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      Life isn’t promised, love isn’t easy, and relationships aren’t always clean, but everyone has their soulmate who is willing to forgive when it would be better to forget.

      Trevor “Tank” Trumbolt

      I never thought in the blink of an eye my life could change, but it did. Cresting a hill driving to my favorite fishing spot, I was hit head-on by a teenager with no regard for anyone’s life but his own.

      The recovery process has been hard, painful, and damn near beating me down.

      The bright spot? Blaze.

      Surviving the wreck has given me a second chance to make a life with her. Not knowing if I’ll ever be able to rejoin the Moonshine Task Force again has brought my world into focus. It’s made me realize what’s important.

      Blaze. Stella. My brothers. My sister.

      The ego that ran Blaze away before isn’t here any longer. What’s left is a man who’s holding his heart in his hands and a burning hope that once I’m healed she’ll still be around.

      Daphne “Blaze” Coleman

      There’s only been one person in the world who’s accepted me for who I am – from the fiery red of my hair and vibrant tattoos covering parts of my body to the smartness of my mouth and my desire to be matched in the bedroom.

      That man is Trevor Trumbolt. When he asked me to give up my job as an EMT because he saw the dangers I face one scary afternoon, it spelled the end for us.

      Now that he’s been injured, he needs my help and my love. I failed once before when someone close needed me. I won’t make that mistake again. For Trevor, I’ll give it all freely, but in the end I’m gonna need him to understand one thing about relationships – the give and take, love and sadness, pleasure and pain is a two-way street. He’s either in this with me or he’s not, but at the end of the day, I won’t let him boss me around.

      If there’s anything that can handle the steel of a tank – it’s the heat of a blaze.
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      While the series is called The Moonshine Task Force Series, please be aware the task force is what brought most of these men together. It’s the catalyst (if you will) that has made the friendship of the five men you’ll meet in the series.

      Like most of my recent books, these are character-driven. The action, as it is, advances the storyline or sets up the storyline for subsequent books. There won’t be manufactured drama or manufactured storyline. These are very much what you see, is what you get. Each book follows one member, and you’ll get to see how they change and grow through-out the course of the series.

      I hope you’ll love the second story featuring Tank and Blaze, and you’ll come back for the next four! They should all be released either this year, or the last one in early 2018!

      While this can be read as a standalone, it’s recommended you first read “Renegade” since they are concurrent storylines!

      Enjoy!

      Laramie
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      “Dispatch, this is thirty-two, thirty-two show us en route to the call for the vehicle collision at the bottoms,” I notify our intent to respond as my partner Logan and I make our way to the call that came over the radio moments before. We’re not far away, five minutes on the curvy backroads. I hang on as Logan hits a pothole that’s gotten worse after the brutally hot summer we had.

      “Damn county needs to fix these roads,” I gripe as I brace my hand above my head to keep from hitting the roof of the ambulance.

      The radio cackles as dispatch comes through with more information about the scene we’re headed toward. “Be advised we’re hearing now it’s an officer who’s been involved in the collision. They’ve requested the fire department bring in the jaws of life.”

      Thank God, Trevor isn’t working today. He texted me earlier telling me he was going fishing, so the fear I feel isn’t as bad as it would be if I were wondering where he is. Going over the list of the guys I know in my head, I hope like hell it’s not Ryan because he and Trevor’s sister are having a baby. Whatever the officer is facing, it’ll be a tough road if they’re trying to raise a newborn while recovering. I pull my phone out of my pocket, firing off a quick text to Trevor, letting him know about the accident. Depending on how deep he’s gone into the woods will determine if he can hear the emergency vehicles responding or not. We haven’t texted in a while, but it still feels right to give him a heads up.

      B: Hey, there’s been a bad accident at the bottoms. Best to stay where you are instead of trying to come out. I’ll text you and let you know when it’s been cleaned up. Maybe we can go have dinner?

      That last part is added as almost an afterthought. We left things weird last time we talked, and I haven’t felt comfortable answering the messages he’s left me in the past few months. Immature of me, I know, but when he asked me to give up my job, it pissed me off. I have to keep reminding myself he doesn’t know the specifics of my past and why my job is so important to me. Hardly anyone does. Trevor questioning my chosen profession pissed off an elemental part of my personality that he wasn’t even aware existed, and I need to stop punishing him until I can tell him the whole story.

      “The bottoms are a damn bad place to wreck,” Logan sighs as he navigates the sharp turns and blind spots of the Montgomery County roads that surround Laurel Springs. We’re both natives who’ve lived here our entire lives, and we respect the fact that sometimes these asphalt snakes bite.

      “It’s always been an accident waiting to happen; no one pays attention to what they’re doing. That one curve has such a blind spot, even if you are paying attention, you can’t control what the person coming from the other direction is doing. One little turn of a wheel, one second you take your eyes off the road, and you’re done. There’s no room for mistakes there, no matter how small. Maybe this will make the county pay to have it fixed.”

      Every time we respond to a wreck at what’s becoming something of a landmark around the county, it’s my hope they realize how dangerous it is. But three fatals in the past three years, maybe a fourth today, and they still haven’t done shit about it. My adrenaline ramps up as I see blue lights flashing in the distance. I’m checking the number on the patrol car, but this is one I don’t recognize.

      There are two trucks sitting on opposite sides of the road from one another, facing opposite directions – neither one baring the markings of either the city or county police department. “I thought they said it was an officer?” Already I’ve got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. The premonition you have when you’re about to get bad news. No one can ever put their finger on how they know, why they get it, or even what it’s trying to tell you. Bottom line is it’s bad.

      “Me too.” Logan grabs his go bag as I grab mine, and we get out of the ambulance just as the fire truck comes to a stop beside us. It’s in our best interest to let the fire guys do what they need to do in order to save the person in the wreckage. As soon as we’re given the okay, we’ll move in.

      Taking in the scene before me, I recognize a member of the Moonshine Task Force. Ace is something of an adrenaline junkie, and we’ve bonded over the fact that both of us have jumped out of planes willingly in our lifetimes. I jog over to him, my bag bouncing against my leg. “I thought it was an officer.” The words barely make it past my throat. The feeling I had earlier is coming back with a vengeance, making me dizzy and my ears start to ring.

      His gaze refuses to meet mine as his eyes dart back and forth, focusing on any point other than my face. Finally he sighs. “It is,” he nods to the truck on the other side of the road. “Tank,” his voice is clipped, like he can’t bear to say more words than he has to. That alone indicates how much he’s affected by seeing the smoking wreckage. “He was off today.”

      There’s a ringing in my ears as I hear his name. The fear makes me drop to my knees in the middle of the road. As I make contact with the asphalt, the thud of my bones is loud, but nothing like the pounding of the blood through my veins. My heart is scary fast as I try to inhale a full breath of air. If anyone knows what injuries someone could have, it’s me. Now I’m more scared than I’ve ever been in my life.

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes, and I do my best to keep my shit together. There’s no way that’s Trevor in there, no way he was enjoying a day off and he’s ended up in this mess. Trevor can’t be in the mangled carnage that was once a truck, he surely can’t be alive if he is. I watch as Ryan shimmies his way out from under the truck. I’m hoping maybe he’ll tell me everybody’s wrong and it’s not Trevor. Maybe someone else was driving his truck. Which I know is bullshit, because the only other person who’s ever driven that vehicle is me. My ears ring louder, my vision tunnels, and I shake my head. Both against the thought I have that I might black out and the fact that the man I love is possibly injured badly. Even after all these months of no communication with one another, the love I feel for him never went away. That itself tells me I should have been making more of an effort.

      Our eyes meet, and I know by the white pallor of his skin, it’s true. There’s no way Ryan would look like death if it wasn’t his best friend.

      “It’s Trevor?” My voice is weak, my hands shaking as I press them against the pavement. Little rocks dig into my palms, but the pain is a reminder that I’m still here, that I can help him. If I can pick myself up off the road. I try, but my legs give out from under me, and I fall again.

      Ace comes over, grabbing me by the arm, lifting me up, holding me while I try to center myself. It’s a struggle to find my balance when every memory Trevor and I have ever shared is flowing through my mind like a highlight reel of a college football game.

      His full lips smiling at me, moving in for the kisses I always wanted to give him. His strong arms holding me when I tried to pull away. Relaxing in hot water, while I washed his hair and he told me his dreams. The way only he can make me ache and scream.

      What the fuck were we thinking to let it all go?

      That we had all the time in the world, like anyone else thinks.

      “It’s Trevor,” he nods, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear it, devastation written all over his face. It’s hard for me to look at him, because I think what I’m seeing is reflected right back. “Get our boy safely to the hospital and give him a fighting chance. I have to go notify his family.”

      Immediately I worry about his sister, Whitney, who is heavily pregnant. They’re close, and as far as I know, she’s the only family member he told about our relationship. He looks up to her so much, and he’s beyond excited about the baby girl she’s expecting. I can tell by the way Ryan speaks that he’s unsure if Trevor will have a fighting chance. The thought scares me, and my brain immediately goes to anything and everything that could be wrong with him. I think of him alone, inside the truck. He’s probably hanging by a thread right now. Just the thought of it breaks my heart.

      When the firefighters crack the door open and motion us over, I hesitate. For the first time in my career I hesitate and I don’t know if I can look at this man I love, but can’t seem to make a relationship work with. What if this is the last time I see him? What if the last memories he has of me is not answering one of his texts. Because now I know he didn’t get the one I sent minutes before, warning him. The first one I’ve sent him in months, and he never got it.

      This instant, I say a promise. If he texts again, I’ll answer. If he calls, I’ll call him back. No more of this back and forth teenage bullshit we’ve been pulling on one another. It’s time to be adults and admit how we feel. And if he’s willing to give me a chance when he wakes up from this – fuck who was right and who was wrong – we face it head on and both apologize.

      “C’mon, Blaze,” Logan grabs my arm, pulling me to the smoking carcass of the vehicle. “He needs us. He needs you.”

      My feet move, but it’s like they’re being held down by a bunch of boulders and I’m drowning in a sea I can’t swim my way out of. I’m fighting against a riptide of emotion and it’s threatening to pull me under. When I finally get to the truck, I look in, unprepared for what I see. Trevor looks dead. He’s gray, his head lists to the side, and I can’t make out his chest moving underneath the thin material of his t-shirt. I’m scared to see what’s under the mangled dashboard – at the very least he’s got a sprain, but given the angle of his leg, I’m willing to bet he has a compound fracture. His chest looks like it took the brunt of some of the force too; airbags are deployed, taking up space in the cab of the truck. No doubt about it, those airbags saved his life.

      “He’s breathing,” Logan is taking his vitals, putting a c-collar around his neck, and preparing to get him on a board. “But it’s not regular. Snap the fuck out of it, Blaze. Get it together and let’s get him help.”

      It’s then that Trevor makes a pitiful noise in his throat. The noise cuts me to the bone and pulls a moan from my throat. He must be in so much damn pain. The noise spurs me on, makes me run back to the ambulance and get the board we’ll need to transport him. It’s a blur as we get him on the board and in the back of the ambulance. Logan looks at me. “You want to drive or sit back here with him?”

      “With him, I wouldn’t be good driving. I wanna be back here, making sure he’s comfortable until we hand his care over.”

      Logan nods, and we race like hell for the helipad where the air evac will meet us to take him to the nearest trauma center an hour away. I administer anything and everything I can to make him more comfortable, watching his low blood pressure and heart rate with a critical eye. My gaze runs down his broken and bloodied face with tears streaming down my own. I always joke about how pretty he is. With blood oozing from above his eye, running down a now slightly crooked nose, and stopping at his beard, he looks like an MMA fighter. One that’s gone four rounds with the baddest motherfucker out there. I want to take this pain away from him, to make him sit up in this bed and bitch me out for not answering his texts.

      The way Trevor and I left our relationship wasn’t good. We had unfinished business, and I swore we’d get around to it, but lately I’ve ignored his texts because I know he doesn’t understand. In this instant, I blame myself for the misunderstanding. It would have been easy for me to lay everything out for him and just be honest. Instead, I’ve been playing a game, hoping he’ll decide I’m worth all the trouble when I decide to give him a chance again. I keep saying it’s not fair of him to ask me to give up my job, but it’s also not fair of me to not be straightforward with him. I’ve never wanted a man who insisted I stay at home, but fuck it, I would for Trevor. I truly think I would for him.

      We loved each other, and I took it for granted, imagined we had all the time in the world. With my past, I should have known – accidents happen. Time isn’t always on our side, I should’ve known.

      It’s the biggest regret I’ve ever had right now. Giving my report to the air evac nurse over the radio, I see I have two minutes left with him. Two minutes to make him want to fight, to let him know exactly how I feel about him. Wiping the tears off my face and clearing my throat, I lean down to his ear, hoping like hell he can hear me. If there’s any time for me to be honest with him and lay my heart bare, it’s right now.

      “Trevor, you fight. You fight for me, your mom and dad, your sister, your niece, and you fight for what we tried to throw away. I didn’t want to listen before, but I’m listening now,” my voice falters and cracks. “I love you, and I want a chance to make this work. Please don’t give up on me. Don’t give up on us.” I lean down, kissing him on the forehead, pushing his sweaty hair back, knowing how badly he’d be irritated that the curly link had escaped and was now in his face.

      The ambulance comes to a stop and it’s the worst feeling to hand his care over to someone else. Even if I do know the nurse and she assures me she’ll do the best she can to get him to the hospital with the greatest chance of survival.

      Standing as close as they’ll let me, I fight against the wind, pushing my hair back from my face as the helicopter takes off. I watch until I can no longer see it’s rotating blades in the dying sun.

      With startling clarity, I know I can’t sit here and wait for someone to give me word on his condition. There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to sit in our station and be updated when people remember to call us. I need to be with him, need to be there in case he doesn’t make it out of this alive. “Take me back to the station, back to my car, Logan. I’m heading to Birmingham.”

      “Fuck that,” he shakes his head, his dark eyes flashing with sympathy. “You’re in no shape to be driving. I’ll take you. We’ll find out what’s going on with him together.”

      I nod my okay, because it’s all I can do. Either I go with him or I don’t, and if I don’t, I’m not positive I won’t jump out of my own skin trying to make it there.

      I have no idea how that trip to Birmingham will end up changing my life.
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      Everything fucking hurts. I’ve never felt this kind of pain before in my life, not even when I was in the military. What’s worse is I don’t remember what I’ve done to cause myself to be in this agony.

      The last thing I can recall is driving to the bottoms with my windows cracked, hard rock playing as loud as I could handle it, and my thoughts on the red-head spitfire who’s been ignoring me for months. I was formulating a plan to get back in her good graces, to let her know her job didn’t mean jack shit, if it meant my ultimatum kept her away from me. She called my bluff and when I got to my fishing spot, I was going to text her, let her know I’d deal with her job because fuck – I missed her.

      After that all I remember is pain.

      “Trevor, can you hear me?”

      I’m trying to tell this woman who keeps screaming at me that I can indeed, fucking hear her. She’s shoving something into my side near my lung and it’s killing me.

      I go to grab for it, feeling plastic. Maybe it’s a tube. What the fuck is going on?

      “No, don’t be pulling on that!”

      More noise, more bustling.

      “Can someone get his hands? He’s going to yank the tube out before we can get the collapsed lung taken care of. He might be out of it, but he’s strong.”

      Collapsed lung? Now I’m starting to freak out and jerk my head from side to side until someone steadies it with their hands.

      “Stop, Trevor, you’re going to hurt yourself.”

      I want to scream at the person speaking to me like I’m a child that I’m already fuckin’ hurt. If I’m in the back of an ambulance or at a hospital there’s only one person I want, one person who I feel comfortable enough to hand my care over to.

      “Blaze,” I whisper, wetting what feels like cracked lips with the edge of my tongue.

      There’s the metallic taste of blood and the indention where my lip has been split. Has someone beat the shit out of me? If they did, I’d hate to see the other guy because I know I wouldn’t have gone down without a fight. If I’m fucked up this bad, they probably aren’t living right now.

      “Blaze,” I try again, this time my voice is a little stronger, because I can hear it in my ears.

      “What are you saying, Trevor?”

      I can feel someone lean down so they’re next to my lips. “Blaze,” I try again. “I want Blaze.”

      “Can someone go out there and find out who Blaze is?”

      With the knowledge they’re going to go get the one person I want to see, I slip back into the blessed darkness where I don’t feel anything.
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      The next time I come to, instinctively I know it’s been a while and I know it’s late at night. Fighting to open my eyes, I take in my surroundings, waiting for my vision to adjust. The room I’m in is one of the darkest I’ve ever been in, including some of the hellholes I was in while I was in the service.

      Everything hurts again, more than it did last time. I attempt to move my leg, but it’s fucking heavy. My arm is heavier than normal, too. I force my eyes to open wider and see an IV in my hand, limiting my range of motion. What the fuck is going on?

      A noise, I can’t tell if it’s a sigh or a moan, comes from my left. The shadows and the sliver of light given off by the machines I’m hooked up to allow me to figure out someone sits in a chair not far from me. Because of the darkness, I can’t quite make out who it is. With my teeth gritted, I lift my hand to show them I’m alive, and promptly let out a barely audible fuck me as I let it drop back down beside me. The one little movement took a lot out of me, but I’m glad I was able to manage. It feels like a major accomplishment.

      The person in the chair jerks awake at my noise, or my words, puts their feet on the floor, and moves quickly toward me. Once they’re in the dim light, I see it’s Blaze.

      “Damn I love you, I’ve wanted to see you all day, after I came to when they were putting a tube in my chest,” I close my eyes as I feel her hands on me. The words are hard to force through my throat. My voice is scratchy, everything feels swollen, bearing the evidence of the hard day I’ve had. I’m so fucking tired.

      “I love you, too,” tears slip down her face. “God Trevor, you have no idea how scared I’ve been.”

      My mind is going a hundred miles an hour. There’s only one thought repeating back and forth in my head. I croak out the question I’ve been dying to know the answer to. “What the fuck happened to me? What day is it?”

      “You were in an accident. Brooks Strather hit your truck head on going almost ninety miles an hour at the bottoms. You’ve been in and out of consciousness for two days. You had surgery and a collapsed lung. You’re lucky as hell you’re still alive Trevor.”

      Two days, I’ve lost two days of my life. I hear something in her voice, a monotone that sometimes we use when we’re delivering bad news to families. It’s a way to keep our emotions out of it and do the job we’ve been hired to do. I dread asking her the question, because I think I know the answer.

      “Babe,” it kills me to ask, it hurts me because I know it hurt her. “Did you respond to the call?”

      Her green eyes show an anguish I’m not sure I can ever understand. She deflates right in front of me, this woman who’s always such a badass. She’s usually so strong and full of life with the colors of the tattoos she sports running down her arms, but right now that woman is nowhere to be found. I watch her completely draw within herself. I watch as she leans back, grabbing the chair, sitting down before she obviously falls down. Blaze collapses in it, putting her face in her hands for a long minute. She takes what appears to be a fortifying breath and then answers my question.

      “Yeah, Ryan and Ace responded first, but Logan and I were the closest medics available,” she bites her bottom lip, holding something in.

      Fuck me….guilt eats at me. My best friend and my girl both saw me in the worst shape I’ve ever been in. I can’t fathom how I looked in the truck and what I’m sure I must look like laying in this bed, but I need her to be honest with me. If there’s anything we need at this juncture of our relationship, it’s honesty.

      “Baby, tell me about it, let it out. It’s okay.” I know from my own experiences that you should talk about it, even if it’s with the person you’re trying most not to let in.

      “I wasn’t worried, ya know?” she starts, grabbing my fingers in between hers. Hers are freezing, and I have the fleeting thought maybe she’s in shock. She plays with the tips of them, rubbing at my fingernails. “I knew you weren’t on shift, because you’d texted me the night before, asking if we could talk. But I ignored you, because I didn’t know how to talk to you, to face you after what all we said to each other the last time we argued. I was one thousand percent positive you weren’t on shift though, it never even crossed my mind it was you. I even sent you a text, warning you of the wreck, telling you to stay where you were. I said maybe we could have dinner, because sometime over the past few months, I realized the argument we had wasn’t just me or you, it was me and you,” she stops to take a breath. “I’ve been worried I’d never be able to say those words to you. As much as I was pissed at you, us breaking up was partly my fault too. I’m willing to take the blame with you.”

      I hate hearing the pain in her voice. Feeling the aches I do, I know it was bad when they came on the scene. I feel like I’ve gone fifteen rounds with a pro boxer and then tumbled around in a washer spin cycle. Everything on my body hurts and aches, including my teeth. I don’t even want to think how I’d feel if I wasn’t on the pain meds I know they’ve given me.

      “When I got to the scene, I saw two regular pickups. So I yelled to Ace saying it had come over the radio that there was an officer involved. When he told me it was you, I felt like my life was over. I fell to my knees in the middle of the road, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t know what to do to help someone. Ryan came crawling out from under the back of your truck looking like he’d seen the devil himself. He was so pale I thought he was going to pass out, covered in mud, probably shit, and your blood.”

      She continues playing with my fingertips and I welcome the connection. It makes me feel alive, and I need that right now. I need her warmth and the vibrancy of life she carries with her on a daily basis.

      “We waited for the jaws to cut you out, and then they told us we could go over. I’ve never seen you like that before, and hand to God, the way you looked was in the top five of bad patients I’ve ever seen. I fought like hell to keep you alive until we got to the air evac.”

      So I’d been helicoptered to Birmingham. It’s all kind of starting to click. My receptors are coming back online after being off for so long.

      “Logan drove me, and I haven’t left. Your sister brought me some clothes and we’ve talked every time she’s come in here. She loves you a lot and she’s one tough chick,” her words are strained, and I can hear her trying to keep the tears in check. It’s killing her, it’s killing me.

      “Whitney is badass. How’s the baby?”

      “She’s had some contractions, but the doctor said it’s not unusual with the shock you gave all of us.”

      We’re quiet for a minute. I can’t take my eyes off her, can’t stop trying to map the contours of her face. I watch her breaking in front of me. See her chin trembling, her teeth holding on tightly to that bottom lip to keep the seam of her frown together, and the spot between her eyes pulled tight to keep the tears from falling.

      Then there’s a kink in the armor as one tear slides down her cheek. Her shoulders jerk with the effort she’s exerting to hold it all in. I do the only thing I can.

      “Blaze, help me sit this bed up and crawl in here with me. I don’t care if it hurts; I have to have you beside me, right where you fucking belong.”

      She reaches over, tears dropping onto my skin as she moves the bed so that I’m elevated.

      “Lower the railing and climb in next to me, I need to feel you against me. I can’t take away what you saw and erase it from your memory, but I can be here.”

      Doing what I ask her to, I allow her to cuddle up next to me, and it’s the best medicine in the world even if it does hurt like hell. Somehow I manage to reach over with my IV hand and curl it around the nape of her neck, letting her bury her head against my shoulder. Gingerly and biting back a groan, I lean down, kissing her hair.

      “Let it out and let it go, because I’m gonna need you babe, more than I’ve ever needed you before. If you’re serious about us being together, then I’m going to want you with me every step of the goddamn way, and there’s gonna be a lot of steps. A lot of long days. If you’re in this for the long haul, I need you to be all in.”

      She sobs against me nodding as I talk to her, holding my hospital gown tightly between her fingers, and when my voice breaks too much I can’t speak anymore. I let the tears fall too, because damn if I haven’t realized just how close I’ve come to dying.

      And I haven’t done half the shit I want to do yet. It’s most definitely not my time, and I’ll never waste another second of what I do have with this redhead lying next to me.
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      “With him, I wouldn’t be good driving. I wanna be back here, making sure he’s comfortable until we hand his care over.”

      Logan nods, and we race like hell for the helipad where the air evac will meet us to take him to the nearest trauma center an hour away. I administer anything and everything I can to make him more comfortable, watching his low blood pressure and heart rate with a critical eye.

      Suddenly his already low pressure begins dropping. “Trevor!” My hands shake, and for the first time, I don’t know what to do. My normally instinctual training is gone and I’m scared to death. “Don’t do this to me,” I look around in the back of the ambulance, everything looking foreign to me.

      His blood pressure drops further, beeps going off everywhere and I’m lost. Tears are streaming down my face and I’m hyperventilating, unsure of what to do to help him. He’s dying in front of me, and I can’t help him.

      I gasp, jerking awake so hard that I fall off the cot I’ve been sleeping on the past few days here in the hospital. As my body connects with the hard floor, I cry out, hopefully not loud enough for Trevor to hear, but it’s enough to get me out of the nightmare I was living in my dream world. Exhausted, I glance at the clock, seeing it’s six am. I’ve
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