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For those of you wondering if firefighters are real-life superheroes in more ways than one, I promise you they are. They’re also hot as hell, and Rowan Kingsley is your proof.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

TROPES

Firefighter romance, angst, small town romance, forced proximity, second chance romance, friend to lovers, hurt care and workplace romance.

TRIGGERS

This book features the death of a family member (not on the page, but through a flashback), dealing with grief, anxiety and panic attacks, dealing with fear over a loved one’s job, descriptive scene of injury while fighting fire and healing process of injury from fighting fire.

If you are triggered by any of these situations, please skip this one.

CONTENT WARNINGS

This book contains profane language and explicit, consensual sexual content.




Contents


	COVER

	TITLE PAGE

	DEDICATION

	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	CONTENTS

	SUPPORT WILDLAND FIREFIGHTERS

	PROTECT PLAYLIST

	ORGANIZATION FLOW CHART

	PROLOGUE: ROWAN

	1:   VIOLETTE

	2:   ROWAN

	3:   VIOLETTE

	4:   ROWAN

	5:   VIOLETTE

	6:   VIOLETTE

	7:   ROWAN

	8:   ROWAN

	9:   VIOLETTE

	10: VIOLETTE

	11: ROWAN

	12: ROWAN

	13: VIOLETTE

	14: ROWAN

	15: VIOLETTE

	16: ROWAN

	17: ROWAN

	18: VIOLETTE

	19: VIOLETTE

	20: ROWAN

	21: VIOLETTE

	22: ROWAN

	23: VIOLETTE

	24: ROWAN

	25: VIOLETTE

	26: ROWAN

	27: ROWAN

	28: ROWAN

	29: ROWAN

	30: VIOLETTE

	31: VIOLETTE

	32: ROWAN

	33: VIOLETTE

	34: ROWAN

	35: VIOLETTE

	36: ROWAN

	37: VIOLETTE

	38: ROWAN

	39: ROWAN

	40: VIOLETTE

	41: ROWAN

	42: VIOLETTE

	43: ROWAN

	44: VIOLETTE

	45: VIOLETTE

	46: ROWAN

	47: VIOLETTE

	48: ROWAN

	49: VIOLETTE

	50: ROWAN

	51: VIOLETTE

	52: VIOLETTE

	53: ROWAN

	54: ROWAN

	55: ROWAN

	56: VIOLETTE

	57: VIOLETTE

	58: ROWAN

	59: VIOLETTE

	60: VIOLETTE

	EPILOGUE: ROWAN

	READ MORE

	GLOSSARY

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	BY THE SAME AUTHOR

	COPYRIGHT






SUPPORT WILDLAND FIREFIGHTERS

I won’t call them heroes because they’d hate that, but I could not write this book without acknowledging the real wildland firefighters who perform these hazardous duties every fire season. They work long hours in treacherous conditions, facing extreme heat, smoke and inhospitable terrain – oftentimes without receiving an adequate living wage and while sacrificing time with their loved ones. The challenges they face are beyond what most of us can imagine, taking a toll on their physical, mental and emotional resilience. Their dedication to protect our communities, landscapes and natural resources deserves our deepest appreciation and support.

Grassroots Wildland Firefighters advocate for proper classification, pay, benefits and comprehensive well-being for federal wildland firefighters by providing solutions and support through policy reform.

If you would like to contribute monetarily, please consider donating at givebutter.com/GRWF.
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PROTECT PLAYLIST
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	Sleeping on the Blacktop – Colter Wall

	Indigo – Sam Barber and Avery Anna

	Angel from Montgomery – John Prine

	Phoning Heaven – Waylon Wyatt

	Break My Bones – Wyatt Flores

	Burn, Burn, Burn – Zach Bryan

	It’s True – Gavin Adcock

	Beautiful Lies – Tanner Usrey

	Back in Black – AC/DC

	Jersey Giant – Evan Honer and Julia DiGrazia

	Always Been You – Jessie Murph

	I’m on Fire – Nate H






ORGANIZATION FLOW CHART

There are thousands of people from various command teams involved with wildland fire operations, but for the sake of keeping it simple, we are only listing the roles mentioned in the Sky Ridge Hotshots series.

[image: A flowchart of the Sky Ridge Hotshots hierarchy. The structure starts with Incident Commander, followed by Operations, Division, and three branches: Various Engines, Sky Ridge Hotshots, and Helicopter with Crew. Below are Superintendent, Captain, two Squad Bosses, Saw Teams, and Crew Members.]



PROLOGUE



ROWAN

ALMOST SIX YEARS AGO

“You think he knew his time was up?” My best friend, Jacob, leans into me as he asks so no one else will hear him.

Such a loaded question pulls my attention from the multiple scuff marks on my boots. I scrubbed them as clean as I could last night. I was hell-bent on getting them spotless for my sup. My former sup.

Fuck. There’s nothing like swallowing the heaviness of that reality down.

“Don’t know, man, but he went out like a hero,” I answer somberly, taking a pull from a half-empty bottle of tequila and passing it to Jacob. I don’t normally make a habit of drinking in the middle of the morning—none of us do—but it’s gonna take everything we have just to walk through those funeral home doors.

“Twelve weeks,” my new captain, Callahan—Cal—says, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Just the rest of this season and he would’ve retired.”

Cal looks like hell. We all do. Superintendent Garret Macomb, our sup, was our mentor, our leader, our friend; and now he’s just fucking gone. His old plaid jacket is still hanging on the hook at our base and he’s never coming back to claim it.

I swipe the bottle back from Jacob and take another much-needed pull from it to stop the sting at the bridge of my nose. The tequila burns the back of my throat, but it’s a burn I welcome.

The steady flow of cars and trucks through the rain seems never-ending, turning into the parking lot as my squad talks around me.

“Laney says there’s a reason for everything. I say that’s a pile of bullshit. Where was this rain last week? There’s no reason for any of this,” Jacob says, brushing the misty droplets from his sleeves.

We all wore our uniforms today—standard green Nomex pants and our yellow wildland fire shirts. We stand out in the crowd of dark suits and dresses, but it’s how we show our solidarity and respect.

“That’s your girlfriend’s job. She’s just trying to make you feel better, trying to help,” Cal says to him, patting him on the shoulder, already acting like our captain.

Jacob nods, fighting back tears. He’s been my best friend since middle school, and I’ve seen him cry only once aside from now.

“Sup would have your heads for drinking at eleven a.m. over him, boys,” Jacob’s dad, Jack, says as he locks his truck behind him with a remote. He’s a twenty-year vet and a squad leader with our crew. He’s got more salt than pepper in his hair now but he’s still a strong man. Jacob says he’s thinking of retiring at the end of this season; he just wants to work at least one full summer with his son.

Jack’s wife, Mae, walks in step beside him carrying a sympathy card. Her long dark hair is pulled back in a bun and it’s obvious she’s been crying. I scan the parking lot, knowing if Jack and Mae Taylor are here, my biggest regret isn’t far behind them.

“How’s Molly, honey?” Mae asks Cal, giving him a motherly hug. Jack and Mae own the local bar Shifty’s that we all hang out at more often than we should. Between that and basically growing up at their house, they’ve become like pseudo-parents to all of us over the years.

“She’s good; she’s in there somewhere.” Cal forces a small smile, gesturing to where his fiancée is inside.

I glance out at the mountains through the rain and listen to the group’s chatter for a few minutes, forcing the last image I have of Sup from my mind for the thousandth time; he was sitting on the ridge, stuffing a turkey sandwich into his mouth like any other lunch break, laughing and cracking jokes, his eyes crinkling up into little crescent moons the way they did. I take another sip from the bottle of Patrón and then pour a little out onto the grass beside us for the man who taught me everything I know.

Miss you already, ya sturdy fucker.

We’re hotshots, wildland firefighters. Death and injury are expected in our line of work, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t hard as hell to say goodbye. For today, tequila seems to be making this a little more bearable.

I take my final pull from the bottle at the precise moment I hear her smoky voice. Of course I’m the one standing out here drinking midmorning when she approaches.

“Never seen you boys so clean,” she says to all of us as she steps up onto the curb, her pretty face still hidden by the black umbrella she carries, the ends of her long honey-brown hair visible under the brim.

I turn fully toward her, straightening up and passing the bottle to my crewmate, Caleb.

Violette Mae Taylor, Jacob’s fraternal twin sister, looks stunning and somber in a black dress that fits her to perfection. It falls to her knees, tapering in at her small waist. The sleeves are long and cuffed at the wrist, and the neck is high, but it doesn’t conceal that gorgeous body enough to stop me from swallowing. Hard.

Her light hazel eyes flit to mine, then quickly look away.

“King,” she greets me quickly.

I wince. Once upon a time, I used to be Rowan.

Her coconut scent fills my senses as she breezes right by me, smiling for the other guys, but not for me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on the receiving end of that pretty smile.

Violette hugs Cal and says something to him low enough that we can’t hear before turning to face the rest of the crew to say her hellos. The ones who have known her a long time hug her as she gives her condolences.

“All right.” Jack clears his throat as he checks his watch. “Time to get your shit together, boys. Let’s send Sup off right.”

Our crew utters various forms of fuck yeah and for Sup.

Cal turns to lead us in through the dark wooden double doors as our new captain. Jacob and I follow with Jack, Mae, and Violette close behind.

The moment our crew enters the building, all eyes are on us.

I nod to Xander, Sup’s son, the moment I see him. He’s taking over as Sky Ridge’s superintendent, effective immediately. The number of people here to pay their respects to him, his brothers, and his mother is impressive.

Superintendent Macomb’s yellow helmet catches my eye at the front. It rests at the foot of the podium holding his urn. Xander’s mom stands beside it. I fight back the tears I know are coming as I wait patiently, willing myself to hold it together. Cal and Jacob shake Xander’s hand before I extend mine. He pats me on the shoulder as if to comfort me.

“I’m so fucking sorry, man,” I say. It’s all I can manage to get out while choking back tears.

“My dad loved you, King. He was proud of you and Jacob.” He calls me by my nickname, gulping back sorrow of his own. “You know what he’d say?” A hint of a smirk plays in Xander’s eyes even through his grief.

I fight the tears. “That I’m Rowan fucking Kingsley, and I should lock it up. Never let them see me sweat.”

“That’s right. You and Jacob are the new generation. He’d want you to be strong,” Xander says, already following more in his father’s footsteps than he realizes.

“I’ll do my best, Sup,” I tell him proudly, but his new title doesn’t sit right with me yet.

“It’s time to begin.” The minister from our local church approaches us, gesturing to the seating area to our left.

I nod before moving on with our entire crew to take our seats. The first two rows are a sea of yellow and green.

Christ, this is only my second season. I can’t help but wonder how many more of these memorials I’ll have to attend over my career. I can’t help but wonder if one of them will be for me.

Our job isn’t for the faint of heart. We know the risks, but we take them with pride. I look around at my brothers, silently vowing to do everything in my power to protect each one of them, or fucking die trying.
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Violette

PRESENT

I stare up at the ceiling, singing the theme song to Hollie’s favorite TV show in a fading whisper for the twentieth time tonight, willing her to fall asleep. After a few minutes, I’m pretty sure the twentieth time’s the charm because her pretty hazel eyes finally close. Her blond curls settle against her pillow in tufts as I carefully watch her adorable little features, assessing the best time to make my escape.

We moved back to Sky Ridge almost a month ago, and it’s taken her this long to settle into a new bedtime routine. In her almost four years on this earth, Hollie has always been an incredible sleeper. I swear, this child loved to lie down in her crib every night, cuddle in with her favorite stuffed animal, and drift off to dreamland. But one thing my Hollie doesn’t like is change—at all. And the last year has brought us a lot of that.

Like a stealthy mom ninja, I half roll off the toddler-size bed she sleeps in and raise the guardrail, praying it doesn’t do the squeaky thing it does sometimes and wake her up. Some nights I pass out with her, but tonight I have to go to work, which is, truthfully, the last thing I want to do. After only two weekends, I’m still not quite used to moonlighting at my parents’ bar.

Did I picture myself slinging drinks for extra cash in the town watering hole at twenty-eight? Not a chance, but here we are. The thing is, I can’t even use the excuse that it’s to help my parents out, because it’s not. It’s to help me out. They were the ones gracious enough to let me work alongside their regular bartender Lou on the weekends for some extra cash.

Thankfully, it’s not my only source of income. I’m also a nurse in the burn unit at Bakersfield Hospital, which is ironic, since fire and trauma are two of the reasons I left this town in the first place.

But oddly enough, working with burn victims over the last month has been sort of cathartic for me. My mother is convinced it will heal me of my emotional scars. I’m not quite sure if I buy that.

My career in nursing, unlike my bartending job, rewards me richly, but even with the child support I receive from my ex, things are a little tight having to pay for pricey day care and what’s left of my student loans. Sky Ridge, Washington, is known to have a high cost of living to begin with, but in the nice, sought-after area of town I wanted to raise Hollie in, homes have skyrocketed.

Our house at the corner of Pine Street and Maple is a 1920s one-floor craftsman that cost me a small fortune, so the more tips, the better. Hence my outfit tonight—my tightest faded blue jeans and a ribbed white tank top that bears our pub’s name—Shifty’s—and shows a generous amount of cleavage. Ten years ago, I never would’ve been comfortable wearing something like this in public, but now I’ve grown proud of my curves and even feel confident showing them off a little. So, if a bit of cleavage helps my savings account, I’m here for it.

I hold my breath as I back out of Hollie’s doorway, standing frozen for a few seconds just to make sure she’s actually sleeping.

I fluff my long, golden-brown waves around my shoulders, thankful I got ready for work earlier so I wouldn’t have to do it after Hollie fell asleep.

As I wander through my house picking up toys, I listen to the local news running on the TV. They’ve been covering the Pinafore Creek fires, a series of wildfires burning in the mountains outside of Spokane for days. Normally, I’d shut it off, but I’m in such a hurry to tidy up before my parents get here to watch over Hollie I just let it run.

“The Sky Ridge Hotshots, Central Washington’s own Type 1 hotshot crew, shared video footage of their fire line that redirected the Pinafore Creek fire from jumping into an unprotected conservation area. This in turn stopped the fire from spreading to an upscale neighborhood beyond the mountain late Saturday afternoon. The crew has been working with other crews from Arizona and Wyoming and they’ve managed to dig a line that Superintendent Xander Macomb says ultimately helped bring the rapidly growing and potentially deadly wildfire under control. Just seeing the footage today has helped put nearby residents’ minds at ease.”

I flinch involuntarily at the reporter’s words as I finish tidying. The familiar tight spread of anxiety creeps up my throat, the same feeling I’ve willed myself to push past, countless times since my twin brother Jacob’s tragic death almost five years ago. Sky Ridge’s deadliest summer to date. Two crew members, one season. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to take a deep breath, centering myself and willing the feeling away.

Tears are for another day, I tell myself repeatedly until the tightness subsides.

The handsome face of Superintendent Xander Macomb catches my eye on the TV, standing in the black—the already burned aftermath of the forest—just as the sun is starting to set behind him. He’s wearing headphones and holding his phone up for his interview as his crew moves about behind him in the background. I can’t help but scan the group of men—all powerful, muscular, and fit. They wear olive-green pants and yellow long-sleeved shirts, boots, and helmets, and they’re filthy from head to toe.

I look away quickly, berating myself for even searching for him in the first place. The reporter starts to ask Xander a question via video call just before I pick up the remote control to change the channel.

Nothing against Xander—he’s a kind man who worked well with my dad and brother—but hearing all about the deadly fire feels like too much for me when I have to put my best smile on and face the rowdy Saturday night crowd.

“Hey, Vivi. You look pretty,” my mom, Mae, whispers as she comes through my front door. Bless her and the fact that she knew she needed to whisper.

She kicks her sandals off and sets her purse down on the bench in my entryway.

“So do you,” I say, offering her a squeeze. My mom looks a lot like me—only older, of course. Her hair is still long and dark. At almost sixty, she’s still in great shape, probably because she never sits still. My dad likes to say the devil shakes in his boots when my mom’s feet hit the floor in the morning.

“Still not used to driving around the corner to visit. It’s sure a lot nicer to pop in the truck and only be a few blocks away from my babies.”

I smile at her. “I’m loving that too.”

I lived in Seattle, an hour and a half away, for the last five years, and I barely came home. My parents mostly came to us. My almost ex-husband, Dr. Troy Stafford, and I have been separated for over a year. At first, I was determined to keep Hollie near him, but with his hectic schedule, Troy was the first one to agree that I needed to be near my family again. I needed a better support system, and he promised to make the trip on his days off to see Hollie. The only problem with that is he’s hell-bent on making department head and barely has any R&R time.

It took a couple months to get it all sorted out, but now, after being back for a month, I know it was the right choice, even though Troy hasn’t really been keeping up his end of the bargain. He’s seen Hollie only once this month. I’m hoping that will change as more time goes on. In the meantime, I’m adjusting to life back home, knowing I’ll have to face the ghosts that wait for me here.

One living and one dead.

I pull the most comfortable pair of black boots I own onto my feet and follow my mom into my kitchen. As she flicks a light on, I remember.

Dishes. Shit. I forgot to do those.

My mom says nothing about the mess in the sink and rummages through my otherwise tidy space, pulling open the white cabinets and refrigerator, making a little cracker and cheese platter on my butcher-block island.

“I don’t know how late I’ll be,” I tell her as I move to the sink so I can at least rinse said dishes. “Depends on this crowd tonight.”

Last weekend my parents ended up staying over in my spare bedroom.

“Where’s Dad anyway? I thought he was keeping you company tonight?” I pop a cracker from her platter into my mouth before starting to fill the sink with hot soapy water.

“Stop messing with the dishes, I’ve got them, and your dad is in the truck on the phone catching up with Xander. He didn’t want to wake Hollie. He’ll be in in a minute.”

I nod, fighting the urge to ask, shutting off the tap once the sink is filled. But my need outweighs my pride. Just like it does every damn time.

“Everything okay with the crew?” I ask as casually as possible, pulling a glossy pink lipstick out of my pocket. I use the microwave over my stove as a makeshift mirror, casting a glance at my mom over my shoulder. She smiles ruefully, knowing what my question really means.

“Yeah, baby, everyone is okay.”

She turns back to her platter as I blot my lips with a tissue. I let out the breath I was holding as I waited for her answer.
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ROWAN

PRESENT

Somewhere southwest of Spokane, Washington

Pinafore Creek Wildfire

Most people get up every single day and go to a job they hate. Day in and day out, just dreading that 7:00 a.m. alarm. Maybe they’re living for the weekend, living for their holidays, trying to make their husband or wife happy, all the while never really knowing true fulfillment or what their purpose is.

I get why they do it. There’s comfort in the expected. It’s safe. Not to mention the need to make a good living, pay for their kids’ soccer, their dance lessons, the newest video game, that fancy car in the driveway.

But living that rat race?

Shit sounds like my worst nightmare. Give me my old pickup truck, some vintage vinyl in my simple house, and the rush of being dropped right into the center of nature’s biggest bonfire with the task of figuring out a way to shift its course.

It’s not predictable. It’s not safe, but I know without a doubt that it’s my purpose. There’s no bigger adrenaline rush on Earth, and I get paid to do it every single day.

“You’re gonna head back up the other side and start a line there,” Cal, my captain, calls to us over the noise of the ship we’re riding in.

We’re about to be dropped deeper up the mountains, a higher point than we’ve been working the last few days, and I’m already exhausted. We’ve been at it sixty-five hours of the last eighty on the back end of almost a month away from home. The start to this season has been rough. It was 4:00 a.m. when our spike camp came alive for those of us who were sleeping, and the bosses told us we were moving up the mountain. Cal and Xander—my captain and sup—are smart as hell. I swear to Christ, Sup has a sixth sense with the weather. We say he can command the wind to work in his favor half the time, but this bitch of a blaze is mighty. It’s burned up over nine thousand acres already.

“They’re fighting me, want us to head northwest,” Sup calls to Cal, talking about the federal powers that be. It’s easy to guess the best course of action when you aren’t the one on the ground. We aren’t the only ones here either. There are two other hotshot crews working with us from out of state. Bitching about territory and protocol is always a thing. Sometimes it’s easy to work with other crews; sometimes it’s not.

Sup fiddles with the chin strap on his helmet as the part of the forest where they’ll drop us comes into view. I can almost feel the heat from here.

“They want us up here for a reason. This blaze is acting a lot like the one in Oregon,” Cal says, and we all nod, remembering.

I watch Sup as he nods and analyzes below.

“I just know it’s gonna crown that ridge and head toward town,” he says, looking out the window and assessing the enemy.

“We’ll burn out this side of the mountain so when she comes over that ridge like a bat outta hell, there’s no fuel for her to hang on to,” Sup says.

We nod. The rest of our crew is in the chopper behind us, and they’ll have to be filled in when we land.

“You good and ready?” Cal asks. He’s asking me specifically because he expects me to keep the guys with me on task. I’m our lead sawyer today.

At twenty-eight, I don’t have an official title yet, but that’s my fault entirely. I’ve prolonged my promotion as long as I can. I’ve had my Firefighter Type 1 qualification to become a squad boss since the Red Card committee approved my task book in April. Becoming qualified isn’t easy, so I should be proud, but I just haven’t taken the plunge yet. Everybody knows it’s a terrible middle management position, but it’s a stepping stone.

Trouble is, the idea of being responsible for anyone but myself still torments me.

I lean my head back against the seat. The intense smell of smoke hits me as the ground gets closer. I reach my arms out in front of me, interlocking my fingers in a good stretch, willing my Nomex shirt to loosen. It feels like it’s sticking to me already. The temperature will be 104 degrees today on the ground, and it’s already hot at sunrise.

The choppers hit the earth and our boots are immediately on the ground, crunching the still roots and debris of the forest floor under them. Sometimes, the silence in the green—the area the fire hasn’t touched yet—is deafening, almost peaceful. The weight of knowing it’s our job to keep it this way and live to see the other side rests on every single one of us. I look around and assess our surroundings. The sounds of wildlife are almost nonexistent. Anything living was smart enough to get the hell out of here a long time ago.

“Let’s get on it, boys, we’ll start the line a hundred yards south. Anchor in the creek bed,” Sup calls to us.

Calls of fucking right and let’s fucking do this mixed with standard chatter ensue as we all begin our hike to the location. The mood is always high energy but laser focused.

Twenty minutes later, we’re spread out and settling in to get our fire line going. I start pulling out my Pulaski ax and my Stihl saw so I can begin cutting brush. The embroidered patches that are sewn into all our packs catch my eye.

In memory—Jacob “Big T” Taylor. I reach back to pat it and nod reassuringly.

“We’ve got this one, brother,” I mutter to Jacob, as if he can hear me while I start to work.

Some days it’s less difficult to go up against the unpredictable flames of a wildfire than it is to battle the five years of blame and regret in my gut.

I fire up my Stihl and the adrenaline I chase fills my veins with the rumbling sound. I look to my left, facing the beast we’re here to take on, and smile wide.

Do your best, motherfucker.

[image: ]
“The blaze just . . . wasn’t lying down. There was wide-open grassland and tall dense junipers as far as we could see. Jacob went up to the ridge to look out. We were talking to him as he went on the walkie . . .” Xander, my sup, swipes a tear from his face as all seventeen of us sit in the hospital waiting room with Jack and Mae Taylor.

Every one of us except Jacob. What’s left of him is down the hall. A reminder that I failed. I couldn’t protect him, and I couldn’t save him.

Grief, disbelief, shame. It all weighs inside me, fighting a losing battle. Twisting and turning in a never-ending nauseating cycle. I’ve thrown up twice. Once when we pulled Jacob’s body out of the ash pit he fell into, and once when they got him loaded up in the medevac.

Mae is a brick wall sitting beside her husband. She’s either on the verge of a breakdown or in total disbelief that her son is being worked on and near death down the hall. His twin sister, Violette, is encircled in the arms of Jacob’s girlfriend, Laney, as they cry.

I feel my chest tighten. It takes everything in me not to go to Violette and take her in my arms, but I know this isn’t the time or place for that, nor would she let me. Hell, I can barely even get her to talk to me.

None of this is right. He was just supposed to be looking out, then a brutal wind none of us saw coming carried a tsunami of flames toward him. In the blink of an eye, it covered the entire ridge Jacob had gone up to. We assume he was running back down the ridge, to us in the black, when he fell into the pit. Medics said they thought it was a badger or coyote den. Jacob must not have seen its telltale signs, he just went through it, and it took us too long to get to him.

“You owe me a beer for this,” he had said, looking over his shoulder at me as he started his climb up the side of the ridge. I had laughed and called him a cheap fucker.

I owed him a beer. Because I was supposed to be the one to go to lookout. But I wasn’t quite done chipping a burning birch tree apart, so when he offered, I let him go.

Sup’s words return over my thoughts as Jack cries openly across from him. Sup doesn’t have any sons, but he knows what it’s like to lose his dad this way. Fuck, our crew hasn’t even gotten over that loss from a few months ago.

The sliding glass door opens to the waiting room. A doctor and two people with clipboards come through it. They don’t even have to speak for me to know why they’re here. Mae lets out a curdling scream that I’ll never forget as long as I live, and I fall to my knees as they confirm what I already know. He never even saw one full season. Jacob is dead. My best friend is gone and it’s all my fault.

I sit up, drenched in a cold sweat, smacking my knees on the seat in front of me. The buggy taking us back to base is disorientating and in complete contrast to my recurring dream. The mood is electric and celebratory for a bunch of men who haven’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. It’s not very often we’re fighting a fire so close to home.

I pull my phone out. It’s already early evening. My mom has texted me three times to check in. Aside from that, no one is worrying about me, but that’s okay. That’s the way I want it. No attachments. Hotshot life doesn’t support relationships, which is why I don’t have any other than my squad. Some of the guys make it work with girlfriends and wives, but it just seems like a fuck ton of work, and I haven’t had a woman hold my interest for more than one night in a really long time.

I look over at Cal. He’s currently sitting across from me texting his girlfriend, Scottie. Never seen him so obsessed with a woman. He’s definitely one of the guys making this relationship thing work. I shake my head and chuckle as I take in the lovesick grin on his face.

Someone has “Back in Black” by AC/DC playing. Caleb, a crewmate, is rocking a mean air guitar; Tex, Bobby, and Curly are talking football over the music; and two other crewmates, Dixon and Roycie, are arm wrestling. Through all this chaos, I’ve been sleeping, oblivious to the commotion around me.

I try to take a deep breath. The char in my lungs is worth it—we did our job, and once again, Sup was right: The wind was on our side. We managed to carve out a perfect line, so clean even Mike Opperman—Opp, as we call him—took a picture.

“Twenty to home,” Sup says over his shoulder to everyone. Some cheers go up.

Christ, home. I’ve barely seen it this month. I can’t wait to shower, eat, and just stretch out on my sofa. I know I’ll be awake for hours. My dreams about Jacob always come in spurts, so for the next few days, every time I close my eyes, I’ll see his face just before he headed up that fucking ridge. That vision and the same thoughts of blame rotate through my mind with a vengeance. The memories are like the embers of a fire that aren’t fully extinguished. One gust of guilt and the whole thing tries to roar back to an inferno.

I should’ve gone with him. I should’ve been there. It should’ve been me—

“You all right?” Cal asks from across the aisle, setting his phone down. I realize as he asks that I’m breathing heavy. I wipe the sweat from my brow.

“Just hard to get Jacob’s face out of my head sometimes,” I tell him, running a hand through my knotted hair.

Cal sighs and looks out the window, a pensive look on his face as he scrubs a hand over the soot-covered scruff of his beard.

“Probably always will be. It’s hard to get ahead of that, thank fuck for grief therapy.”

I nod. “Damn right.”

Cal is a man who tells it like it is and doesn’t feel the need to push, and right now I’m grateful for it.

“Hey. We got this one and we’re all whole. One fight at a time, yeah?” he says, his face serious.

“Yeah,” I say, taking a deep breath as the town limit of Sky Ridge comes into view. The land here is so green, so full of life, and even though the night is warm, it feels cool after what we just worked through.

Our base is a shit shack—it’s a large, glorified metal pole barn just outside of Sky Ridge, but it’s ours. The greenish paint is worn, but there’s lots of room for all of our equipment and space to hang out. Sup’s field office is here, along with a makeshift kitchen, a pool table, a decent gym, and common areas.

It takes us an hour to unload our gear and change. Sup pats me on the back as I’m hanging up my gear in the open room where our lockers line a white cinder block wall. Our motto is painted above them.

Fight for those who can’t. Protect those we can. Honor the ones we’ve lost.

I turn to face him.

“You did good out there this week. You know you’re ready,” he says gruffly.

I nod and feel my body tense, avoiding his eyes.

“King. You’re already doing the job; you might as well get paid for it.”

I turn and pull a fresh black Sky Ridge Hotshots T-shirt from my locker and pull it over my head. I’m still wearing my green Nomex pants from the mountain and my boots.

“Yeah . . . uh, can this be a tomorrow conversation?” I ask Sup with a smirk.

“It’s been a tomorrow conversation for months.” He levels with me. “Look, I know the idea of an official crew of your own seems like a big responsibility. But we need you, and the only way you get over it is to try to get over it.” He lifts a heavy boot up on the bench in front of me and tightens his laces as he talks.

“Cal said you had another dream. I still have them too, we all do. But Jacob knew the risks and he’d tell you just like I am right now that it’s time. He’d want this.”

He gestures to the room of joking, lighthearted, and rowdy hotshots. The air in here is almost festive after putting down that line. Normally, I’d be as happy as they are with a job well done, but, fuck, sometimes those dreams take me right back to that moment I let him go.

I put my hands on my hips and look at my sup as he sets his jaw.

As hotshots, we all have standards we have to meet regularly when it comes to physical fitness, so my sup is a beast of a man. Nothing really rattles him, so when he gets serious and emotional, I know he means it.

“Don’t dismiss the job because of him. Take it for him,” he says simply.

And for some reason, something in me finally clicks. I look around the room. This is my chance to make it right, to make losing Jacob worth something. But after I agree, there’s no going back. This was supposed to be Jacob’s job. He always wanted to make squad boss.

I blow out a deep breath and drop to the bench behind me. I know I can’t drag this out anymore. I can’t live in the past and not take on more responsibility because of my fear. Maybe being a squad leader will help me save someone. I can’t believe I never looked at it that way until now. I can almost hear Jacob’s voice telling me to stop being a chickenshit and to do his job when he can’t. You owe me that much after letting me die, I imagine him saying.

“Shit, fine. I’m all in, Sup. Whatever you need,” I say firmly.

He just stares at me for five seconds like he can’t believe I’m finally agreeing, then pats me on the shoulder as his grin grows.

“Did I hear what I think I just did?” Cal asks, coming up behind me and gripping my shoulders, giving me a shake.

“Yeah, you did. Your boy here is moving up!” Sup adds, loud enough the entire room hears.

“Fuck yeah, that’s the fucking spirit,” Cal says, giving me one last pat on the shoulder.

“Now”—Sup looks around the room—“put on a fresh shirt, boys. Food and drink, it’s happening!” Sup says to the room as he backs away. “We’re celebrating our new crew boss.” He points at me.

The room explodes into hoots and whistles.

I can’t help it. I shake my head and smile wide.

Fucking hell, guess I’m gonna be a squaddie.
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Violette

“Every. Fucking. Time!” I hear Pete—a bar regular and local Sky Ridge medic—call out as he slaps down twenty dollars in the center of our worn pool table the precise moment I arrive with his beer.

“You take him again?” I ask Matt, his co-worker, with a grin. He clearly just beat him for the third time tonight. Matt’s chuckling at Pete as he takes the two Budweisers off my tray and passes one to Pete.

“’Course.” Matt smirks. “I beat him every weekend and he keeps coming back for more,” he says with a friendly wink.

I laugh. Matt’s a good egg. And handsome. He’s all pretty, wholesome smiles.

“Thanks, Vi.” He pulls a five out of his pocket and pops it on my tray to tip me. He’s been doing that all night, adding to my nice little stash behind the till.

“Good thing he’s tipping, darlin’, he’s taken all my money,” Pete says, looking crushed as he takes his first sip.

“Play nice, boys,” I say, patting Matt on the shoulder. “Go easy on him; you know the more he drinks, the more he bets.”

Matt leans in. “I’m counting on it.”

I shake my head and cast them a smile over my shoulder.

“Double or nothin’,” I hear Matt suggest as I start making my way through the crowd back to the bar.

A few of their buddies laugh. I had all but forgotten what Saturday nights at Shifty’s were like. The smell of perfume and sweat fills the air—it’s almost enough to overtake the stale smell of beer and pub food.

We’re packed full tonight with a bunch of townies and it’s only nine thirty. Some off-duty cops are huddled in a big group in one corner, lit up by the neon glow of vintage signs my parents have collected over the years, and a good-size group of locals are line dancing to Luke Bryan in the back corner. The bar is lined up with a lot of people I’ve known most of my life. I make my way to a few tables, taking orders to help Lou out, then venture back behind the bar to fill my tray. Lou always stays behind the bar. He’s just plain faster than I am after doing this for so many years, and he knows the drinks inside and out. I’m still learning, so server duty it is.

I’m just serving a round of whiskey to the table closest to the door when it opens with a ding. The smell hits me first. Smoke, diesel from their drip torches, and . . . dirt. I’d know it anywhere, and grief swells in my chest before I even see them. I take an extra few seconds to set down the final whiskey tumbler, willing the tightness in my chest to subside, reminding myself I can always cry another day. I throw a silent prayer up that he’s not here, then take a deep breath, turning to face the group of hotshots I know are filing in behind me.

I immediately come face-to-face with those deadly navy eyes. Shit.

Rowan Kingsley. My other ghost, the living one I wish I could avoid.

To the rest of them, his nickname is King, and he was my brother Jacob’s best friend. He was also the guy who absolutely decimated my heart when I was eighteen.

His six-foot-three frame looms over me. He wears his greens and a black Sky Ridge Crew T-shirt. He’s much more muscular than the last time I saw him and, of course, he’s still gorgeous. Rowan has always had an all-American team captain vibe about him, as if he were ripped right from the pages of Men’s Health magazine and dropped onto our local hotshot crew. His jaw is wide, strong, and—right now—scruffy. His features are straight and rugged, and his right arm is entirely covered in ink. I notice a hawk, with its wings spread wide. They wrap entirely around so I can’t see where they meet. It’s the largest piece on his rippled, corded forearm. I spot the date above it. The date Jacob died. It’s front and center and it hits me square in the chest. A wave of grief washes over me so hard I have to look away.

Fuck.

Before I can even say anything, or the tightness has a chance to set in, I’m swept up by one of them in a crushing hug. It takes me a second to realize the man hugging me is Mike Opperman.

Jacob loved him, he called him Bear on account of his big, burly appearance. The guys call him Opp. He gives me a little spin and says, “Fucking Christ, Little T, what the hell are you doing here waiting tables?”

I laugh, putting on my best brave face. It’s been a long time since I’ve been called Little T. Little Taylor.

“Just living the dream, Opp.” I laugh as Opp sets me down, gesturing to my serving tray. I’ve known him my whole life. In fact, I’ve known most of these guys my whole life. The image of their faces at my brother’s funeral flashes through my mind. I squeeze my eyes shut to push the vision away. It was a lot easier to bury those memories when I wasn’t here. But sometimes it still feels like yesterday, not five years ago.

“Welcome home, Violette. Your dad said you were working at Bakersfield?” Xander says, giving me a friendly side hug and a kiss on the top of my head.

My eyes flit to King’s for all of one second. The look he’s wearing tells me he didn’t know I was even home until he walked in here and saw me.

I look back at Xander. “Yeah. Almost a month now.”

“That explains why we haven’t seen you yet. We’ve been going nonstop for five weeks,” Cal Woods, their captain, says, leaning in to give me a friendly hug too. “Anyone fucks with you in here, we’ve got you, lil’ sis,” he says, patting me on the head.

I nod, knowing he means it.

That’s how they all look at me, like I’m their little sister.

“I think I can handle them, but I promise, Sky Ridge’s very own hotshots will be my first call.” I wrinkle my nose. “Y’all could probably kill them with your stench,” I say, letting my eyes move to King’s again.

“Told you all it was a shit move to come in here so dirty,” King says, looking at Xander.

His deep timbre is as smooth as I remember it. My traitorous body must not recall that he’s an asshole because as soon as he speaks, I get those familiar tingles up my spine.

“No time for showers when we’re celebrating, ’sides, it’s gonna take at least two to get us clean anyhow,” Opp says with a wide grin. He headlocks King and rubs his knuckles into the wavy dark blond hair. They’re the same height and almost the same size. “This one’s making squaddie,” Opp says proudly to me.

“Fuck, the whole bar doesn’t need to know,” King says, pulling away from him.

Another punch to the chest. That was what Jacob talked about before he died, and now he’ll never have the chance. That pain I’ve been really good at holding in sifts like ashes through my carefully built walls. Talking to these guys is too close to home. Seeing all of them healthy and happy.

This is why I do my best to avoid these hotshots at all costs.

King pushes his messy dark blond locks back off his forehead and looks at me.

“Got a spot where we won’t dirty up your bar too much?” he asks with the half smirk that used to make my heart race.

I look away and gesture to the corner. “The back tables are open. I’ll send Lou over for your order,” I tell them, secretly hoping Lou will actually do it for me. I don’t want to spend my night serving King, of all people.

They follow my suggestion and take up a few tables near the only window in this place.

I make my way back to the bar, trying to shake the way King’s deep blue eyes stood out under his tan, or the way his wide jaw ticked when his eyes met mine. Someone with no heart shouldn’t look like he could easily steal mine. It really isn’t fair, but then, I guess life rarely is. If it were, I never would’ve been attracted to Rowan Kingsley in the first place, and my brother would be sitting at that table with them.
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ROWAN

“Earth to King.”

A fist hits my shoulder, and my eyes snap to Cal’s.

“You all right?” he asks.

“Yeah, just fucking wrecked,” I say, leaning back in my chair as I take a swig of my beer.

“I hear that,” Roycie, our rookie, agrees. This is only his first season, and Pinafore Creek is the worst fire he’s seen so far. He’s a good sawyer, but you’d never even know he was old enough to be a firefighter. Looking at him, you would assume he’s about seventeen, not twenty-three, but he’s a hard worker and he follows me around a lot as he learns. He’s sort of like a stray dog. My stray dog, so I’m starting to feel responsible for him.

“Need to go home and shower somewhere I can’t catch athlete’s foot or step in jizz,” Roycie says with a grin.

“We all had to learn the hard way, now you know it’s better not to shower until you get home,” Opp says to Roycie with a chuckle.

Ain’t that the truth. We all know better than to use camp showers, unless it’s absolutely necessary.

“Don’t fuckin’ laugh. I’m traumatized, dude,” Royce deadpans, which makes us all laugh even more.

“Hotshot training, lesson number one. Better to smell like ass than have sticky feet,” Opp jokes, raising his beer, and Roycie gags.

It takes a bit for the rookies to get used to not showering. Some guys don’t shower at all, no matter how long we’re out there. At best, they may hose off or whore-bath themselves with wet wipes. Camp showers are notorious for being the place where some real messed-up shit happens, and for some guys, not showering is just a part of their superstition. When it comes to staying safe, we all have our superstitions. Like I only change my greens every four days and never shower until I get back to base or until I get home. I just hose off every few days. Opp takes it to the extreme. He doesn’t wash his yellows all season. It’s fucking rank, but there’s no chance he’ll change his ways after five continuous seasons of living to see October uninjured.

“Been looking good out there, boys!” a female voice calls from two tables over. We all turn toward a table of women where the voice was coming from. All locals. Dressed for the club, not for Shifty’s.

“Oh, hells yes,” Dixon, taking them in, mutters under his breath. “Dibs on the brunette.”

“You’re fucking filthy, bro.” I take my final sip of beer.

“I got a shower at home. If she wants it, she’ll wait. A wise man once told me, ‘Gotta plant the seed, King, plant the seed,’” he says with a menacing grin, using my own words against me from when I was a rookie and balls-deep in women just wanting to spend a night with a hotshot. In those days, I didn’t say no very often either.

“Wanna join us, ladies?” Roycie, basking in the rookie hotshot glow, pornstache and all, offers them an award-winning grin. “Could really use some company after the ferocious fire we just had to tame. Only been around these goons for almost a month straight.” He smirks. He’s sitting between me and Caleb and extends his arms to grip each of our shoulders as he says it, then looks at me and waggles his eyebrows.

I chuckle. Fuckin’ manwhore.

All four women nod and stand immediately, moving to come join us.

Cal doesn’t even look up from his phone when the girls sit, Xander mutters something like ,“I’m getting too old for this shit,” and even though one of the women keeps smiling at me, I’m just not feeling it tonight either. I learned a few years ago that mixing one-night stands with locals is never a good idea. Roycie will learn that too in time.

I give the woman looking at me a tight-lipped attempt at a friendly smile. Friendly because that’s all I’ve got for her. I’m fucking shook after coming face-to-face with Violette Taylor. I never thought I’d see her back in town.

Roycie plays the fake-modest act with his audience. I half listen to him tell the girls that fighting wildfires is “all in a day’s work,” and that we’re “just extreme landscapers.” You’d think this fucker had been peddling this act for years instead of a few months.

I shake my head and laugh at our rookie, catching a glimpse of Violette through the crowd at the bar. It’s been five years since I laid eyes on her last, back at Jacob’s funeral. We didn’t talk, she was with her boyfriend at the time and way too upset for that. Her face was the last thing I expected to see when I walked through those doors tonight, and seeing her when I’m in this shape?

Fucking humiliating.

I watch as she smiles at a local guy now—Matt. He’s a medic who works with Cal’s girlfriend. Violette laughs at something he says and passes him a beer from the cooler. The jeans she’s wearing hug every curve she offers . . . and what she offers is perfection. Full tits filling out her Shifty’s tank top, which I’ve never found attractive on anyone in here until today. A toned waist that leads to soft round hips. Hips I could imagine rocking back and forth over me with my hands gripping them tight. And that smile, it curves up over her straight, white teeth as she tucks her thick hair behind an ear. Although she’s too far away for me to see it, I know that glimmery sort of light she gets in her eyes whenever she smiles is there. I just really don’t like that Matt is the one getting it right now. I force myself to look away.

Glimmery light? Christ, I need some fuckin’ sleep, and apparently a cold shower, since I’m sporting a goddamn semi just from looking at Violette.

I pick at the soggy label on my near-empty beer bottle, watching Violette while the guys chatter on about the line we cut in yesterday and how pretty it was. Roycie is showing photos to the girls at our table—one of them is already sitting on his lap.

I wonder why Violette’s here and what happened with her husband as I continue to watch her. Her hair is longer than I remember, but it’s still that same deep, honey sort of brown it’s always been, hanging in shiny waves almost to her waist.

I watch her wipe down the bar in graceful swipes as she sings along to a country hit and I get lost in her again. She’s still got the most incredible body. Curvy but petite. That ass—

“We keeping you awake?” Cal chuckles, nodding toward Violette. “Are you surprised to see her? Brings him back even more, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I say, clearing my throat.

I contemplate asking about her for a few more minutes as the guys all talk.

Fuck it, I’m asking.

“So, is Violette, uh . . . her marriage—is she . . . you know, is it—”

“Over?” Sup asks, cutting me off, leaning forward, propping his thick forearms onto the table. “Yeah, it is, and she’s doing her best to adjust, for her and her daughter. Jack says she’s finally getting past some of those old demons,” he adds. “In other words, you’re gonna give her some space.”

I scoff and look away. “Obviously,” I say to my boss, annoyed he knows me so well.

Cal backs his chair out; it scrapes against the wood floor as he readies to stand. “Another round?” he asks the table.

I take my chance without thought, fully rising faster than he does. “Gotta stretch my legs anyway, Cap. I got it.” I look around the table as I clap him on the shoulder. “Who wants?”

Dixon and Caleb ask me to bring them another, and Sup shoots me a look of warning, shaking his head.

“What?” I ask. “Just trying to give my hardworking bosses a break.” I grin in defense, backing away from the table with my hands raised.

“Uh-huh, what part of space don’t you get?” Sup’s voice fades as I turn and make my way through the crowd.

I know Violette probably doesn’t want to see me, and I can’t say I blame her. In my defense, I was still a kid when I hurt her, and I had my reasons for both hurting her and not telling her why.

Now, it seems she’s home and single. And that changes everything. It also makes me hope she might be willing to forgive and forget.

Memories, coupled with regret and the loss of Jacob, threaten to steal the breath from my lungs as I eat up the space between us with steady strides.

Violette looks up at me with those bright hazel eyes when I reach the bar and I decide right here and now that I’m going to show her the man I am today. I’m gonna fix this.

She leans one-handed on the bar, propping her other hand on her curvy hip, then cocks her head to the side, her waves tumbling down over her shoulder.

“What can I get you, King?” she asks, clearly trying to make this a quick exchange, but I’ve got other ideas.

I drum my fingers on the bar and blow out a breath, glancing behind her at the liquor on the shelf and the framed photo of Jacob hanging behind the bar. I remember the day that photo was taken. Our third fire together in Utah. Jacob’s in full gear, eyeing me down. If he were here, he’d be telling me to hurry up, get my beer, and stop trying to impress his clearly unimpressed sister. I ignore his imaginary scolding.

“What’s good here?” I ask her, focusing intently on the labels.

She scoffs. “We both know that you probably know better than I do.” She’s already annoyed with me, and it’s been less than a minute.

“Oh, I don’t know . . . If I know you, I’d bet you’ve memorized every drink in this place already,” I say.

She sighs. “You don’t know me anymore, King.”

Now I’m really pissing her off, but at least I have her attention. I maintain my focus on the bottles behind her as I speak. “So, you settling in, Violette? Doing okay? Living at your parents’ or—”

“What is this?” she asks.

I move my gaze back to her. She’s looking me up and down, her almond-shaped eyes narrowing, scrutinizing me. “What?” I use my most offended tone. “I can’t be curious how you’re—?”

“We’re not friends, King, you know it as well as I do.”

I lean in, my forearms against the bar. “That’s the thing, Violette. I’ve decided I want to change that.”

A few beats of silence hang heavily between us before Violette tosses her head back and laughs. She’s trying to appear appalled, but her smile takes my breath away regardless. “Seriously? After all these years?” she asks as she twists the top off a bottle of PBR and passes it to my left.

“Thanks, Violette.”

I flinch because I didn’t even notice Sup standing behind me. I make the mistake of glancing at him. He’s side-eyeing me like my grumpy older brother.

“Are you getting those beers, King, or taking up residence on Violette’s nerves for the rest of the night?”

I look from him to Violette. “A little of both,” I joke, doing my best to keep her eyes.

She rolls hers and looks away, completely uninterested. Ouch.

“Well, hurry up, yeah? I’m sure she has other customers to tend to.” He nudges me with his elbow and says it loud enough for Violette to hear.

“Sure do . . .” she answers Sup. “So, Budweiser then?” Her eyes move to me.

“Jesus, can’t a guy just think of trying something new,” I ask them both as Sup turns to head back to the table.

Violette cocks her head to the side. “With your drink or your personality?”

I chuckle, and so does Sup as he walks away.

“Once again, both, I guess,” I say honestly, scratching my jaw, which earns an actual laugh from her.

“Look, truth is, I just don’t want you to remember me as the asshole who hurt you. It’s not who I am, at least not anymore,” I blurt out, internally cringing as soon as the words leave my mouth. That’s not how I wanted that to sound. As if she’s some charity case I’m just trying to rectify. Her eyes instantly shut down and any progress I just made goes right out the window.

Real smooth, dick.

But Violette surprises me and leans in close, her eyes quietly exploring my face. She’s offering me a nice view of her cleavage if I choose to look. Of course I don’t. I’m not actually a dick.

Her clean, coconut scent fills my nose as we stand suspended in silence.

“So, you want to do what, then, King?” She leans even closer. “Just pick up right where we left off? Forget our history?” she asks, pulling me in with her eyes.

“Not forget, maybe start fresh though . . .” I say awkwardly.

“Maybe get some dinner?” she asks. “Share all our secrets from the last decade? BFFs?” she adds. “And I’d be so quick to agree to that, because I’ve just been pining away over you since I was eighteen?”

She smirks and pats me on the cheek.

“I hate to break it to your massive ego, buddy, but you aren’t as memorable as you think.” She straightens up, breaking the trance she was holding me in and begins to untie the white serving apron from around her waist. “Did you ever think it might be possible that I just plain don’t like you? Or that maybe you just aren’t as charming as you think?” She shrugs.

I scramble, trying to get this train wreck of a conversation back on track. “Look, Vi, I—”

“Violette,” she corrects, folding her arms across her chest.

“Violette,” I echo. “It’s been a lot of years, and I know we have some shitty memories between us, but maybe we can try something different, yeah? Just to get to know each other again? Who we are now. Maybe even become friends.”

“It’s not a good idea. We’re nothing alike and I have no time for friends,” she says with a laugh. “And I’m taking my break, so whenever you choose your adventurous new drink, you can give your order to Lou,” she adds, nodding her head toward him at the other end of the bar.

I reach across the bar and grab her arm to stop her from leaving. The feel of her soft skin under my calloused hand is foreign but the connection ripples through me like a shockwave.

She looks down where I hold her delicate wrist, then back up at me.

“You know what, actually? Four Buds will be just fine,” I answer quickly.

She narrows her eyes and her tongue comes out to wet her plush lips. I momentarily lose my entire thought process.

“Budweiser . . . America’s beer.” I shrug. Did I just quote a goddamn TV commercial?

Violette pulls her arm away and gives me the universal look for what the hell is wrong with you? then removes the caps off the beers before setting them in front of me.

I throw enough money on the bar to pay for the beers and give her a hefty tip, then grab two beers in each hand. I’ve definitely overstayed my welcome tonight and failed miserably in my attempt to get Violette to forgive me. But there’s always tomorrow.

“Thank you, Violette.” I offer her the smile that usually works for me.

She flat-out ignores it and turns to fold up her apron on the counter, offering me a good view of her ass in those fucking jeans.

“Mm-hmm,” she says without turning around.

“Oh, hey, uh. You look great by the way,” I add over my shoulder.

“I know,” she retorts, still not turning around.

I raise my eyebrows. Well, this Violette is certainly a little more confident than the one I knew when we were kids.

It makes me happy; she never saw her worth in her younger years.

I grin as I make my way back through the crowd. When I set the beers on the table, Sup is already giving me the hairy eyeball.

“Just can’t listen, can ya, kid?” he asks.

I shrug as I take my seat. “No idea what you mean, just welcoming her home.”

He shakes his head at me and mutters something as he sips his beer.

I glance at Violette when I sit. She’s looking back, until the precise moment my eyes meet hers, then she looks away.

It’s only a second but it gives me the tiny spark of hope I need. She’s definitely gonna try to fight me, but I can be persuasive as fuck when I want something.

And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you rarely get second chances in life, so if this is the universe giving me one, I’m taking it.
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