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The outlet behind my TV pops like a firecracker and the lights go dead.

Not flickering-romantic dead. Full blackout, full-on-burning-plastic dead, and I’m standing in my kitchen holding a smoothie blender making the most horrifying grinding noise I’ve ever heard outside of a horror movie.

“No no no no—”

I yank the plug, but it’s too late. A thin curl of smoke wisps up from the outlet plate and the acrid bite of scorched wiring hits the back of my throat.

Cool. Great. Love this for me.

I stare at the dead outlet, then at the blender, then at the ceiling as if it might offer an explanation for why this house is actively trying to murder me. The outlets have been sparking since I moved in—I literally rambled about it to an electrician named Diego at Jax and Lila’s barbecue six months ago. Lila introduced us right after he’d finished fixing an electrical issue at the shop, and I was mid-rant about my kitchen faucet when he walked over and my brain did a full system shutdown. I started babbling about sparking outlets and a bathroom light powered by prayers while his forearms flexed and he watched me with a focus that absolutely fried my brain. 

He said he’d come take a look. And then I never followed up because WHAT WAS I SUPPOSED TO SAY? “Hi, remember me, I’m the one who described my bathroom light situation for five straight minutes while you politely didn’t walk away? My kitchen outlet just exploded so I guess the universe is punishing me for that conversation. Come fix it?”

Not my finest moment.

The overhead light in the hallway gives one last pathetic flicker and dies too, which feels symbolic.

My phone’s battery is at fourteen percent. I need electricity.

I pull up Jax’s number because this is his rental and his problem. He’s married to my cousin Lila, which means he has to be a good landlord, right? Also my parents moved two states away and are useless over the phone for anything that involves actual tools, so Jax it is.

The phone rings three times before someone picks up. “Jax’s Auto, this is Jax.”

“Hi! It’s Harper, Lila’s cousin?” I’m already talking too fast, words tumbling over each other. “So the outlet behind my TV just exploded—not exploded exploded, but like, sparks and smoke and a noise that made me scream—and now half the house is dark and it smells like something’s burning and I don’t know if I should leave or unplug things or call the fire department? Do I call the fire department? Is this a fire department situation?”

He gives a low laugh. “Diego said he’d come over. Hang on and I’ll text him.”

I wait and daydream about Diego crouched by the electrical panel at the barbecue. He was wearing a fitted black t-shirt and his tool belt made me wish it was my legs wrapped around his hips instead of that stupid leather. I’ve never reacted to a guy this way, and I haven’t been a fully functional human ever since.

Six months of replaying “Harper” in that rolling voice of his. Six months of absolutely NOT pestering Lila about the hot electrician because I have DIGNITY... I have zero dignity and asked Lila three follow-up questions the next day. According to her, he’s thirty-six, the best electrician in the county, but beyond that, a complete mystery—which somehow makes it worse.

Jax comes back on the line. “He can be there in twenty.”

“So soon?” I squeak and practically choke on air. 

Jax sounds amused when he repeats, “Yep, twenty minutes,” and hangs up.

Shit, I don’t have much time to go from “smoothie catastrophe girl” to “woman who casually looks this good at home on a Saturday,” which is a bigger transformation than anything on reality TV.

I sprint to the bathroom, which still has light, thank God. It must be on a different circuit. I give myself a critical stare in the mirror. Curls wild. Hazel eyes a little wilder. Sun-kissed skin from three weeks of field work at the restoration site, which is the ONE good thing about spending the beginning of my summer crouched in creek beds tagging plants.

Bra. I need a bra.

Or do I?

NO, stop it. He’s coming over to fix your wiring, not to audition for a role in your fantasy where the hot older electrician shows up to ravish you and take your virginity. 

The bra goes on. One with actual support and not that super cute bralette I bought last week. I swap the oversized shirt for a tight tank top that is almost a second skin in a possibly-accidental way. The shorts stay. They’re almost too short but people wear stuff like this. It’s warm.

I’m a NORMAL person wearing NORMAL clothes in her house that could burn down at any moment.

Everything’s fine.

One swipe of lip gloss is next. It’s not for him, I just have dry lips. It’s a medical condition.

I’m so full of shit.

I spend the remaining twelve minutes stress-cleaning the visible parts of the living room and shoving laundry into the coat closet and trying not to spiral about Diego arriving any minute. My small house with the creaky floors and the narrow hallway where two people can’t pass without touching.

I’m not going to survive this.

The knock comes at twenty-one minutes. Guess he’s the kind of man who shows up when he says he will—and the thought of him on the other side of the door makes my stomach drop and my thighs clench, which is a great sign for my ability to act normal.

Deep breath. Smile and act normal.

I open the door and Diego fills the frame—easily over six feet of lean, athletic muscle in a fitted blue tee and jeans. Tanned, muscular forearms. Dark wavy hair long enough to look effortlessly good. And there’s the tool belt, riding his hips, and my brain helpfully reminds me I spent way too long at the barbecue wishing my legs were there instead. 

“Harper.” His voice rolls out just as I remembered it. “Jax said the sparking finally caught up with you.”

“It so caught up with me.” The words fall out before I can stop them. “The outlet behind the TV popped and now half the house is dead and it smelled like burning? Which is bad, right? On a scale of ‘mildly inconvenient’ to ‘move out immediately,’ where are we?”

One corner of his mouth twitches. He’s already scanning the room behind me. “Let me take a look.”

He steps inside and I breathe deeply, noticing his cedar and spice cologne. The entryway shrinks. It was already small, but with him in it there’s nowhere to go, and I flatten against the wall to let him pass and still accidentally brush against him. Solid warmth through thin cotton, and my entire body flushes so fast I have to press my lips together to keep from making a sound. 

He doesn’t seem to notice. He’s already crouching by the TV outlet, pulling some sort of testing device from his belt. My mouth goes dry as I watch his hands. GOD, his hands. Thick fingers and zero wasted motion. The tee stretches across his shoulders as he leans forward and every muscle in his back shifts under the fabric. I’m staring. I need to stop but my brain has left the building.

“This wiring’s old,” he says without looking up. 

He pulls the plate off and I see blackened copper and melted plastic behind it, which even I know isn’t good. “Seventies, maybe earlier. Probably original to the house.” His jaw tightens. “You got another outlet acting up? Flickering, buzzing, running hot?”

“The bathroom one gets warm sometimes. And the hallway light’s been flickering for weeks—the ones I told you about at the barbecue.”

He nods and doesn’t look up. “Jax should have had me fix this before you moved in, or I should have come over after the barbecue.”

My stomach flips. He means the wiring. Obviously he means the wiring. He does NOT mean he should have come to see me sooner. Get a grip, Harper.

He stands and turns to face me fully and I swear the temperature spikes ten degrees. Those dark eyes land on mine and HOLD. Not aggressive—but locked on, and every thought in my head scatters.

“Show me the panel,” he says.

Right. The breaker panel. Which is in my bedroom closet because this house was designed by someone who hates me and wants me to think about Diego in my bedroom.

“It’s, um, this way.”

I lead him down the hall and I can feel him behind me. I’m suddenly aware again of how short my shorts are and how the tank top rides up when I reach to open the closet door and how I’m basically presenting this man with an accidental strip of bare waist while standing three feet from my unmade bed.

My brain is screaming. I’ve never been this close to a man who made me feel like this. Not my high school boyfriend Marcos, who was my only boyfriend ever and whose idea of romance was splitting nachos at Applebee’s. Not the one guy at orientation who bought me a coffee and texted for a week. Nobody. And the gap between what I want and what I have any clue how to do could swallow me whole. I’d just be down there, falling, in my cute bralette and screaming.

He steps into the closet doorway, which puts him close, way too close, his arm reaching past me to flip open the panel. I can feel the heat rolling off of him and there’s barely any air between us. His forearms flex right at my eye level and a ball of lust tightens low in my belly.

“Aluminum wiring,” he mutters, frowning at the panel. “Whole house is on it. Jax should have had this updated years ago—I’ll talk to him.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s a fire risk
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