsey, if I had a chance to do it over, I’d still punch the living daylights out of McGinnis and take my lumps.”

			Butterflies dive-bombed in her belly at all that passion and conviction. After working so long with constantly remorseful politicians, it was . . . refreshing.

			He ran one large hand over the edge of her desk, mere inches from where her thigh flexed tight at the skirt of her cream-colored suit. Momentarily mesmerized by those masculine fingers, Kinsey worked to drag herself back to reality.

			“Are you telling me that men are compelled by the mere fact of their gender to choose violence as their first resort?”

			“Partly. It satisfies our sense of justice, it makes us feel good, and it always improves our odds with women.”

			He hoisted an eyebrow, drawing her laugh. It had been awhile since she wanted to laugh, and now she was choosing to let loose at Luke Almeida’s argument for channeling his inner Ultimate Fighter.

			“It won’t improve your odds with all women.”

			He considered that for a moment. “No, there’ll always be some who pretend they aren’t turned on by the idea of a man who can defend himself and keep his woman safe. Usually, it’s the same women who wear sexy heels that accentuate their shapely legs or open that top button of their blouse to hint at beautiful, cuppable breasts, then scowl when a guy takes a lingering look.”

			Cue lingering look. His gaze fell to the V of her blouse (top button not undone, but cut low enough to get things simmering) and continued downward, the intensity in his eyes sending her sex into a clench.

			Kinsey knew she looked good, and with that scorching appraisal, she felt better. How long had it been since a man had looked at her with such candid interest? David had stopped looking at her, really looking at her, a long time ago.

			“Are you one of those women, Miss Taylor? The kind who showcases her gorgeous assets and then hides behind the electric fence of feminism to keep the animals out?”

			Animals. That word snapped her out of her reverie. So she would never consider herself a raging feminista, but she didn’t need a degree in women’s studies to recognize Luke Almeida’s type. He was the alpha predator, a guy who turned to violence to solve his problems, a man who looked like a suit or a job or a woman could never contain him. She needed to get her head in the game and focus on the mission.

			Operation Clean Up CFD. And Don’t Let Luke Almeida Distract You.

			The first part would be a cinch. As for the second . . .

			“I think we’re getting off track here, Mr. Almeida.”

			“Luke.” Warm, sexy, inviting. Oh my.

			Her mouth felt as dry as the golden sands of Baker Beach back home, the sensitive area between her thighs not so much. She smoothed clammy hands over her skirt. Drawing her palms down her thighs magnetized his gaze to her heat-saturated body. Every cell was on fire.

			Maybe she should call CFD.

			“Luke,” she said, liking far too much how his name sounded on her lips. “Let’s start with the community block party idea and go from there. I’ll make sure we have media coverage and enough city bigwigs on hand to give it the validation we need.”

			“And the foster kids stay out of it?”

			For the moment. “We’ll have to add something else, then.” She paused as if she needed time to think. “Maybe the calendar.”

			The cold set of his mouth contrasted with the hot flash of annoyance in his eyes. “You were serious about that?”

			“As a heart attack. I’ve done some unscientific research around the office. The Men on Fire calendar idea was very popular, even with the guys.”

			He snorted.

			Emboldened, she carried on.

			“It’ll take awhile to set up the community event, but I think a photo shoot with the heroes at Engine 6 could be laid up pretty quickly.” Hell, she could sell tickets. The minute word about this wildfired around city hall, she just knew she’d be making a bunch of new friends who wanted in on that sexy action.

			Straightening, she took a step backward and into the safety of professionalism. Getting back on the terra firma of the job she was pretty damn good at was the best way she knew to center herself. But she had to admit that his appreciation of her as a woman made her feel just as powerful.

			“I need to get ready for my next meeting. Thanks so much for stopping by.”

			“And thanks for hearing me out.” The quirk at the corner of his mouth was probably the only acknowledgment she’d get that this round had gone to her—the calendar was the kill shot—and that, more important, he didn’t mind. Wow, how sexy was that? Meathead Luke Almeida had managed to surprise her.

			He lifted his big body off her desk and moved lithely toward the door, then turned when he got there. “Your assistant . . . ?”

			“Josie?”

			“Josie. Is she seeing anyone?”

			Her heart leaped into her throat. “Not as far as I know.” Insisting that her quickening pulse was purely a reaction to all the caffeine she’d had today was an assertion she’d take to her grave. And just when her feelings toward him had crossed into warm fuzzies territory.

			Score one for Mr. Almeida.

			He nodded and made to leave, but she wasn’t quite done with him yet.

			“When’s your birthday, Luke?”

			Turning to face her, he speared her with those electric blues, now contracted in suspicion. “July.”

			Try as she might, she couldn’t hide her grin. “Mr. July has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

			On that, she pivoted quickly to maintain her grip on that precious last word and bent over the desk to grab, oh, the stapler that was a few inches out of reach. She could feel his penetrating gaze on her ass as it shifted under her tight skirt. A cheap thrill, perhaps, but the way her sex life was going, she’d take the thrills where she could find them.

			Only when she heard the door close behind her did she let go of the breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding.

		

	
		
			[image: ] CHAPTER FOUR

			“The chef here is amazing, Kinsey. He’ll knock your heels off.”

			She didn’t doubt it. Though San Francisco had its own thriving food culture, the culinary options in Chicago beat it hands-down. From deep-dish pizza and pierogi to five-star tasting menus and molecular gastronomy, you could eat out at a stellar restaurant every night of the week for a year and still not have exhausted all your options.

			Kinsey tried to imagine how the firm, fit body of her dining companion would handle a daily assault of butter, carbs, and sugar. Probably very well, considering Eli “Hot Stuff” Cooper—as Chicago’s female denizens referred to their disruptively handsome mayor—usually ran six miles to work and back instead of taking the car that his predecessors had seen as their due. Every morning, Kinsey checked Facebook and found photos of the mayor high-fiving other joggers on his run along Lake Shore from the tony streets of Lincoln Park. Occasionally, he took the “L” so he could glad-hand commuters while proclaiming the CTA the best transit system in the country. It was far from it, but ridership had skyrocketed as hopeful women vied to rub shoulders (and other body parts) with the most eligible bachelor east of the Mississippi.

			“Well, Mr. Mayor—”

			“Kinsey, I’ve told you to call me Eli. Mr. Mayor was the last guy.”

			“Eli,” she said, not yet wholly comfortable with the informality. Having worked for a board supervisor and numerous big shots in San Francisco after earning her communications degree at Berkeley, she found this loosey-goosey style of her new boss disconcerting. Marching into her office without going through her assistant was standard. Texting her before she had made it to work at eight was par for the course. He called whenever he felt like it, including this morning’s 5 a.m. wakey-wakey with an idea to win the hearts and minds of Chicago’s public librarians. In recent months, they had been raking his ass across the coals over his threat to cut their funding.

			“Cupcakes with cat-face icing, Kinsey. Those bookworms love cupcakes and cats.”

			Why the mayor had lately singled her out for special attention was hard to say. Working under two other members of the Media Affairs team—John Hernandez, aka “Porn Stache John,” and Mark Baker, senior to her in position, junior to her in age—usually kept her out of Eli’s orbit. Since starting in February, her daily grind revolved around press releases about the city’s parking app or the popularity of Divvy, the bike share system. The puff pieces. The feel-good stories. That all changed a few weeks ago when the mayor began soliciting her opinion in the morning meetings. This CFD-CPD bust-up was the first meaty project she’d been given in her four months on the job.

			Tonight he had invited her to a late dinner at Smith & Jones, a trendy new addition to Restaurant Row in the west Loop. She had agreed, hoping Eli’s motive was just business, because despite the fact that she could cut a steak with that jawline, sleeping with the boss was not an option. Anyway, the man wore far too much product in his hair.

			A plate of meat appeared before them. “The sausage bonanza with lamb merguez, pimiento-cheddar chicken sausage, and fennel kielbasa. Compliments of the chef,” their hipster-Goth server tossed off with just the right amount of practiced indifference.

			Glancing over his shoulder, Eli gave a one-­fingered salute in the direction of the kitchen and the white-jacketed chef who stood sentry at the entrance. His thick, inked arms, folded like armor across a barrel chest, gave the impression of a man who had ways of “making” people like his food. With a curt nod, he spun around and headed back into his culinary sanctum.
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