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      Olivia thought returning to her hometown for the summer would be a simple task—caring for her ailing father and keeping her head down. But fate has a way of stirring the pot when she runs into Ryan, her high school nemesis turned irresistible local firefighter. His cocky charm and jaw-dropping good looks reignite old rivalries and unexpected sparks between them.

      Determined to keep their distance, Olivia soon finds herself drawn into Ryan’s orbit as he steps in to help with her father's home repairs. What begins as heated arguments quickly transforms into steamy encounters that leave them both craving more. Olivia insists their summer fling is just that—a temporary escape before she heads back to her city life. But Ryan is relentless, ready to challenge her every step of the way, determined to show her that small-town love can be just as exhilarating as the city.

      As the sun sets on their summer, Olivia grapples with the choice between her career ambitions and the connection she never saw coming. When Ryan is injured during a hero's rescue mission, Olivia realizes the depth of her feelings. In a bold twist, she decides to take a leap of faith, surprising Ryan with the news that she’s staying for good.

      Dive into the fire where sizzling chemistry meets second chances, and discover if love can truly conquer all!
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        * * *

      

      About the Author

      Cozy Mysteries - Sweet Romance

      Gita Appleyard crafts stories that wrap around readers like a favorite quilt on a rainy afternoon. Her pen moves between genres with the ease of someone who knows exactly where comfort lives on the page. Whether you're solving crimes alongside the characters in her Spilled Ink Cozy Mysteries, falling in love in her Small Town Romantic Comedies, or feeling your heart race (but never embarrassed) during her Firefighter Romances, Gita's worlds offer the perfect escape—always warm, always welcoming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Siren's Call

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily

      

      Mornings in the new house always feel like a test. I’m up before Sarah, waiting for her footsteps, listening for her voice—hoping the nightmares left her alone for once. Not today. There’s the muffled thud as she rolls off her bed, then a pause, then her door cracks open and she’s at the threshold of my bedroom, clutching a stuffed purple octopus like it’s a shield.

      “Mummy, can you braid my hair today? The fancy way.”

      I look at the time on my phone. 6:17 AM. An hour before I need to drop her at Mrs. Rayner’s for before-school care and haul myself to the town hall. My first instinct is to say no. My second is to realize I only have so many mornings before she stops asking.

      “Only if you bring me coffee,” I say, already swinging my legs out of bed.

      Sarah scampers down the hall. She’s loud because she knows we’re the only ones here. No one to disturb except maybe the neighbor’s dog, whose barks have never seemed to penetrate these walls, not like the old place. I follow her into the kitchen, watching as she fills my mug from the pot I set on auto-brew the night before. Most six-year-olds can’t pour coffee without splashing it everywhere. Most six-year-olds don’t have to. But Sarah’s a quick study, and I’m a working single mom, so we adjust.

      She hands me the mug with two hands, the way I taught her, careful not to spill. I set it aside and go to work on her hair, sectioning the copper strands that have never quite matched my own. She sits perfectly still, something she only ever does for me or for art class.

      “Will Dad be at the parade this weekend?” she asks, voice muffled by the octopus.

      I almost miss a beat, but recover, keeping my hands busy so she won’t see my face in the reflection of the microwave door. “He said he’d try, remember? But it’s a long drive from Indianapolis.”

      Sarah nods, as if this makes perfect sense. It’s easier for her, I hope. Harder for me, every time.

      After breakfast, I coax Sarah into her purple sneakers—on the wrong feet, as always, a quirk she refuses to correct—and we’re out the door. Our breath fogs the air, the early-spring chill stubbornly clinging to the Midwest. I buckle her into the backseat, dodging questions about whether Mrs. Rayner still has the “biting hamster.”

      “She’s really a gerbil, sweetie,” I remind her.

      “She bites like a hamster,” Sarah says. Her tone is final.

      The drive is short. In a town this size, everything is. We pass the hardware store where I get my paint and broken lawnmower parts, the diner where I once dropped a milkshake on a date with a boy I later married (then divorced), the school where my own name is still sharpied on the gym wall under “Debate Team State Champions, 2003.” Every block is a history lesson I’d rather skip, but the universe reruns it anyway.

      Sarah’s off in a flash, her backpack thumping against her skinny spine, her arms flailing as she waves at friends. She doesn’t look back, which I tell myself is a good sign, but it never feels like one. I sit in the parking lot for a minute longer than I need to. I am, at this moment, not needed by anyone. I could sit here forever, if not for the emails and the deadlines and the rent.

      The town hall is a former bank, the vault repurposed as the record room. I punch in the door code, let myself in, and am greeted by the smell of instant coffee and the echo of the janitor’s off-key singing. I’ve worked here seven months and have yet to find the files in any kind of order. I settle in at my desk and lose myself in the mindless rhythm of paperwork.

      At 2:43 PM, the phone rings. I expect a telemarketer or maybe the mayor’s wife, but it’s Mrs. Rayner. I know it’s her before she says anything, because only Mrs. Rayner calls from a landline.

      “Lily, I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s smoke coming from the Danforths’ place. It’s probably nothing, but Sarah’s a little—well, I thought you should know.”

      The next thing I remember is my car key digging into my palm as I sprint for the parking lot. I don’t remember locking my computer, don’t remember saying goodbye to the front desk. My legs remember the shortcut past the playground, and in less than three minutes I’m at the Danforths’. Their house is at the far edge of our subdivision—a two-story with peeling siding and a decorative wagon wheel by the porch.

      Smoke pours from the second-floor window. Not a thin curl, either. Heavy, black, billowing. I see Mrs. Rayner’s brood corralled on the sidewalk, including Sarah, whose eyes are huge and face streaked with tears. I scoop her up before she can speak, pressing her against my chest so hard I worry I’ll bruise her.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I say, over and over, until the words lose meaning. The neighbor’s dog barks, the sirens wail in the distance, and the air smells like a burning tire factory.

      The firetruck arrives in a burst of sound and color—red engine, flashing lights, and half the volunteer fire department tumbling out before the thing comes to a stop. I recognize two from my high school class, one from my failed attempt at a yoga group last winter. Ben Morrison is last off the truck, moving with the careful economy of someone built for this. He’s six-foot-two, at least, and even under the helmet I’d know those shoulders. He’s bulked up since I saw him last, but still has the same earnest face, the same habit of pausing before he talks like he’s measuring every word.

      He doesn’t see me at first, which is just as well. He calls out orders, voice steady and calm, no sign of panic. He’s in the thick of it, inside the house with a hose before the second engine even arrives. Sarah burrows her face into my shoulder and whimpers, “Is he going to die?”

      “No,” I say, though I have no idea if I’m lying.

      Within fifteen minutes the fire is under control. The Danforths are accounted for—Mrs. Danforth is crying into a neighbor’s arms, Mr. Danforth stands shirtless and dazed on the lawn, his arm around a dog that looks none too pleased about the excitement. The fire crew emerges, soot-streaked and triumphant, and Ben peels off his helmet, scanning the crowd. His gaze finds me. He freezes for half a second, then offers a small, embarrassed wave.

      I try to wave back, but my hands are full of child.

      “You’re safe,” I whisper into Sarah’s hair. She doesn’t answer. Her breathing is slow, even. She’s asleep.

      Ben makes his way over, wiping black smudges off his face with the back of one gloved hand. He’s still breathing hard, his eyes bright, and for a moment I can see the high school kid I barely noticed in the lunch line, the one who loaned me his umbrella in the rain and never asked for it back.

      “Lily,” he says, with a nod that’s more formal than I remember. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I live down the block now,” I say. “It’s my day for disaster.”

      He smiles—real, not polite—and glances at Sarah’s sleeping form. “She okay?”

      “Terrified,” I say. “But yeah. She’ll be fine.”

      He hesitates, then crouches to my level, careful not to get too close. “You?”

      I want to say I’m fine. I always say I’m fine. But the adrenaline still buzzes under my skin, and my hands are trembling so hard I nearly drop my daughter.

      “I’m not,” I say, because he asks like he means it. “But I will be.”

      Ben nods. The silence stretches between us, not awkward, just full.

      There’s commotion behind him—someone yelling about water damage, someone else herding children away from the spectacle. Ben stands, says, “I have to do a sweep, but can I check on you later? I mean, both of you?”

      He’s blushing. The Ben I remember never blushed.

      I open my mouth to say no, to make a joke, to brush it off, but instead: “Yeah. Sure.”

      He smiles, then jogs back toward the house, barking instructions at the other firefighters. I watch him go, wondering what the hell just happened.

      The walk home is quieter. Sarah sleeps through the transfer from my arms to the car seat. At home, I set her on the couch, cover her with the knitted afghan from my mother, and stare at her for a long time, counting her breaths. The apartment smells faintly of burned plastic. I crack a window.

      I settle into my one indulgence—a store-brand seltzer and a peanut butter sandwich—and scroll through the news on my phone. The fire is already trending locally, the comments section a mess of armchair investigators and concerned neighbors. I refresh the page until my eyes hurt.

      There’s a knock at the door around 8:30 PM. Not a cop’s knock, not a neighbor’s knock—tentative, polite, a little unsure. I peek through the peephole, but I don’t need to. I know it’s Ben.

      He stands on the stoop, a box of donuts in hand and the sheepish grin of someone who’s watched too many sitcoms. His hair is still damp from a shower, but there’s a smear of soot on his left cheek that he must have missed.

      I open the door, just enough for conversation.

      “You hungry?” he asks, holding out the box.

      “I don’t eat sugar after six,” I say, deadpan. Then I open the door wider and let him in.

      He laughs, removes his boots, and sits at the dining table without being asked. I pour coffee for us both, which feels like an intimate act even though I don’t want it to be.

      “Sarah asleep?” he asks.

      I nod.

      He looks at his hands. “I’m sorry about earlier. About scaring her. About—you know. Everything.”

      He means the fire, but maybe also the last ten years.

      “You did your job,” I say. “I’m glad you were there.”

      He looks at me for a long time, as if trying to decide whether to say what he’s about to say. “You used to be the toughest person I knew. You still are.”

      It’s a nice line. It almost works. But I shake my head.

      “Only because I have to be,” I say.

      “Sometimes you don’t,” he says, so quiet I almost miss it.

      We eat donuts in silence. He offers the chocolate frosted, then the jelly. I take both, just to prove a point. He grins, satisfied.

      When he leaves, I lock the door and listen to his footsteps down the stairs, steady and unhurried. I stand there for a long time, wondering what comes next.

      I check on Sarah, who’s still sprawled on the couch, hair tangled and face peaceful. She doesn’t stir when I pull the blanket higher. I kiss her forehead and think, for the first time in months, that maybe I can do this. Maybe we’re not broken, just…smoke-damaged.

      In the dark, I think about Ben. About the way he looked at me, like I was someone worth saving.

      The next morning, Sarah asks if the fireman is coming back.

      “Maybe,” I say. “If we need him.”

      She considers this, then asks for the fancy braid again.

      I do it twice, just to see her smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Fiery Reunion

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia

      
      There’s a trick to planting begonias so they survive the brutal July sun, and my father insists on narrating each step from the safety of the porch while I sweat it out on my knees. “If you cram the roots, they’ll choke,” he calls, voice muffled by his half-empty coffee mug. “Gentle. You have to let them breathe, Lil.”

      I jab the trowel into the dirt, pink-and-white blooms wagging in the humid air, and grit my teeth. “Yes, Dad.” In my head: buy Sarah’s glue sticks, reschedule the pediatrician, call the bank about that mystery charge. Out loud: “Breathing. Got it.”

      The street is quiet, except for the neighbor’s yappy terrier and a distant power tool, but then a flick of movement catches my eye: a thin curl of smoke threading from the Henderson house across the street, lazy and gray, the way a candle smolders after you snuff it.

      Mrs. Henderson’s always burning something—sugar cookies, Yankee Candles, her husband’s dinner—but even from here, this is too much smoke. It licks up the siding, a finger at first, then a fist.

      I drop the trowel, dirt clinging to my palms, and say, “Dad—look.”

      He lowers the mug. For a second, his expression flashes confusion, then the carpenter’s calm that used to fix everything from splinters to my bad dreams. “Get my phone.”

      He’s already pulling himself up when I toss it to him, and he dials with a speed that makes me remember: this is the man who once built a treehouse in a single weekend. He gives our address, says “fire,” says “quick,” then shoves the phone into his shirt pocket and limps down the steps, slapping the railing for balance. “Stay here, Lil.”

      I don’t. I’m already across the street in three strides, barefoot on hot asphalt, the air sour with burning plastic. The front window’s gone white with smoke, and inside, something pops—a dish, maybe, or the glass oven door. I shout “Mrs. Henderson?” and bang the screen with my fist.

      No answer. For a moment, the world is nothing but my heartbeat, the searing stink of melting vinyl, and then sirens muscle in from the highway, wailing closer.

      The fire trucks arrive all at once: first the boxy red one, then a backup right behind, and then the town’s battered rescue van. The air fractures into shouting, pounding boots, the drag and snap of hoses.

      I step back, nearly trip over the curb. A cluster of neighbors gathers, phones out, some filming, some just gawking. I don’t look for Sarah—she’s at preschool, thank god—but the thought hits with a metallic aftertaste: what if this were my house, my kid, my everything?

      Firefighters spill out of the truck, suits glossy with heatproof fabric, gloves yanked on with practiced violence. Someone barks orders, sharp and percussive.

      Then one of them breaks from the pack. He’s tall, broad across the shoulders, helmet under one arm, smudge of soot under one eye like a deliberate fuck-you to clean living. The uniform fits him like it was tailored. Even at this distance, I can tell: Ryan Mitchell.

      There’s a split-second where he doesn’t see me, just surveys the scene with that old, infuriating confidence. Then his gaze lands on me—direct hit, like he’s been expecting this—and something in his posture changes. He squares up, jaw working, and for a wild second I almost laugh: same stance he used to take before debating me into a corner, back in high school.

      My back goes rigid. My hand clamps tighter around the trowel I didn’t realize I’d carried over. Memories fire in rapid sequence: late nights at the library, the smell of old books and cheap cologne, verbal sparring that left both of us too wired to sleep. The time he beat me out for valedictorian by half a percentage point and then had the gall to dedicate his speech to “all the people who keep me sharp.” I once told myself I’d punch him if I ever saw him again.

      He’s barking at his crew now, voice low and hard-edged: “Vent here. Cut a line along the window.” They move, swift and brutal. Ryan doesn’t glance my way again, but I know he knows I’m watching.

      The smoke billows, thick and black, crowding out the sun. I want to run. I want to march up and demand he stop showing off. I want to be the bigger person, but I can already hear what he’ll say: “Still playing in the dirt, Davis?”

      He always did know how to light a fire.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a rhythm to watching firefighters work, and even though I know I should look away, I can’t help counting the beats. Ryan’s crew arcs in behind him: two peel off to the hydrant, one shoulders a battering ram, the rest swarm the front porch, axes braced and helmets down. Ryan stays central, dispatching orders with clipped gestures—right hand, left hand, nod, shout—like a conductor whose orchestra is made of pure adrenaline.

      The first blast of water hits the Henderson’s front window and instantly boils into a vapor cloud. For a second, the air is nothing but hissing steam and blue-white sunlight, and the guys at the hose have to lean their full weight to keep the line steady. It’s chaos, loud and ugly, but even in the mess, Ryan’s movements are calculated. The hose whips back and forth, the crew falls into sync, and within minutes the fire’s more smoke than flame.

      I never cared about sports, but I recognize the look of a man in his element. There’s a subtle confidence in the way Ryan walks the perimeter, checking in, recalibrating, pausing only to yank off a glove and swipe sweat from his brow. I notice the way the bunker gear stretches over his shoulders—broader now, the cocky high school quarterback all grown up—and it makes me want to laugh and throw up at the same time.

      We lock eyes. It’s like getting punched in the lungs.

      For a half second, everything goes still: the roar of the fire, the gawking neighbors, my own stupid pounding heart. Ryan’s lips twitch, just enough to signal he’s amused by the entire situation, and then he turns away, shouting something about backdraft and safe zones. I breathe again, which is a mistake, because the air tastes like ash and burned coffee.

      When it’s over, the fire reduced to angry little wisps along the gutters, Ryan lets his team do the wrap-up. He strides over, helmet under one arm, and stops two feet from where I’m standing. Tom’s beside me, balancing on his good knee, arms crossed. Ryan’s smile is almost a smirk, but not quite.

      “Well, well. If it isn’t the bane of my teenage existence.” He leans his weight onto one hip, casual but ready to pounce. “I’d say it’s good to see you, Davis, but then I’d be lying.”

      I cross my arms, matching his stance. “Mitchell. Congratulations on still being the biggest show-off in the county.”

      He laughs, low and unfiltered. “You sound disappointed. Hoping I’d mellow out in my old age?”

      “I was hoping you’d get stuck behind a desk, maybe lose your voice,” I shoot back, though my own is a little breathier than I like.

      Ryan gives me the slow once-over, gaze pausing on my dirt-stained jeans and sweaty tank top. “You know, most people bring welcome casseroles when they move back. Not flaming emergencies.”

      I snap the trowel into my palm. “Some of us create things. Not just knock them down.”

      “Is that what you call gardening?” He gestures at my hands, then at the mess I left in my wake. “Looks more like a crime scene.”

      My father cuts in, voice warm and even: “She’s always been more demolition than design. But it keeps the boredom away.”

      Ryan grins at Tom, and for a second they’re just two men who’ve both survived this town. “Good to see you, sir. Knee holding up?”

      Tom lifts his chin. “As well as a fifty-year-old house with a bad foundation.”

      They both laugh, and I hate that I almost join in.

      Ryan pivots, his eyes snapping back to me. There’s a challenge there, the kind that used to end with someone storming out of AP English. “So, Lily. Back for good, or just here to keep the local emergency services in business?”

      The question stings more than it should. I want to say something scathing, but all that comes out is, “Still better than being the local hero with nowhere to go.”

      His face doesn’t change, but I see it: the flicker, the shadow. “Somebody’s gotta stick around and save the day.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, he turns to his crew, calling out instructions, and the firefighters scatter to mop up the last of the smoke and haul their gear back to the truck. It should be over—banter exchanged, status quo restored—but Ryan glances back, one eyebrow raised.

      “Next time you need a rescue, Davis, maybe try not to make it so dramatic.”

      I salute him with the trowel. “Next time, I’ll bring gasoline.”

      He grins, and it’s the same wicked grin that once convinced an entire class that I’d cheated at science fair. The same grin that made me say yes to a terrible date, just to prove a point.

      I watch him until he disappears behind the firetruck, then let myself exhale. Tom claps a hand on my shoulder. “You two gonna kill each other, or what?”

      “Give it time,” I say. My face is hot, and it’s not just the summer air.

      We walk back to the porch, stepping over wilted begonias, and I know Dad is watching me, waiting for the post-mortem. I keep my eyes forward. The Hendersons are safe, the fire is out, and the past is supposed to be, too.

      Except when it’s not.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the last of the smoke curls into nothing, Mrs. Henderson is out front, cradling her miniature schnauzer and sobbing into its wiry fur. She’s wrapped in a scratchy orange blanket someone must have pulled from the rescue van, hair wild, eyes wide behind smeared glasses. She doesn’t even notice the scorched siding or the crowd of gawkers, just stares at her ruined house and wails the same phrase on loop: “It’s all gone, it’s all gone, it’s all gone.”

      Ryan’s the one kneeling beside her, helmet forgotten at his feet. He talks soft and low, one hand hovering at her elbow, steady but not intrusive. He’s got a tone I don’t remember from high school—a gentle cadence that could probably calm a rabid dog, or at least a hysterical retiree and her overbred mutt. He says her name, just once, and she blinks like she’s surfaced from underwater.

      He tells her it’s not as bad as it looks. That the kitchen can be fixed. That the photo albums are safe in the hall closet, and the fire never touched them. She clutches his forearm and thanks him, voice quivering like she’s never been more grateful to anyone in her life. He pats her hand, awkward at first, but then stays there a second longer than strictly necessary.

      I watch from the curb, not sure what I’m feeling—impressed, uncomfortable, maybe a little raw. I’m used to the version of Ryan that tears into me with words, not the one who sticks around to mop up the aftermath.

      He stands and shakes off the moment, brushing soot from his temple and running a hand through sweat-darkened hair. When he turns my way, his smile is quick, dangerous, and laser-focused. I brace myself for another verbal grenade.

      “See you around, Davis,” he calls, voice back to cocky. “Try to keep it interesting.”

      I raise a hand, too cool to wave. “No promises.”

      The fire trucks growl to life, headlights blinking in the strange daylight. They roll down the street, leaving twin black streaks and a wet patchwork on the asphalt. The neighbors peel off one by one, murmuring to each other, already spinning the story for social media.

      Dad and I head back to our side of the street. He moves slow, favoring his left leg, and I adjust my pace to match. For a while, neither of us says anything, just listen to the clatter of the firefighters breaking down their gear and the distant yips of Mrs. Henderson’s dog.

      Finally, Dad says, “I always figured you two would end up fighting fires together, not starting them.”

      I roll my eyes. “Very funny.”

      He nudges me with an elbow, surprisingly strong for a sixty-year-old with a bad knee. “You know, sometimes a little friction is good for wood. Keeps it from splitting under pressure.”

      I dig the toe of my sneaker into the dirt, clearing a spot for another begonia. “Not sure I buy that metaphor.”

      Dad grins. “You don’t have to. But I’d stake a lot on you and Ryan
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