


[image: 001]





[image: 001]





FOREWORD


High-Octane Heroes. What does that say to you as a reader of romance? If you immediately get a smile and that warm, tingly, sigh feeling, then yeah, you’re like me. You’re happy. You know you’re in for a treat.

What would romance be without the hot alpha male? Particularly the military man, the man in uniform. Along with that uniform, honor, loyalty and the undying willingness to protect, what would romance be without him? I don’t know, and I don’t particularly care to find out.

When asked to write a foreword for an anthology devoted to that kind of man, I knew that, yeah, I could do it, but how to put into words how I feel about that kind of hero? The kind of man I write for all of my books? A uniform is just that. Clothing. It’s what is underneath that uniform that matters.

Whether the outer trappings are an actual uniform with a flag or a badge, or plain street clothes, or even a kilt or grungy, tight-fitting jeans, it’s the man wearing them and the heart  within him that is all-important to the reader.

We’re romance readers. We want heart. We want heat. We want a guy who’ll go to the wall every single time for his heroine and also the people important to him. Protect the innocent. Fight the good fight. Go to the wall. Every. Damn. Time.

If you like this kind of hero, if he hits every one of your reader buttons, then this is an anthology for you. A collection devoted solely to that kind of man. The super-alpha male, regardless of what—or any—uniform he wears. Ever hear the saying the clothes make the man? That’s total crap. It’s the heart that makes the man.
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INTRODUCTION


Without spelling out how long ago it actually was, I’ll admit to an early fascination with manly men and their high-testosterone adventures. I loved cops, firemen, soldiers, knights in shining armor and spies. Remember “The Man from Uncle”? How about “The Saint”? Truth be told, I often imagined myself as a damsel in need of rescue, blonde hair flowing, hands tied and stretched above my head, my body at the mercy of a drooling fiend, and then the hero—once he’d dispatched the heinous villain. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know that although I always managed in those daydreams to somehow lose my clothes, I had only a very vague idea of what exactly the hero would do with me at that point. The rescue, the steamy glances and teasing caresses were enough to spur those young fantasies.

When I grew older and experienced some of those high-octane adventures for myself, I decided I didn’t like imagining myself a victim, but instead standing toe to toe with that  powerful male—until the moment he convinced me I’d really rather bend to his will…and wicked hands and mouth…

So when my editor asked me for ideas for another collection, I submitted my own personal fantasy, this idea of “high-octane” heroes, and although she took some convincing, my enthusiasm ultimately persuaded her that maybe there were other women out there who shared the same passion for those strong, studly men.

How lucky are we that so many writers knew exactly what I wanted? Maybe it was the description I gave when I announced my call for submissions…

What is it about heroes like Superman, Iron Man or Thor that revs our engines like no other? Is it the suit? The manly physique? Or is it the courage they display, wading in where others fear to go, to save the damsel, the city, the Earth?

Are there real-life heroes who inspire the same lustful fascination? Kick-ass iconic heroes who enter danger zones in the name of duty, honor, country—or maybe love—who conjure images of hard, chiseled bodies, deadly glares and camouflaged features?

I’ll admit I got a little carried away there. Still, it worked.

I received stories of military men and everyday heroes within our own communities—policemen, personal trainers, firemen and even an EMT. While many of the stories feature women in need of rescue, many more show women ready to do the rescuing, to serve and defend their community, country and the world, while waging very sexy battles with those absurdly manly men.
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AS YOU WERE
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The rainfall of rocks and debris were the least of her problems. Someone shouted something, but the words were drowned in the sharp reports of weapons. Ears ringing from the spray of bullets not too far away, Laura kept focused on the injured solider in front of her. Heart pounding, she suppressed her fear and continued to work. A tourniquet had been tied off. If she could get him to the surgical unit quickly, maybe they could save his leg. If not…

Stay positive. It’s just like training. Only he could die.

A rough hand jerked her away from her work.

“Stand down!” she barked, not even glancing at the soldier who distracted her momentarily.

“The med trucks are here. We have to go now. They’ve given the orders to pull out.”

A quick glance at the uniform in front of her gave her a name: Stevens. Glancing up at the dirty face in front of her, she shook her head. “I’m not leaving him. Can you carry him?”

A quick nod from Stevens was all she needed. With her wounded soldier being carted toward the med trucks, she began to follow. An agonized groan caught her ear. How she heard it, she didn’t know. The mixture of gunfire and shouts was deafening. She paused, looking. Stevens stopped.

“Go,” she told him. “I’m right behind you.”

Another quick survey of the area revealed nothing. Had she imagined it?

It happened in slow motion.

A bulldozer knocked her off her feet. Something hit the ground. Too close. Adrenaline coursed through her, and she tried to roll to the side, wanting to sprint toward the remaining trucks. But the bulldozer prevented her from doing anything. Rocks scattered around them, and she instinctively curled, ducking her head beneath her arms.

“I’m right here, Laura,” a voice boomed in her ears. Tony.


She relaxed just a fraction as the sound of his voice washed over her. Before she could say anything to him, the sound of helicopters roared overhead. The cavalry had arrived. They needed to get out of the area. Fast.

Tony Valdez, the bulldozer of a soldier who’d tackled her to the ground, caught her gaze. His face was covered in dirt and grime, but that didn’t matter. With his chiseled jaw and dark, penetrating gaze, Tony had her insides melting, even in the heat of battle. The look on his face, however, was all business. He motioned toward the remaining trucks. She nodded, knowing they were going to have to run at a dead sprint to catch them before they left.

A heartbeat passed. Then another.

Tony lifted his body off of hers, offered a hand to pull her up and began running. Laura followed suit, her hand still inside his. He was faster, able to take longer strides, but he stayed with  her. Soldiers in the trucks were waving, calling them to hurry.

Her adrenaline spiked, pumping her legs faster. A wisp of hair fell in her eyes, but she ignored it. Her muscles burned, but there wasn’t time to think about that. She could rest later.

Tony jumped into the truck first, pulling her up after.

She started to thank him, but he shook his head.

“Later,” he told her, taking a seat on the other side of the truck. He was panting, his face slick with sweat. He kept his gaze on her a moment longer and then closed his eyes.

As the truck sped away from the battle, she looked at the men and women around her. Each of them were haggard but all of them alive. She spared a brief thought for Stevens and her wounded soldier. She hoped they had made it to the med truck in time.

“Excuse me, ma’am?” Someone tapped her shoulder. “Are you a medic?”

She nodded. “Are you hurt?”

“No, ma’am—”

“Sergeant Hayes,” she corrected.

“Sergeant Hayes,” the boy repeated. He was a boy, too. He couldn’t have been more than twenty with that baby face. “It’s Tom—I mean, Corporal Briggs.” He pointed to another young man sitting a few feet away, clutching his side and hissing through his teeth.

She nodded once and moved down toward Briggs. “Corporal, can you speak?”

“Yes.” His voice was rough.

Laura could tell the effort hurt him. “Are you bleeding?”

“Nothing too serious. A few cuts. Hurts to breathe.”

Placing her hand over his, she moved it and felt along his rib cage. When he cringed and shied from her touch she clucked her tongue. “Probably a bruised or fractured rib,” she told him.  “There’s not much I can do for you here, I’m afraid. Just keep as still as possible, taken even breaths. A doc can give you pain meds, but it should heal on its own in about six weeks.”

Briggs nodded, relaxing a little. “Thanks, Sergeant.”

After Briggs, Laura checked the other soldiers around her. None were seriously injured, thank goodness. Most had a few scrapes and cuts, and one had a gash on his forehead, but that was the extent of the injuries.

When she knelt in front of Tony, his eyes opened. There was a dark, predatory look in his eyes that sent shivers across her skin. She wished they were alone. She wanted to climb onto his lap, straddle his hips and feel his cock slide deep into her wet pussy. She licked her lips, her heart pounding in her chest. The corner of his mouth turned upward, a small smirk that told her he knew what she was thinking.

Tentatively, she placed a hand on his knee and hoped the others were either not paying attention or would assume she was merely checking him for injuries.

He brought his hand, calloused and rough, over hers. He held it there a moment too long, his deep brown eyes locked onto hers, before he moved her hand aside gently. “I’m fine, Sergeant.” He used his gruff, professional soldier’s voice, but his eyes sparkled, a secret look meant only for her. The heat she felt had nothing to do with the desert sun or the bodies packed into the back of the rattling truck.

 



His balls tightened.

Glancing down at her hand on his knee, fingers splayed across his thigh, Tony gritted his teeth when she began prodding softly against his muscle, presumably looking for injuries. He tensed and caught her hand in his before her touch could wander farther.

“I’m fine, Sergeant.” His voice was low and demanding. If she continued to touch him, even in a clinical, nonsexual way, he didn’t think he could refrain from touching her back. Holding her gaze, he imagined her leaning forward, those pouty pink lips parting, her tongue darting toward the head of his cock. His dick stirred.

She held his gaze for a moment, and Tony wondered if she saw the desire in his eyes. She arched a slender blonde eyebrow, blue eyes searching his. He kept his gaze on her as she nodded once and moved to her own seat. Watching Laura, he thought of things he wanted to do to her, the ways he wanted to take her. He closed his eyes, letting his mind wander to sinful fantasies. His cock hardened; his balls grew painfully tight. Gritting his teeth, he looked out the back of the truck, watching the desert stretch endlessly into the distance. So long as he didn’t meet her eyes, then maybe his case of blue balls would go away.

He doubted it.

The ride back to camp was blessedly uneventful, only the sound of the soldiers’ gear jostling and Briggs’s occasional groans of pain breaking the silence. It was good to be in civilization. Or as close to civilization as base got, anyway.

Laura spared him a quick glance as she was rushed toward the hospital unit. Of course she’d want to check on the soldier she’d been treating.

Damn it.

He’d meant to pull her aside and ask her when she’d have a spare moment for a quick fuck.

Tony didn’t mind rubbing one off, but the thought of thrusting his cock into her wet pussy was a hundred times more enticing than a bottle of lotion and his right hand.

Someone ahead of him barked orders. Thoughts of Laura pushed aside, he stood at attention with the rest of the men  from the truck. He knew the routine. They would be sent to the hospital unit to be checked for injuries. The thought brought a smile to his lips. Maybe he could find Laura and ask her about a rendezvous after all.

At the hospital, Tony was ushered into a room. After a long wait a medic came in, checked him for injuries and left. He sighed and sank down on the bed. He wondered how long it would take for the doc to come back and clear him to leave. He wanted to find Laura.

She found him first.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, entering his room.

“Tired, but I’ll live. A few cuts and a couple of bruises.” He estimated that it had been almost five hours since he had pulled Laura out of that nightmare. Since the grenade had been thrown. It was a miracle they’d escaped with only minor injuries. “You?”

She smiled, her blue eyes softening. Her hand was cool and smooth as she placed it over his. “I’m fine. A little sore but nothing a little R&R can’t cure.” Laura cleared her throat, her hand withdrawing.

Tony watched as her features changed. The small, secretive smile becoming a thin, tight line. He recognized the change. She wasn’t Laura, the woman he was sleeping with. She was Sergeant Hayes, the combat medic checking in on the soldiers she’d treated in the field. Though she hadn’t treated him, he was glad to see her. She’d showered, and he was envious. Her face was fresh and clean, her blonde hair pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She’d changed out of her ACUs and into a pair of green scrubs. The thin cotton material hinted at her feminine curves. He knew she was tanned and toned with a neatly trimmed nest of dark gold curls at the apex of her thighs.

He watched as she flipped through his chart—everyone  in the truck had been admitted to the hospital to ensure no serious, hidden physical damage had been done. He thought it was stupid, but even he couldn’t go against a doctor’s orders.

“Doc says you’re free to go,” she said, setting the clipboard down at the foot of the bed.

He stood, gaze darting toward the door of his room. She had closed it. Good. Clever girl. His earlier fantasies clouded his mind. He had to have her.

He looked back to Laura. “Sergeant Hayes.”

“Yes, Staff Sergeant?” she asked, pressing her lips together.

Was she hiding a smile?

“When can I see you?” Straight and to the point. No bullshitting with Laura. She didn’t like small talk any more than he did. He liked that about her.

“You’re seeing me right now, Staff Sergeant.”

She was teasing him.

He took two steps, crossing the short distance between them. The faint scent of Ivory soap and shampoo taunted him. Tantalized him with fantasies of tasting her clean skin. Her gaze lifted, looking up at him from beneath dark lashes.

With one hand, he cupped the nape of her neck, wishing her hair was loose and he could tangle his fingers in the silky tresses. His lips descended on hers, the kiss rough and ravenous.

She backed into the wall with a gasp, her tongue probing his.

His cock was rock hard in seconds. With his free hand, he grasped her breast, massaging it with his fingers.

“Tony,” she whispered between kisses. “Not here, Tony.”

With a growl and a string of muttered curses, he pulled his mouth away from hers and stepped back. She was right. He was a higher rank, and their relationship could be seen as fraternization. Neither he nor Laura wanted to deal with the paperwork that came with wanting to reveal their relationship. They’d  agreed to keep their meetings secret. Fucking on a hospital bed was out of the question.

 



He was insatiable. She loved that about him.

Her lips tingled, remembering the feel of his mouth on hers, hot and hungry.

If the door had a lock she might have let him take her right then and there. But the hospital was too risky. Although they were technically within their rights to pursue a relationship, the military was funny about such things. Sexual relationships on deployments were frowned upon. To avoid the headache, she and Tony shared many stolen kisses and quickies in closets.

However, the aching need building between her legs told Laura that a quickie wasn’t going to cut it. Not this time.

“Are they really making you work so soon after?” he asked in that gruff masculine voice of his.

She shook her head. “No, of course not. I was debriefed and given a ninety-six. I really wanted a shower and the hospital is closer than my barracks. Plus,” she added, her gaze falling to his lips briefly, “I wanted to see you.”

A half-truth. She’d wanted to check on her wounded soldier, first. The doctors had saved his leg and the soldier had thanked her. It was only after checking on him that she thought to find Tony.

“Laura,” Tony groaned, his voice ragged.

“I know,” she said quietly. The ache was a dull throb, still demanding the feel of his hard shaft and the sweet relief of an orgasm.

“Meet me at my barracks in two hours.”

She blinked. Their base had more amenities than most, and Tony shared his room with one other soldier. Even if he could manage time in his room alone, there was no good reason for  a female to be wandering around an all-male barracks. The harassment and mortification of other men whistling and catcalling wouldn’t bother her, but if anyone recognized her or saw her slip into Tony’s room alone…

Getting caught could put both their careers in jeopardy.

“Find an excuse,” he told her before she could protest. “Lab results. X-rays. Anything.”

“But Tony, if we’re caught…”

He closed the gap between them in a long stride. His lips fell on hers, rough and insistent, stealing her breath. His body was hard and all muscle, and the feel of him against her, coupled with his kiss, only fanned the fire between her legs. When he pulled away, she panted for breath.

“Two hours,” he repeated as he walked away from her to exit the hospital room. “Find an excuse.”

His eyes glittered darkly and for a moment, Laura wondered what would happen if she didn’t show up.

“And if I can’t?” she asked, her voice a breathy whisper.

He smirked. “Then I’ll come to your room and fuck your brains out.”

He left then, closing the door with a soft click behind him. He wouldn’t come to her room, not really, she thought. Not when she shared a room with five other women. But then again, she’d never seen Tony quite so aroused. Yet, it was a scintillating thought, and the risk of going to his barracks only heightened her own arousal.

She took a few moments to compose herself before leaving the room. She had two hours to come up with an excuse to be at his barracks. It took an hour before she came up with something. She couldn’t take real lab results or X-rays, but she could make copies of the ones used for training purposes.

Fifteen minutes before her two hours were up, she strode  into the all-male barracks in green scrubs and a white lab coat she’d commandeered. A brown folder was tucked under her arm stuffed with fake medical reports. Tony was sitting at the duty desk, freshly showered and clean shaven.

“Where—” she began, wanting to ask where the actual duty officer was.

“Taking a piss,” he said, slipping a small gold key into her hand. “Down the hall, second door on the right. Quick.”

She darted down the hall and entered his room. This room, like all the others, she suspected, was simple: a toilet and sink, two closets, two desks and two neatly made beds.

She jumped as the door opened a few minutes later.

“Just me,” Tony teased.

She sighed. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Sounds like you need to relax,” he commented, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against him. The fake file fell from her arm, pages scattering at their feet.

“Your roommate?”

“Gone for the next few hours. Grabbing chow, calling his family.”

He kissed her. Unlike before, this kiss was soft and sensual.

Her shoulders fell, her body relaxing in his arms. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she parted her lips, her tongue dancing against his as the kiss deepened. Slowly, he led her toward his bed, his lips moving from her lips to her jaw and to the sweet spot just below her ear.

Pulling away from him, she watched as he began undoing the buttons of his ACUs, the camouflaged jacket sliding off his body and onto the floor. He sat on his roommate’s bed, eyes watching her as she, too, began to strip off her clothing. He undid the laces of his boots, kicked them off and began loosening the belt at his waist.

Her heart raced as he lifted his green T-shirt over his head, her eyes following the lines and contours of his muscular torso. Pulling her hair free from its bun, she lifted her own shirt and began slipping her arms through the straps of her functional white bra.

“Fuck you have gorgeous tits,” he said, eyes on her breasts as he took a step toward her, cupping a breast in one hand. A calloused thumb grated gently across her nipple, the sensation causing her to gasp.

Slowly, she slid her hands up his thick biceps, tilted her head and offered her neck to his lips.

 



With his roommate gone for the next three hours, he took his time, savoring the taste of Laura’s clean skin, the soft sweet scent of her soap and feminine musk. Taking his hand from her breast, he trailed his kisses across her collarbone and down her breast until he could rake his teeth across her nipple. His hands slid down her flat stomach, fingers dipping beneath the hem of her pants.

Scrubs were easily pulled away, the elastic stretching as he began removing her pants. Her hips undulated, assisting him, and Tony couldn’t help but slide his palm across her tight ass, the white cotton panties she wore a thin barrier that taunted him.

Still lavishing her nipple with attention from his mouth and tongue, he bit down delicately on the hard nub. When she moaned, his cock twitched.

It had been too long since he’d had her beneath him, eager, willing and waiting for him. He pressed her back, until she sat and slid her legs onto his narrow bed. He straightened, smirking when she whimpered in disappointment. Pulling his pants down, he kept his eyes locked on hers.

Beneath his boxer-briefs his dick was hard, waiting to spring free. Blue eyes dark and dreamy, Laura tucked her thumbs into the elastic of her panties, wriggling on the mattress as the white fabric slid down her thighs. With a seductive smile, she pinched a nipple between her thumb and forefinger before sliding her hand down her body toward the neatly trimmed tangle of golden curls. His gaze darted to her face for a moment. As she watched him, she slid two fingers into her pussy.

The erotic sight of Laura touching herself on his bed had his heart beating hard in his chest. Her fingers pumped in and out of her wet channel, and she exhaled a soft groan.

“Tony,” she whispered, her eyes still fixated on him. “Fuck me.”

He didn’t need a second invitation.

As he removed his boxer-briefs, his cock stood at attention, and Laura smiled when she saw it. “Come here, soldier,” she said with a sexy curl of her finger.

“Are you giving an order to a superior?” he asked, reaching into his bedside table for a condom.

“You’re damn right I am.” She smiled, her hand grasping his cock in a firm grip. Her fingers were slick from her pussy, and the feel of her wetness on his dick doubled his desire for her. Her hand pumped his dick a couple of times, her fingertips brushing against his balls.

Tearing the foil packet open with his teeth, Tony rolled the condom onto his dick and climbed onto the bed, his body looming over hers. Weaving his hands through her silky blonde hair, he tugged just hard enough to tilt back her neck. He kissed the sensitive flesh, once again trailing his kisses down to her breasts. Grasping his hard shaft in his other hand, he nudged her slick folds, parting them enough to tease her.

“Oh!” she gasped, her back arching.

“Not yet, darling,” he said, chuckling.

She murmured a protest, but brought her hips back down.

Sliding his cock across her pussy was just as much torture for him as it was for her, but he loved to make her beg. He rubbed the head of his cock against her clit, then her wet opening. He pushed in just a fraction of an inch.

“God, Tony,” she pleaded. “Do it.”

“Say it.” He pulled away.

“Oh god, just do it.”

He pushed against her slick folds again. “Say it.”

“Please…” Her hips rolled, attempting to capture his dick.

“You can do better than that,” he said, his voice deepening in pleasure.

“Fuck me, baby. Please.”

 



Laura cried out when his cock plunged into her forcefully. He let out a low groan as the walls of her pussy adjusted to accommodate his thick girth as he began thrusting in a steady rhythm. He took her mouth; his hands eagerly explored her body. The rough feel of his fingertips sliding across her skin sent shivers down her spine.

Flesh against flesh, the heat between them produced a light sheen of sweat on their bodies. Laura dug her nails into his back, raking them down his spine, marking him with scratches. His cock drove deeper into her, and she rolled her hips against him, expressing her growing need. She tugged at his lower lip with her teeth, and the snarl he emitted from his throat was deep and dangerous.

Tension began to build, ready to spill over the edge and into oblivion, but before bliss could be achieved, Tony pulled out his cock, leaving her pussy pulsing with the need to climax.

“Turn over,” he ordered, his voice harsh and ragged.

Obliging, she turned, her hair falling like a curtain over her face.

His hands gripped her ass; fingers splayed across the smooth skin. She felt his cock poised at her entrance. Then he pushed into her pussy from behind.

Laura gripped plain white sheets as he began pounding into her hard. She bit her lip to keep from crying out, the feel of his rough thrusting driving her closer and closer to the edge. His hands were on her hips, guiding her back and forth as he pumped furiously. Her nerves grew taut, like a rubber band stretched too tightly.

She snapped.

Her orgasm was explosive, coursing through her body like the aftershock of an earthquake. She cried out his name, riding wave after wave of pleasure as it rippled through her.

Reaching a hand around her hip, Tony played with her clit as he continued to thrust.

Too sensitive, she bucked against him until his deep breathing turned into short grunts. He stilled behind her, the two of them panting and reveling in the aftermath of their orgasms.

He drew away and she rolled onto her back, willing her heart to slow its furious beating. Once she’d caught her breath, she sat up.

“So,” she said with a smile as she reached for her panties and scrubs. “Any ideas on how you’re going to smuggle me out of here?”

A hand reached for her wrist and tightened like a manacle around it. “Honey, I’m alone for a couple more hours yet,” he said, his voice a husky drawl. “You think I’m letting you leave right now?”

She glanced sideways, biting her bottom lip. “I do need a way out of here, you know. Whether it’s now or in two hours.”

“You leave that to me. In the meantime…”

She arched a slender eyebrow as his voice trailed off, desire glittering in his wicked, dark eyes. A quick glance at his hardening cock, and she could see he was nearly ready to go again.

“Yes, Staff Sergeant?” Her voice was sweet with mock innocence.

He grinned, teeth flashing white against his tanned skin as he nodded for her to lie back on his bed. “As you were, soldier.”






FIVE-ALARM FIRE

Sabrina York

 



 



 



 



 




The call came in just as Luke Patterson and his partner Izzy were sitting down to a big bowl of Five-Alarm Chili. Mrs. Lipniki was having another heart attack.

“Whaddya think, Luke?” Izzy quipped, as he leapt into the passenger side of the paramedic unit. “Is it the real deal this time or just another false alarm?”

Luke responded with a one-shouldered shrug. They both knew it was a rhetorical question. Mrs. Lipniki was, after all, a regular. They suspected she called as often as she did because she was lonely, but lately things had changed. Lately, she’d been calling in emergencies to try and set them up with her granddaughters.

And her nieces.

And her cousin’s uncle’s nephew’s sister.

As they roared down the main street of town, heading for the little duplex they knew so well, Luke swallowed his cynicism. One of these days Mrs. Lipniki might really have a heart attack; it was his job to make sure she got the best possible care,  no matter what.

“Hokay,” Izzy muttered as they pulled into the driveway. “Lock and load.”

They jetted from the truck, grabbed the portable defibrillator and their EMT bag, and double-timed it to the door. It stood open. Without preamble, they moved into place.

While Izzy unpacked the defibrillator, Luke knelt beside Mrs. Lipniki and started taking her vitals. As he placed the cold cup of his stethoscope against her chest, she flinched and bit back a tiny smile.

Luke and Izzy exchanged a look. False alarm. Again.

Still and all, they always followed protocol. Always.

Luke turned to the young woman kneeling quietly beside his patient. And almost swallowed his tongue. Holy shit, she was gorgeous. Her face had classic lines, an adorable snub nose, and a cleft chin—the kind that drove him crazy.

And her body? Curves that fucking didn’t quit. A far cry from last week’s emaciated offering. Hunger snarled through him. He fixed his features into a dispassionate expression. “Can you tell us what happened?”

She glanced up and, through the shadows, their gazes met. Luke blinked, a little stunned. She had the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen. A deep-violet sea fringed in thick black lashes. He could drown in that ocean.

“She just grabbed her chest and fell to the floor.”

Luke barely registered the words. Her musical voice sent shards of lust dancing along his nerve endings—all the way to his cock.

He forced himself to focus. “D-did she hit her head when she fell?”

“No.”

Luke had to look away; she was far too distracting. He wasn’t  here to meet chicks—not even magnificent, violet-eyed vixens. Regardless of Mrs. Lipniki’s evil plans.

He nodded, businesslike, and strapped the blood pressure cuff to his patient’s limp arm. As he began to pump air into the cuff, Mrs. Lipniki moaned. She usually regained consciousness about then because she hated having her blood pressure taken.

“Oh!” she warbled in an operatic tenor. “Luke, is that you?” Since she was a little hard of hearing, she had a tendency to yell—even when she warbled.

“Yes, Mrs. Lipniki,” he said wryly. “I’m right here. How are you feeling?”

“I feel faint.” She affected the classic “tragedy pose” with the backs of her fingers to her brow.

“Oh dear,” the sweet female to Luke’s side murmured. Low and resonant, her words had an uncomfortable effect in his trousers. “Will she be all right?”

“Trish?” The old lady thrashed her hand about madly, eyes still screwed shut. “Is that you?”

Wisely, Trish captured that flailing appendage and held it close. “I’m right here, sweetie.”

“Oh Trish…Trish.” Mrs. Lipniki rolled toward Luke, cracked open one eye and bellowed in a conspiratorial tone, “Trish is my neighbor.” And then, just below a dull roar, “She’s single. A good girl.”

The good girl’s mouth fell open. A delicate blush lit her cheeks. She looked mortified.

Relentless, Mrs. Lipniki turned her gimlet gaze on poor Trish. “Luke is a fireman. He’s a very nice boy. His hands are very large.” She lifted one up, just to show poor Trish, waggling it around like a flopping trout.

Luke could hear Izzy snickering behind him, but he didn’t care.

Because Trish was smiling.

It was a small smile, kind of shy, but she was luminous. Dimples exploded in her cheeks.

“Oh, you two would be perfect together.” Mrs. Lipniki wheezed, as though on her last breath. She clutched at her chest. “You should go on a date.”

Trish gasped. “Mrs. Lipniki! That’s…” Her gaze met Luke’s. “Silly.”

“Is it?” he asked in an undertone, slowly winding his stethoscope and tucking it into his bag.

“Well—” She sputtered. “We haven’t even met.”

Luke stuck out his (very large) hand. “How do you do? I’m Luke Patterson. I’m a fireman.” He grinned. “I’m a very nice boy.” He didn’t bother to mention the part about his impressive size because, hell, she could tell that for herself.

His palm skated across hers, and suddenly he didn’t want to let go. Touching her was like coming home after a long, hard shift. Relaxing. Comfortable.

But not too comfortable. A sizzle ran up his arm.

“I’m Trish.” She stared as though the feel of his skin, this indefinable connection, had her just as befuddled and bewildered.

“Ask her to go out,” Mrs. Lipniki prodded. She had both eyes open now and watched avidly. “She’s free on Saturday.”

“Oh dear.” A charming pink tide washed up Trish’s cheeks.

She tried to tug away, but he still had hold of her. He wouldn’t let her escape. No way. No how. Luke cleared his throat. “So,” he said, “would you like to go to dinner? Say, Saturday?”

She gulped, drawing his attention to the long, slender column of her throat.

“Oh, go on, honey,” their matchmaker crooned. “He’s not an axe murderer.”

Trish sputtered a laugh. When she noticed the intent look on his face, she sobered. “I would love to.”

“Great,” Luke said, but he doubted Trish heard him, because Mrs. Lipniki said it at exactly the same time, and a whole lot louder.

“Great!” she crowed. “He’ll pick you up at six!”

Luke blinked. “I guess I’ll…pick you up at six.”

Trish laughed again, which sent shivers down his spine; he really liked the sound of it.
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