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			Prologue

			Fiona Wilder did not like being the center of attention. The intense scrutiny never failed to make her feel like she had toilet paper stuck to the bottom of her shoe, or that the back of her dress was caught up in her panty hose and her rearview assets were out there for everyone to observe.

			And judge.

			At the moment, however, while she might be near the focal point of every hungry pair of female eyes in the vicinity, she wasn’t necessarily the nucleus. That honor went to the man she happened to be dancing with at the wedding reception of Reno and Charlotte Wilder.

			As just one of their numerous preceremony calamities, Reno and Charli’s postnuptial festivities had needed to be relocated from a flooded reception hall to Jesse Wilder’s backyard oasis. The picturesque landscape had been transformed into a wedding wonderland of twinkling fairy lights, floating lotus candles in a natural, stone-­edged pool, and elegant tables set with fabulous centerpieces of curly willow branches and fragrant roses.

			Not a surprise that Fiona found the romantic atmosphere far superior to anything a dusty old reception hall could offer. On the other hand, she couldn’t be more surprised to find herself in the arms of Mr. Tall, Dark, and Delicious.

			AKA firefighter Mike Halsey.

			Previously, he’d been one of the bachelors up for auction at the Black Ties and Levi’s charity event to raise funds for the expansion of the Sweet Emergency Center. On that particular night, she’d either been too chicken or not nearly schnockered enough to raise her paddle and bid on him even though just the sight of his extreme hotness in those fitted Levi’s, crisp white shirt, and black tux jacket practically had her bid paddle melting in her lap. In the end, her former mother-­in-­law, Jana, had plunked down a good amount of cash to win Mike. Though what the woman planned to do with him remained to be seen.

			The truth behind the reason Fiona’s paddle had stayed put also came as no surprise.

			At least not to her.

			Since the dissolution of her and Jackson Wilder’s short but meaningful marriage, she’d pushed aside any type of personal involvement with the opposite sex. Not that she’d decided to play for the other team or anything, she’d just been too busy repenting for her failures and playing the role of single mom to their four-­year-­old, Isabella.

			Plus there was the minor little detail of the whole trust issue thing she had going on with herself. Instead of graduating, as she had, with a business degree from Clemson, you would have thought she’d acquired a master’s degree in How to Screw Up Your Life.

			There had never been any doubt that Jackson was an amazing dad to Izzy, and Fiona considered him one of the best men she’d ever known. He just hadn’t been the best man for her. Likewise, she hadn’t been the right woman for him. Fortunately, they loved and respected each other and totally rocked as best friends and unified parents.

			Life sure had a funny way of working things out.

			Since their divorce, Jackson had rediscovered Abby, the true love of his life. Abby also happened to be his very first love, which he foolishly let go. Now Jackson and Abby were next in line to walk down the aisle, and Fiona truly couldn’t be more delighted for them. To know the universe had somehow righted itself sent bubbles of happiness through her heart.

			To that end, and because someday she’d like to find that same kind of relationship bliss for herself, she’d done everything in her power to banish Naughty Fiona—­her inner wild child–an insatiable party girl who had a tendency to fall in lust, not love, with gorgeous firemen or men of that same dashing-­daredevil breed. The kind of men who possessed sculpted calendar-­boy faces, perfect pecs, rippled abs, and tight buns. The kind of men who appeared to be unattainable and whom she now considered off-­limits.

			She didn’t have time anyway. Her plate was full with building a happy and prosperous future for her and Izzy. She might have messed up a lot earlier in her life by being foolish and reckless, but she wouldn’t let that happen again.

			Naughty Fiona was on lockdown in bad-­girl solitary confinement.

			As the reception band’s lively cover of “Beer Money” came to an end, and the two-­steppin’ ­couples cleared the floor, Fiona gave sexy Fireman Mike a smile of thanks for the dance. He returned the gesture with a megawatt grin. But as the band rolled into Keith Urban’s sexy tune “Raining on Sunday,” Mike maintained a gentle grip on her hand.

			She looked up into his dark-­as-­sin eyes, and a warm tingle traveled from her traitorous fingers down into areas that had been restrained so long they teetered on the point of a jailbreak.

			“How about another dance?” Mike’s smile amped up to blinding. “We didn’t get a chance to talk much on that last one.”

			Nervous energy rippled through her body. She knew that the envious scowls coming from the females in the crowd who were waiting eagerly for their chance at Mr. Hottie McFireman would soon turn to daggers. And since her naughty side had lusted after the man since that night at the bachelor auction, all the more reason to politely decline.

			But then, that big firefighting, lifesaving hand reeled her back into his embrace—­close enough to catch the manly scent of warm skin, citrusy aftershave, and palpable sexuality.

			Heaven help her, it was like waving a red flag at a charging bull.

			“I’d love to.”

			Yeah. No way in all the Land of Oz would her naughty self give up a chance like this.

			Sorry ladies-­in-­waiting, let the dagger glares commence.

			And let the trouble begin.

			After months of being unable to get his best friend’s ex-­wife off his mind, Mike finally had his hands on her. Regrettably for him, a simple dance was about as far as he could ever allow himself to go.

			Not that he didn’t want to dip his nose into the soft slope of Fiona’s delicate neck and inhale her sweet scent or explore her lithe, luscious body.

			Hell no. He wanted a double order of that all night long.

			But time and circumstance slammed the door on any of that being a possibility. So all he could do was enjoy the moment and the chaste touches, then go home and take a freezing-­cold shower.

			Again.

			“Jackson tells me you made the delicious wedding cake,” he said, keeping things polite even as his imagination was peeling her pretty blue dress down over those sexy shoulders.

			“Thank you.” She blushed prettily as her hand settled on his shoulder, and warmth nestled in his chest. “Charli originally ordered one from a bakery in Austin. But along with all the other disasters she had to deal with, the bakery burned down.”

			“So I heard.” While others on the dance floor twirled in wide sweeps to the music, he and Fiona danced in place–thighs brushing together with perfect synchronization. Hearts beating in time. He couldn’t help but wonder if they’d have that same harmony between the sheets. “Guess their determination to go through with the wedding after all the mishaps is a testament to how the rest of their marriage will go.”

			Her sexy chuckle rumbled against his chest.

			“I’m not worried about that. Have you met Charli?” She looked up at him, and the impish curl of her lips sent a flutter through his stomach. “When there’s something she wants, she is like an unstoppable force. And she wanted Reno.”

			“You have to admire a woman who won’t let anything stand in her way.” A lively ­couple bumped him from behind, and he took the opportunity to draw Fiona into his body a little closer. In a blink, he realized the move might have been a huge tactical error. And that was not an egotistical observation on the size of his dick. Although the body part in question was exactly the problem that had come up.

			Aside from the sheer sexiness level, Fiona was the kind of woman a man wanted to adore and savor. To possess and protect. To make her his very own and never let her go. Crazy talk coming from a guy like him. But for whatever reason, he couldn’t stop himself.

			“I also heard you’re planning to open a cupcake shop in Sweet,” he said without missing a beat. “That’s quite a bold venture.”

			“It’s been a longtime dream for me. Seeing it become a reality is going to be amazing. Izzy and I are even moving to Sweet to make it happen.”

			“So what inspired the dream?” he asked, hoping the band would play an extended version of the song so he could keep her talking. And moving against him.

			The spark of enthusiasm in her deep blue eyes propelled a thousand questions through his mind.

			More than a mild curiosity existed where she was concerned. He wanted to know more about her. What made her tick? What did she love and hold dear to her heart? And how, if she’d seen fit to divorce Jackson, they could remain as bonded as peanut butter and jelly?

			A sentimental smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “My grandmother.”

			As she spoke, Mike noted how animated her face became. It was like observing one of those Disney princesses he’d been forced to watch with his sisters over and over. Her eyes lit up, and she got this dreamy expression that sent his jaded heart into cartwheels.

			Fiona Wilder fascinated him. And he doubted there’d ever been a man who wanted a woman more.

			As the song ended, and she slipped from his arms, he suffered a sense of loss he’d be hard to compare.

			“Thank you for the dance,” she said with the slightest tilt of her head. Her silky blond hair slipped across one slender shoulder, and he couldn’t help but reach out and smooth it back.

			“My pleasure. I hope we’ll have the chance to meet again,” he said, refraining from a princely bow or a kiss on her hand that would only serve to make him look like an infatuated ass.

			“Me too.” She smiled again, something she did often and with incredible ease.

			“In the meantime, if you ever need anything . . .” He winked. “Just dial 911.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			Lightning never strikes twice.

			Bullpucky.

			On a stormy, sleet-­driven afternoon, Fiona Wilder sat pinned between the steering wheel and the driver’s seat of her once-­pretty-­cool little Ford Focus.

			If anything had to happen to her more than once, she’d prefer something fabulous like winning the lottery, trips to Hawaii, or even free groceries at the Touch and Go Market. At the very least, she’d appreciate a double-­dip victory from the Bubble Buster Car Wash.

			But nooooooo.

			Thanks to someone else’s road rage, she got to be the unlucky recipient of a car accident on San Antonio’s busiest highway.

			For the second time.

			From the moment she’d merged from the on-­ramp, she’d watched the van and pickup truck play a dangerous, aggressive game. She’d even changed lanes to get out of their way. Instead, she’d lucked out. Judging by the van attached to the hood of her car and the SUV tucked into her rear bumper, she’d become the cheese in a three-­car collision road-­rage sandwich.

			Last time she’d escaped with minor bruises. This time, the pain charging through her head and left leg signaled the fate factor had flipped her a fully extended middle finger.

			Though her current situation had her packed in like a sardine, she thanked God Izzy hadn’t been in the car. Nothing in the world meant more to her than her little girl. And that little girl would start to worry when her mommy didn’t show up on time.

			Fiona sighed. With her car currently jam-­packed between two heavyweights, the likelihood of going anywhere for a while seemed slim.

			A wave of dizziness spun her head while she blindly reached for her purse to grab her cell phone. When her searching fingers came up empty she realized the impact must have flung her bag to the floor. Anxiety twisted through her stomach. Someone else could dial 911; she needed to get a call to her babysitter.

			Through the sleeting mist, she heard the oh-­too-­familiar wail of emergency vehicles and tried to remember if Jackson was on duty. Ironically, her first accident was what had brought them together. He’d been the hunky fireman to rescue her. And she’d found love.

			Sort of.

			Now, as the sirens grew closer and louder, and the familiar flash of red lights cut through the storm-­filled sky, Fiona tried to take a deep breath to stifle the pain. Just more of her good fortune that her lungs weren’t willing to cooperate without making it feel like her chest was caving in. She shoved panic aside and settled for the quick shallow breathing pattern she’d used giving birth to Izzy. In the meantime she waited for San Antonio’s finest to show up and pry her out.

			“Ma’am?” A big fist rapped on the driver side window. “Are you okay?”

			With another hee-­hee-­who, Fiona lifted her groggy gaze up past the big khaki coat with yellow and reflective stripes, to the handsome face and intense dark eyes staring back at her from behind the rain-­streaked glass.

			Her heart played a quick game of hopscotch.

			Apparently, even pressed in the car like a ravioli, she could appreciate a handsome face.

			A wicked bolt of lightning struck not far beyond the massive fire engine. From beneath the yellow helmet, the most perfect masculine mouth she’d ever seen lifted in a reassuring smile, even as the slash of brows over those dark eyes pulled together. The fireman said something she couldn’t hear over the drumming of rain, the shriek of sirens, and the ringing in her ears.

			Squinting, she tried to identify him, but the aftermath of the collision had other ideas and sent another wave of vertigo tilting through her head. This time, everything went black.

			“She’s pinned, hyperventilating, and . . .” Shit. “Unconscious.” Mike Halsey peered through the window at his best friend’s ex-­wife while panic dropped like a boulder on his chest. Blood dripped from her forehead down into her silky blond hair. And as her head slumped to the side, her coloring registered somewhere between marshmallow and Casper the Friendly Ghost white.

			Not good.

			Not good at all.

			The air bag had deployed, but that hadn’t stopped the front end of her little car from folding like an accordion and crushing her between the seat and steering wheel. A mountain of boxes stuffed in the backseat added a wall of weight that kept her trapped. In a funny-­if-­it-­wasn’t-­so-­serious contrast to the accident scene, the passenger seat held a smiling white teddy bear, strapped in and unharmed. No doubt the stuffed animal belonged to Fiona and Jackson’s adorable daughter, Isabella.

			Mike did another quick visual of the backseat to make sure the little girl wasn’t trapped beneath the boxes, but there was no child seat. Fiona wasn’t the type of mother to put her precious cargo in a car without one, so that meant Fiona was the only one in the car.

			Heavy raindrops beat a cadence on Mike’s helmet while he made an assessment of the overall situation. During his time as a firefighter, he’d responded to thousands of emergency calls, but he’d never come across anyone he personally knew. Especially not one he’d danced with just a few months ago. And especially not one he was wildly attracted to. Though unless held at gunpoint, he’d never admit that little morsel of misfortune to anyone.

			Guy code stipulated you never went after a buddy’s girlfriend, wife, or ex-­wife.

			Never.

			Not even if there was dissension.

			In Jackson and his former wife’s case, they were not only friendly, they were as sympatico as bees and honey. Which was only one of the million reasons Mike had to keep his distance.

			Still, there was no denying that the woman intrigued the hell out of him in every way possible. A not-­so-­minor little detail that set off all kinds of warning bells. The last woman who’d pushed all his buttons had ended up his wife. And then she became his ex-­wife. But unlike Jackson and Fiona, his relationship with Heather was the polar opposite of laid-­back.

			While emergency vehicles continued to roll up, and the rain continued to pour down, Mike grabbed the car handle and got the door ajar enough to put his weight behind it and force it open. Wasting no more time he leaned in and laid two fingers on the soft skin over Fiona’s carotid artery. Relief slipped from his lungs when he found her pulse beating weak but steady.

			“Hey, Hooch.” From beside the truck, Scott Smiley, nozzleman for engine 11, called out Mike’s nickname. “Do we need Bruce?”

			Though the comical reference to the moniker the guys at the station had given the Jaws of Life, nothing about any situation in which the tool was needed was funny.

			Mike glanced over the headrest to the wall of boxes. When he’d danced with Fiona at Reno Wilder’s wedding, she mentioned she’d be moving to Sweet. Apparently that had been today’s mission. His mission during that dance had been to keep his cool and keep it classy. Which wasn’t easy when she’d looked up at him with those big blue eyes and lifted that luscious mouth into a smile.

			“Not sure yet,” he told Scott, unable to take his eyes off Fiona. “Grab Martinez to help stabilize the car. Then get these boxes out of the way. Let’s see if that will free things up.” He could have moved them himself, but no way would he let go of her. Not until the EMTs were on scene and administering aid.

			Within seconds, Captain John Steele stood beside him, assessing the situation much as Mike had just done seconds ago.

			“We’ve got a triple-­shot pileup,” Cap said. “Driver of the van looks bad, and the passenger in the SUV has obvious head trauma. What’s the status here?”

			“Pretty sure one of the boxes hit her in the head. Possible concussion, possible internal bleeding, and . . .” Mike leaned down and peered through the darkness below the steering wheel. “Her legs are pinned. I see blood. So possible leg and spinal injuries.”

			“Damn.” Captain looked up as more sirens rolled onto the scene. “Medical’s here now.”

			While the rest of the team moved into action, Mike looked up at his commander. “Cap?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Best put a call in to Jackson.”

			“Why?” The captain pushed his helmet up, and sharp gray eyes cut through the sleet. “He’s taking a few extra days off to finish building his house.”

			“Because this”—­Mike’s gaze floated back to the beautiful woman whose hand he held—­“is Fiona, his ex-­wife.”

			“What?” Cap bent down, peered into the car, and bit off an expletive. “I’m on it.” He pulled a cell phone from his coat pocket, turned, and walked away.

			“Wheels are locked,” Smiley shouted from where he was positioned near the right rear tire.

			Minutes later, Eric Martinez popped out of the back with the last carton in his hands. “Boxes are cleared.”

			Stabilized, the little Ford had less of a chance to shift or roll, which could put Fiona at a bigger risk. Mike puffed out an anxious breath. He reached down by her legs and lifted the manual lever to ease the seat back and hopefully dislodge her from the precarious position. When the seat wouldn’t budge, he cursed under his breath.

			Fiona’s long, dark lashes fluttered, and her eyes slowly opened. The flashing red lights reflected in her deep blue irises, but she clearly didn’t recognize him. When he expected panic, she surprised him with a lazy smile.

			“Are you my knight in shining armor?”

			Her words were sluggish, and he forced a smile past his distress. He didn’t know what it was about her that drew him in with such intensity. He only knew that no matter how captivated he might be, there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

			He’d failed too many times to ever be considered anyone’s hero.

			But damned if he didn’t want to be hers.

			From behind a wall of murky awareness, Fiona tried to identify the sounds that pushed past the ringing in her ears. Rhythmic beeps. Low murmurs. And an occasional whine. One sound of alarm in particular pushed her through the fog and forced her eyes open.

			“Mommy?”

			At the pitiful whimper, Fiona blinked. Sluggishly, her surroundings came into focus. Sanitary white walls. Obnoxious machines. Curtain divider. All evidence she could only be in one place. The hospital.

			Yikes.

			On one side of the bedrails stood Jackson’s mom, Jana, who held her hand with a worried frown. Fiona gave her a brief smile before she shifted her gaze to the other side, where Jackson held Izzy in his arms. The fear etched in her daughter’s little forehead and the tears clinging to the lashes of her big blue eyes crumpled Fiona’s heart.

			“Mommy?”

			“Come here, baby.” Fiona held out her arms, not caring that her body ached like she’d been hit by a bullet train. Or that an IV and plastic tubing were stuck in her vein. Or that her head pounded like stomping feet at a Rangers’ playoff game. Or that for whatever reason she probably didn’t want to know, her left ankle was freezing.

			“Are you sure?” Concern narrowed the space between Jackson’s eyes.

			Was she sure?

			If her head wouldn’t split in two, she’d laugh.

			Nothing mattered more at that moment than holding her daughter in her arms. Earlier, Fiona had been angry about the stupidity of the preventable accident. Now she was just thankful she’d survived.

			She nodded, and Jackson eased their daughter onto the bed beside her. Fiona kissed the top of Izzy’s blond curls, breathed in her sweet little-­girl scent, and let the familiarity calm her soul.

			“Hey there, sugarplum.” Jana gently smoothed her fingers over the top of Fiona’s hair. “How do you feel?”

			“A little woozy. Kind of nauseous. Very happy to be out of the sardine can.” She slid her gaze to Jackson, not only for his professional opinion because of his EMT background but because together as friends they shared a level of trust others found hard to achieve. “What’s the damage?”

			“To the car?” His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It’s headed for the junkyard. To you? Let’s just say you’ve got a hard head, so the concussion isn’t too bad. The stitches in your forehead look reasonably fashionable. And I figure you can tattoo over the scar on your leg later on.”

			“Is it really that bad?”

			“Are you kidding? Compared to what it could have been?”

			“So you’re saying I’m lucky?”

			“Yeah, honey.” He gave her a solemn nod. “You were lucky.”

			She managed a smile for Izzy’s benefit.

			“Your doctor will be in here shortly to explain everything,” he said. “But for now, I’ll tell you that you’ve got a compression bandage on the ankle and a hefty pack of ice over it. So no high heels for a while.”

			“You gave us a good scare.” Jana squeezed her hand.

			“I’m sorry. Two guys were road raging. I tried to get out of their way, but I guess I got caught up in the middle.”

			“We’re just really glad you’re okay.” Jana said. “The police said everyone involved in the crash sustained injuries, but none were life-­threatening.”

			“Well, that’s a relief.”

			“And thanks to some really good witnesses, they identified the guy who caused the accident,” Jackson said as he brushed back a stray curl over Izzy’s eyes. “But because you lost consciousness several times, the doctor said they’re going to keep you here overnight.”

			“I just think I passed out because I was hyperventilating.”

			“Maybe. But let’s play it safe just in case. Okay?” Jackson lifted an eyebrow in his typical end-­of-­discussion fashion. “And while we’re on the subject of unpleasant things, I need to raise the question about calling your—­”

			“No.” She cringed. “Please don’t ask.”

			“Honey, putting the past aside, they’re your parents.” Jackson’s brows now collided. “Don’t you want me to call them about the accident and let them know you’re okay?”

			“No.”

			“You sure?” Jana asked.

			Fiona nodded gently so as not to reignite the hammering behind her eyeballs. Both Jackson and his mother knew the reason she didn’t want to call. And they’d understand. The question came merely as a courtesy. The same kind of courtesy Jackson had extended when they got married and on the day Izzy had been born.

			Fiona loved her parents. Well, she tried to love them. They didn’t make it easy. And then there was that whole betrayal thing they did that propelled her into her not-­so-­elegant fall from grace. “No need to worry them. I just need a ­couple of days to get back on my feet.”

			“Okay, but we don’t want you to worry about anything either.” Jackson reached down and took her hand. “I can make a call to your insurance company and health-­care provider if you want. I’ll check your house and make sure everything’s secure. And Abby already has Izzy’s bedroom pulled together. So we’ve got that covered.”

			“It’s a beauty too.” Jana gently tweaked Izzy’s cheek. “Isn’t it, sugarplum?”

			Izzy nodded. “But no Unca Weeno castle.”

			“I’ll bet if you ask Uncle Reno nicely, he’ll paint you a castle in our new house,” Jackson assured her.

			Izzy’s eyes grew wide, and Jana laughed. “Sugarplum, you know you’ve got your Uncle Reno and Aunt Charli wrapped around your little pinkie.”

			“They do spoil her.” Fiona stroked her hand down Izzy’s back.

			Jackson chuckled. “Amen to that.”

			“But no more than the two of you.” Fiona smiled, even if it made her head feel like it would split. “Or Abby. Or Martin. Or Jesse and Allison. You get the idea.”

			Jackson and his mother looked at each other and shrugged. Then Jana said, “There are worse things in life than being loved.”

			“Well, I do appreciate it. So thank you.” Fiona looked down into her daughter’s worried eyes. “Yay! You get to hang out with Daddy and Abby for a few days while mommy’s ankle gets better.”

			“Abby said I can go see the doggies at her rescue.”

			Jana chuckled. “She still trying to talk you into getting her a dog?”

			“Every day. Every night. And every moment in between.” Fiona smiled, wondering how, since Abby ran an animal rescue center, Izzy hadn’t snuck one home yet. “I told her as soon as we got moved in, we’d talk about it.”

			“That’s as good as a yes in her mind.” Jackson’s eyes lit up with complete adoration for their little girl.

			A hint of pain crept past the meds, but Fiona recognized the need to let everyone know everything would be hunky-­dory, so they’d go home and not worry. Plus she needed some time to figure out how she would manage the rest of the move to Sweet plus set up her cupcake shop on crutches and without transportation.

			“Looks like it’s about dinnertime.” As a cue, Fiona glanced at the clock on the wall. “Maybe you guys should head on home.”

			“Sugarplum, are you trying to get rid of us?”

			“You know better than that,” she told Jana. “Don’t worry, they’ll take good care of me here. And honestly, the less drama the better for you-­know-­who.” She tilted her pounding head toward Izzy. Too many uncertain elements had dogpiled on a child who’d just turned four to understand why her mommy looked like a punching bag. The less scary talk of injury and such, the better. “If you know what I mean.”

			“Message received.” Jackson held out his arms. “Come here, baby girl. How about we head home and see what trouble Miss Kitty and Liberty have gotten themselves into.”

			When Izzy moved into his arms, Fiona blinked away the ache of the sudden loss.

			Life was as it was meant to be. But sometimes that didn’t make it any easier. Sometimes when Izzy was with Jackson and Fiona had little to do but stare at the four walls, she wished things could have been different. Regret was a powerful medicine that reminded her if she ever found a way to completely trust herself again and start to—­gasp—­date, it would be a slow and methodical process. No expecting the first guy she dated would be the one. No hanky-­panky until she was sure there was something more than long-­ignored hormones at play.

			No sex.

			Dang.

			She missed the intimacy. The moments when your body let go a big sigh of satisfaction. When your heart felt safe, even if only for a few minutes.

			She loved sex.

			But there were certain things in life that were far more important.

			“Give mommy a kiss.” Fiona leaned toward her daughter at the risk of the blood vessels in her head popping like balloons. “When you get home, ask Abby if she’ll let Liberty sleep in your room tonight.”

			“You be okay, Mommy?”

			“I’m going to be just fine.”

			The kiss Izzy delivered was a tiny buss on the cheek, then Izzy reached for her grandma.

			Jana swept her into her arms. “You’re sure it’s okay for us to go?”

			Fiona nodded though deep down she really wanted them to stay. Not only for the support and the comfort they gave when she was planted butt first in an unpleasant situation, but the entire incident today had left her drained, confused, and very unsettled. She needed to compose her thoughts and get things figured out in a jiffy.

			Independence had been hard-­earned. But once she’d gotten her life together, there’d been no looking back. Lying in a hospital bed without options didn’t settle well. Fingers crossed, time would pass quickly, so she could get up and go home. Even if home was currently a new and strange place stacked with unopened boxes and an empty refrigerator.

			“We’ll be back first thing in the morning to pick you up,” Jackson said.

			“I’d appreciate that.” She touched Jana’s arm. “Could you give us a minute please?”

			“Of course.” She bounced Izzy on her hip. “Come on, sugarplum. Grandma’s going to find you a treat in the gift shop. See you downstairs, son.”

			Once they walked out the door Fiona looked up at her former husband. “Jackson? I honestly appreciate everything you’ve done. Everything you do for me.” Her heart gave a little twist. “But I’m not your responsibility anymore. You have a beautiful fiancée, a new house, and a wedding that needs your focus. Don’t worry about taking care of my business. I’ll make the call to the insurance and health care companies.”

			“But—­”

			“I’ll be fine.” She patted his hand. “I promise.”

			He sighed. “I care about you, Fi.”

			“I know you do. The feeling’s mutual. But I’ve got this.” She flashed him a smile. “Now go on and get the heck out of here.”

			“Okay. But I’m here if you need—­”

			“I’ll call if I need anything,” she promised with a chuckle.

			Once the room had cleared out, the only sounds that remained were the beep-­beep-­beep of the heart monitor and the steady march of footsteps moving past her door.

			For several minutes, she lay there contemplating her circumstances. She wondered where her purse was so she could make those calls. But when the pounding in her head became unbearable, and the ache in her bones and muscles became too much, she closed her eyes and tried to let the pain medication do its job.

			A quiet knock dragged her attention to the doorway and the six-­foot-­plus, gorgeous, dark-­haired, dark-­eyed, and built like a Roman god of a man standing there.

			Her gaze dropped from his chiseled features to his sculpted body in the blue firefighter’s uniform, then to Izzy’s fluffy white teddy bear clasped in his big hand.

			Though her eyes were a bit blurry, she immediately recognized the handsome face as the one from the opposite side of her rain-­streaked car window.

			And she knew.

			Mike Halsey was her knight in shining armor.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			By the time Mike ended up at the door to Fiona’s hospital room, he’d convinced himself he was only there to do the right thing. The teddy bear in his hands became his pathetic source of validation.

			Somewhere along the path to total denial, he’d persuaded himself that it made sense to return Isabella’s toy. The part of him that spoke with reason said he could have and should have left the toy with the boxes they’d rescued from Fiona’s car and stored at the fire station for safekeeping. The other part of him, the one that had always been hardheaded and determined to blow the roof off absurdity, said he could have easily returned the toy to Isabella when he’d seen her walk out of the hospital holding on to her father’s hand just moments ago.

			But he hadn’t.

			He’d stayed right there in the shadows of his Dodge Durango like some adolescent kid with a crush waiting for his chance to walk the cute girl home from school. The action reeked of pubescent desperation.

			Not his usual MO.

			Hell. Not his MO ever.

			If the stuffed bear didn’t verify that he’d overstepped his boundaries, there was no damned good explanation for the bouquet of flowers in his other hand.

			Calling himself ten kinds of crazy and promising himself a good long stretch on a headshrinker’s couch, he gently knocked on the open hospital-­room door.

			Before he could walk away from making a huge fucking mistake, Fiona turned her head in his direction. Instant recognition brightened her blue eyes, and a smile curved her luscious mouth. A slight bruise darkened her forehead where a bandage sealed the stitches underneath. Her left foot was propped up on pillows. An IV ran clear liquid into the top of her left hand. And her silky blond hair was matted with dried blood. Yet somehow she still managed to look heavenly.

			And he had to admit he’d never seen a plain blue hospital gown look so damned good.

			“Mind if I come in?” The simple inquiry gave him one last opportunity to back out of exhibiting his total lack of intellect. That was if she said no. Which was a mighty big if, and seriously contemptible that he’d even put that kind of responsibility on her.

			Be a man, asshole. Walk away.

			“After rescuing me from life as a sardine?” She lifted the hand he’d held just a few hours ago and waved him in. “Please do.”

			Of course, his feet didn’t have any better sense than his head, and they, like every other reckless bone in his body, headed straight to her bedside.

			“The station sent me to make sure you were doing okay. These are from all the guys.” He handed her the bouquet of bright pink, blue, and yellow daisies.

			A gift of roses could have been taken the wrong way, so he’d gone for something that conveyed a simple get-­well wish. Or friendship. At least he hoped that’s what they communicated. Then again, he shouldn’t be communicating anything.

			Jesus. What had he gotten himself into?

			Especially since friendship was really the last thing on his mind.

			Nope, the engaging smile that curved her luscious lips, those fairy-­tale-­princess eyes, and her tall, curvaceous body kicked his caveman instincts into high gear. And he wanted nothing more than to carry her off to his cave.

			“Please tell them thank you for me.” She gently touched the petals with her long, delicate fingers. “I see you’ve got Bubba too.”

			“Bubba?”

			“Izzy’s bear.”

			“Oh.” He looked down at the stuffed animal that seemed to look up at him with a knowing grin before he handed it over. “Right. I didn’t want it to get left behind. I was afraid with the way it was carefully strapped in the seat, it might be Isabella’s favorite.”

			“You just missed her.” She tucked the fuzzy little bear by her side. “She just left with Jackson and Jana a few minutes before you came in.”

			“Sorry about that. My shift just ended.” This much, at least, was true.

			“Although it might be a good thing you missed Jana.” She gave him a little smile. “Don’t you still owe her from bidding on you at the Bachelor Auction?”

			“I’ve been trying to pay off that debt for a while now.” He ran a hand through his hair, wondering why he was so damned nervous.

			Why?

			Oh yeah.

			Because he was totally there under false pretenses.

			“She keeps telling me she’s waiting until she finds just the perfect job for me,” he said.

			“Sounds ominous.”

			“I don’t mind her making me break a sweat. I’m just hoping it doesn’t have anything to do with castrating calves. I’ve heard some gruesome stories from Jackson and his brothers.”

			“That’s when it pays to be a city girl. No one thinks you can stomach it. Although . . .” Her gaze traveled up and down his body and the air in the room became instantly warmer. “I don’t think anyone could mistake you for a girl.”

			“My mother would be sorely disappointed if they did since I’m her only son.”

			She chuckled, then settled a little deeper into the bedding. He glanced away so his mind didn’t wander to forbidden places, like what it would be like to share her pillow.

			Or her bed.

			The grimace that shadowed her face when she shifted shoved a big wad of guilt right down his throat for thinking such things when she was in such bad shape.

			“Do you have a big family?” she asked, a little breathless.

			“I grew up with five sisters.” Although sadly, only four now remained. “But enough about me. How do you feel?”

			“With my fingers.” She wiggled those on her right hand and the tubing for the IV rattled.

			He laughed, amazed that as banged up as she was from the accident, she could still make jokes.

			“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Thanks to you.”

			“All in a day’s work,” he managed, trying to sound like she hadn’t scared the shit out of him when she’d kept passing out. Or when they hadn’t been able to get her foot out from where it was wedged beneath the brake without causing more damage. Or a myriad of other things that’d had him barking out “hurry up” orders to the crew.

			She took a deep breath, flinched, and gave him a slow blink that twisted his stomach. Here she was, in pain. And here he was, gawking at her as though he wanted to massage every sore muscle in her body for personal pleasure.

			What a jackass.

			“Ribs hurt?”

			She nodded. “Among other things.”

			In a brief moment of quiet, the tap-­tap-­tap of high heels echoed through the hallway and stopped at Fiona’s door.

			“Have no fear, Foofalina is here!”

			Mike turned and found an attractive, chestnut-­haired Hispanic woman standing in the doorway with her arms opened wide as if she were taking a bow on Broadway. Her painted-­on jeans and clingy top pegged her as the usual type of woman he’d be interested in chatting up and losing a few hours with behind closed blinds. But from the moment he’d spotted Fiona at the charity auction, his attention hadn’t wandered any further.

			His problem. Not hers.

			When the new arrival’s eyes darted from Fiona to him, her lips curled up in a smile. “Well hello, tall, dark, and gorgeous. Who are you?”

			“Sabrina, this is Mike Halsey,” Fiona motioned toward him. “The firefighter who rescued me today.”

			“So this is your knight in shining armor?” She nodded as if she approved.

			“Just doing my job, ma’am.”

			“And is it your job to visit your damsel in distress afterward?”

			Shit.

			Mike recognized her smile. It was the same one women all over the world wore when they knew they had your number.

			“Izzy’s bear was in the front seat of my car,” Fiona clarified. “Mike was kind enough to deliver it along with flowers from the guys at the fire station. Wasn’t that nice of him?”

			“Very nice.”

			Yep. She definitely blew through his smoke screen.

			“Foofalina? Interesting last name,” he said to Sabrina with hopes of throwing a detour in the path of her painfully astute mind.

			“It’s actually Sanchez.” She chuckled. “Izzy tagged me with the nickname when she started to learn to talk, and it sort of stuck. You know . . . Foofalina rhymes with Sabrina. Kind of like the name game only without the bananafanafofana’s.”

			“Cute.”

			“Yes.” Sabrina winked. “You are.”

			Fascination lifted Sabrina’s brows, and Mike knew it was time to hit the road before she got any more wild
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