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  Chapter One
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Shelby Osbourne sat in her car, staring at the front door of her house, the house she had lived in with her family her entire life and now only shared with her mother. And her mother’s new boyfriend on occasion. That relationship still grated on her nerves. 
And totally made no sense.
Her mother, Vanessa, had divorced Shelby’s father because of his being a firefighter and never knowing if he would return home or not. Yet, she then turned around and started dating another fire chief at a different firehouse. The whole thing seemed like a contradiction to Shelby, leaving her more confused than when life tore her family apart in the first place. Why on earth would her mother go out with another firefighter?
With a sigh, she turned her car off and opened her door, stepping out into the Charleston chill. She cast a quick glance around, relieved that she didn’t see her mother’s boyfriend’s car. Of course, she didn’t see her mother’s either, but she did see her sister’s, and wondered what had prompted the surprise visit.
Turning her face up to the sky, she allowed the sun to wash over her as she closed her eyes, wishing she had the house to herself for just a little while. Things had seemed more than complicated over the past few weeks, more so than usual. Her mother came home from Travelers Rest a month ago, telling Shelby and her sister, Janis, that she was dating Graham Nettleton now, and they wanted to see where the future led them. Shelby had not been pleased, of course, to say the least. She missed the days when life was simple.
Her phone dinged with a text notification, breaking her peaceful reverie, but a soft smile broke across her face as she saw her boyfriend’s name. Heath Branson was the opposite of her father and Graham, the furthest thing from a firefighter. He taught fourth grade at the school where she worked. He was safe. Stable. There was no risk involved with him, and for that, she was extremely grateful.
Sliding the phone open, she read the text. I hope you’re having more fun than I am.
She chuckled as she hit the reply button. Cleaning gutters with your father not going the way you wanted? After hitting send, she shoved the phone into her back pocket and headed for the front door. Might as well see why her sister was lying in wait.
As she entered the house, her phone went off once more, and she paused in the doorway to read the message. Let’s just say Mom is making things more tense with her constant bickering than usual. I think I’m going to be stuck here for dinner. You should send a rescue team.
She shook her head, a soft giggle slipping past her lips. So, what you’re saying is I’m on my own tonight. Got it. Time for a good book. She hit send again, already hearing Heath’s mother complaining about the way he and his father did things. She wasn’t a terrible woman, really, just a complainer, and it didn’t really matter what she was complaining about. It could be the silliest thing in the world, but if Heath’s mother found a chance to bitch about it, there was no way the woman would pass it up. It was not the way Shelby intended to spend her Saturday night, however. Sorry, Heath.
Tossing her keys on the small table next to the front door, she slid her purse to the floor and then continued toward the kitchen where she assumed she would find her sister raiding their refrigerator. “Janis? You here?” She supposed it could be possible that her sister was out with their mother, but she doubted it, especially considering Shelby didn’t remember seeing her mother’s car in the driveway that morning when she left. No, odds were her mother spent the night with Graham and was still there. At least they weren’t at the house, giving Shelby a few moments of peace and quiet.
She stepped into the kitchen, smoke billowing from the stove where Janis stood, cussing at a skillet. So much for peace and quiet. Shelby sighed as she moved over to her sister, snatching a towel from the counter on her way in case she had to put out a fire. “What the hell are you doing?” She waved the towel in front of her face in an attempt to move the smoke out of the way. “Why not burn your own house down?”
“Don’t be daft. Where would I sleep if I burned my own house down?” Janis tried to nudge Shelby out of the way, but Shelby forced her arm around her sister and turned off the burner before tumbling backward a couple of steps as Janis pushed at Shelby with her ass.
“Not funny.” Shelby waved the towel in the air once more, growling with frustration. “Why are you here?”
“I was out of food, so I came here to the land of plenty. No one was home, so I decided to make a BLT. Someone spilled grease on the stove the last time they cooked, it seems, and it kind of caused the kitchen to fill up with smoke.” She shrugged. “Sadly, I didn’t notice it until it was already filling up the room.”
Shelby tossed the towel onto the counter as she moved over to open the windows, as well as the back door, in the hopes the smoke would vacate the kitchen. “Couldn’t you have simply swung in some drive-thru and picked up something?” She shook her head as she turned back around, smoke still hanging in the air. 
“Or you could clean your stove,” Janis said with a shrug. “I take it Mom hasn’t been around much or that thing wouldn’t have smoked that bad.” She cocked her head as she narrowed her eyes at her sister. “Did she not teach you how to clean house like she taught me?” She shook her head. “Sad really. She probably assumes you’ll never leave home. Ah, Shelby, such a miserable life you lead.”
Shelby rolled her eyes. “I do clean the stove, thank you. I just know how to cook without smoking up the entire house. Obviously, she taught me better than she did you.”
“Ha! Keep telling yourself that.” Janis turned and reached for a couple of paper towels, folding them, and laying them down on the counter next to the stove. She then pulled the bacon out and draped it over the paper towels for the grease to drain off. “What are you doing tonight?”
“Tonight?” Shelby felt her brows pinch together as she stared at her sister. “Why?” She then moved over to the small kitchen table and sat down. “Need me to cook you dinner? You know, if you had a boyfriend, he could take you out to eat and you could skip this whole burning the house down thing.”
“Your comedy is wasted in the kitchen,” Janis said. “You should find a club. Get before an audience. You could make some real money.” After draping the last piece of bacon on the paper towel, she turned to her sister. “Actually, I wanted to go out and thought a sister night was long overdue. There’s a new place near downtown called Levels. It has two dancing floors. We should go check it out.” She cocked a brow, smirking. “Unless, of course, you can’t get away from your precious Heath.”
“He’s actually with his parents today,” Shelby said with a slow shake of her head. “Levels, huh? Sounds like fun. Count me in.”
“Good,” Janis said, obvious excitement on her face. “Now, how about fixing us some lunch?”
Shelby laughed. “I knew you couldn’t cook.”
Janis shrugged as she slid into a chair around the kitchen table, clasping her hands together and leaning forward. “So, why are you here and not with your boy toy?”
Shelby cocked a brow as she gawked at her sister. “Boy toy?” She rolled her eyes as she turned to grab a pan. “Please. Don’t be so droll.”
“Are you telling me he’s not your boy toy?”
She heard the chair scrape on the tile floor as she placed the pan on the stove and then moved over to the fridge. She chose to ignore her sister’s question as she went about making them both a BLT sandwich.
However, she should have known her sister wouldn’t simply drop the subject. “You two have done it, right? I mean, you’re here, instead of with him, so I can only assume he’s not the center your world revolves around. Does that mean you’re also not, you know, getting freaky in the sheets?”
Shelby slammed the bacon on the counter, shaking her head. “Do you always have to be so crass?”
Janis giggled from behind her. “You act as if you just met me. You know I prefer things blunt, and I love sex, so tell me, are you having any?”
“And why are you so eager to know about my sex life? Aren’t you getting enough of your own?”
She glanced over at her sister just as she shrugged. “Not lately. Why do you think I want to go out tonight? You’re to be my wingman. Or, you know, woman in this case. I need you to make me look good.”
“As if that’s even possible.” She shook her head as she placed the bacon in the skillet. “Besides, you’re a woman.”
“Thanks for noticing.”
“Since when did women ever have trouble getting laid?” Once the bacon was in the pan, she turned, crossing her arms over her chest as she faced her sister. “I mean, are you admitting the great Janis Osbourne doesn’t always get picked up before last call?”
Janis widened her eyes as she gawked at her sister. “Snarky. That’s so unlike you. And rude. Nice change. You should try it more often.” She shook her head. “But no, I’m not having trouble picking up men. Men are easy.” She shrugged. “It’s just you usually have better judgment in these matters than I do. I want your help.”
Shelby looked at her, still not buying what her sister tried to sell. “So you want to be pickier in who you spread your legs for? I don’t get it. What are you hoping I’ll do that you can’t do yourself?”
Janis shrugged, looking uneasy. “I’m not really sure, to be honest. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. Something. Anything. I don’t know!” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes again, she stared over at her sister. “So, are you going out with me tonight or not?”
Shelby stared at her sister for another moment before finally nodding. “I don’t see why not. What time?”
“We’ll leave around eight. Now, how’s lunch coming?”
Shelby rolled her eyes as she turned around, facing the stove once more. “You’re insufferable.”
“And you’re stuck with me. Isn’t family great?”
“Speaking of family, what’s your opinion of Mom and Garrett?” She placed fresh bacon in the skillet, the grease sizzling as the aroma rushed to fill the room.
“What’s there to think? It’s really none of our business.”
She should have known her sister would take that stance. But this was their mother. It mattered. And it was their business. “But the whole reason she divorced Dad was because he was a firefighter, and now she’s dating one? Isn’t that a contradiction?”
“If it is, then it’s hers, not ours. What do you have against Garrett?”
“He’s a fireman, and he’s not Dad.” She turned and faced her sister, crossing her arms over her chest. “It goes against what she told us.”
Janis tilted her head as she stared over at her. “Did you ever stop to think perhaps there were other reasons they got divorced? Reasons they didn’t feel the need to share with us.”
“What are you saying? They had a terrific marriage.”
Janis shrugged. “And yet, they got divorced. It happens. Stay out of it. Maybe Mom decided she didn’t need to play it safe anymore.” She cocked an eyebrow, and Shelby could see the judgment cloud her face. “Playing it safe is your world.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“You’re dating a teacher. An elementary school teacher at that, whose idea of a fun night is sitting around reading books and sipping wine. The only thing either of you risk is a paper cut from turning the page too fast. Mom’s at least risking her heart for something that sets it on fire.”
Shelby sighed. That was the problem. If her mother was going to burn, why did she walk away from the inferno that was their father?






  
  Chapter Two
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Mack Browder sighed as he sipped his beer, the smooth bitter taste washing over his tongue. The dance music thumped against the walls, and even sitting on the second floor of the nightclub didn’t muffle the sound. Why he let Ryan pick this bar, he didn’t know. He would have much rather been at Haverty’s where at least he could hear himself think and the redhead tending bar would have made sure he didn’t spend the night alone. Exhaustion. That had to be it. The day had been long, draining. Two house fires, back to back, had left the crew of Firehouse 5 worn out, and he was glad for his friend’s suggestion of going out for a drink, even if it was in a pickup dive like Levels. He needed to get away from the lingering smell of smoke that permeated the firehouse. Even after a thirty-minute shower in scalding water, he could still smell it clinging to him. The life of a smoke eater. 
The bar was dimly lit around the edges, the key light centered on the dance floor so people could get busy in the corners with whoever they brought with them or whoever they picked up while grinding to the music. Threads of dance songs pumped through the speakers, making people sway and twist in ways that almost looked illegal in public. Mack sank back into the worn leather of the booth, allowing his muscles to relax finally after being tense and alert all day.
He glanced over at Ryan, the towheaded man constantly pecking at his phone. A slow chuckle bubbled out of him. “Why don’t you put that down and relax? That’s what you brought me here for, isn’t it? To drink and see what woman falls for your juvenile charms? How can you do that if your nose is stuck in that phone?” 
Ryan shrugged. “I’ll be done in a minute. Sometimes, a good night needs a little…” He glanced up at Mack, smirking. “Nudge.”
Mack shrugged as he took another sip of his beer, turning his attention around at the other club goers, none of them looking anything like him. They were all dressed up in their slinky short dresses and flashy shirts and slacks, while he sat there in a pair of jeans, work boots and a black T-shirt. This was not his crowd, and he was definitely not letting Ryan pick the bar next time.
He turned his gaze to the stairs as a brunette with a dress that barely covered her ass cheeks started down to the dance floor. And then he saw the reason Ryan had his fingers pounding away at his phone. Two blondes stepped off the stairs, looking around for someone, and he knew exactly who. However, that didn’t stop his heart from doing a little flip when he spotted Shelby, her straight blond hair framing her pale face, her big blue eyes matching the soft smile that lit up any room she ever walked into, just like it always had since she had been in tenth grade.
Beside her stood her sister, Janis, with her long blond hair and red lips curved into a sly smile as her gaze landed on him and Ryan. She tapped Shelby on the shoulder and then started in their direction.
Mack cocked a brow as he turned to Ryan. “Now I know why you’ve been stuck to your phone. Care to tell me why you didn’t let me know they were going to be here?”
“And spoil the surprise?” He chuckled as he shrugged. “Janis reached out on our way here and wanted to meet for a drink. To be honest, I didn’t know Shelby was tagging along. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”
“That you were about to make me the third wheel?” He shook his head. “Remind me why we’re friends.”
“Because I bring the passionate women and you get to pretend they like you.” Ryan slapped him on the back as he shot from his seat.
Mack sighed again, this time with frustration. This was not the way he wanted his night to go. Especially not after the day he’d had.
Shelby glanced over then, catching his eye. Her smile faltered for just a moment before she gave a little wave and turned back to Janis. 
Mack forced a smile onto his face, but doubted he pulled it off. His mind raced, remembering conversations with Shelby over the years, making her laugh, getting to know the woman she had become since high school.
“Hey, guys,” Janis purred as she slid up to Ryan, her hand going to his chest as she gave him a peck on the cheek. 
Ryan slid his hands around her waist and lifted her into the air, squeezing her tight. “Bout time you got here.”
Shelby didn’t give him a chance to get out of his seat to say hello. Instead, she sat down across from him, but even from that far away, her floral perfume filled his nose.
“Hey.” He leaned forward, keeping his hand on his beer. “I haven’t seen you since that retirement party. How have you been?”
She shrugged, clasping her hands in front of her. “Mom’s dating Graham Nettleton, so there’s that.”
He felt his brows rise as Ryan and Janis slid into the booth, shoving Shelby closer to him, the scent of her making his heart pound. “I thought she didn’t want to be with a firefighter.”
“Oh, my god, are you seriously still whining about that?” Janis fell back in her seat. “Let it go already.” She then glanced over at Ryan, a salacious grin spreading across her face. “It’s time to have some fun.”
Ryan took that as his cue to flag down the server and order a round of drinks.
An upbeat song came through the speakers, and Janis grabbed Ryan’s hand, yanking him out of the booth. “Let’s go people. It’s time to shake our asses.”
Ryan chuckled as he allowed himself to be dragged to the dance floor, but Mack hesitated, noticing the uneasy look on Shelby’s face. However, after a moment, he decided he was acting stupid. “Come on. Let’s join them.” He stood up, holding his hand out to her.
She looked surprised, and at first, he thought she would refuse. However, a gentle smile crossed her face as she gave a soft nod. “Sure. The night’s all about fun, right?” She took his hand and let him help her to her feet.
“Exactly.” Together they walked to the dance floor, but just as they reached it, the music switched to a slow song.
He didn’t hesitate, though, as he put a hand lightly on her hip and swayed to the slow beat of the music. After a second, she rested her palm on his shoulder. Even through the cotton of his shirt, her touch seemed to burn his skin, a tremor of desire rippling through him.
They swayed together as the music wrapped around them. She still fit so perfectly in his arms. Her hair brushed against his cheek, the floral scent of her shampoo overwhelming his senses, and he knew he could get lost in her arms. He had always wanted to get lost in her arms. But she had shoved that off the table years ago, simply because of the career choice he had made.
He took a slow breath, slipping a smile over his lips. “So, how are things with Heath?” 
Her face softened. “He’s fine. Trapped at his parents’ house, helping his father clean gutters.” She gave a weak smile. “It’s why I allowed Janis to drag me out tonight.” She glanced over her shoulder at her sister, who was currently having her ass groped by Ryan as he buried his face into her neck. “Of course, I should have known there was an ulterior motive.” Laughing, she shook her head. “She told me she wanted me to help her make wise choices tonight. I’m fairly certain that was bullshit just to get me to go out with her in case Ryan flaked out on her.”
He chuckled as he followed her gaze to where the others made a scene on the dance floor. “Yeah, I kind of get that feeling as well.” He dropped his gaze to her, smiling into her eyes. “So, Heath… Things are good there then? He makes you happy?”
She nodded. “He does. He’s stable, reliable. Great with the kids.”
“Good for you.” Although what he really wanted to say was that Heath sounded boring as hell. “I know you always liked things quiet, kind of low key.”
She leaned back. “I don’t like things low key. I just prefer things… without risk.”
He nodded as the song ended, knowing exactly what she meant. She swore off firefighters after watching how much her mother worried about her father coming home from a shift every night. When Mack told her he had enrolled in firefighter school, it led to the biggest fight they had ever had. And it ended any chance of a relationship between them.
Shelby stepped back. “Thanks for the dance.” She pointed to their table. “Looks like our drinks arrived.”
He glanced over his shoulder at their table. “That they have.” He stepped to the side, gesturing for her to lead the way. “Shall we?”
She gave a quick dip of her head as she walked off the dance floor.
They returned to the table, and Janis and Ryan soon joined them, Janis whispering and giggling in Ryan’s ear. However, they didn’t slip into their seats. Instead, Ryan dropped a couple of twenties on the table, and took a step back. Mack cocked a brow as he stared at the money, knowing what was coming next.
“We’re going to get out of here,” Ryan said as he slipped his arm around Janis’s waist.
“After one dance?” Mack bounced his gaze back and forth between the two.
“What?” Shelby fell back into her seat. “You’re leaving? Coming here was your idea.”
Janis shrugged, grinning. “And now I have another one.” She waggled her brows at her sister as she dug her keys out of her purse and tossed them on the table. “You can use my car to get home. See you tomorrow, Sis.” And without another word, the two turned and headed for the stairs down to the first level and a night of what Mack knew he would hear all about tomorrow whether he wanted to or not.
“Can you believe they did that?” She sighed as she reached for her drink. “I should have known better when she told me she wanted a girls’ night. That selfish son-of-a-….”
Mack chuckled, reaching for his beer as he shook his head. “Are you really surprised? I mean, it’s not like either of them hasn’t pulled this shit before.”
A soft laugh bubbled out of her as she lifted her glass and took a slow sip. She set the drink on the table and then leaned back in her seat, blowing out a slow breath. “Yeah, but I thought for sure tonight would be different. After all, who knew firefighters would come to a place like Levels? I thought she’d have different targets, not a sure thing.”
He bobbed his head. “Your sister has been burning through firefighters like a wildfire over the past couple of years. Any idea what gives?”
He saw her bristle, her back stiffening as she sat up straighter. “She seems to have taken the phrase ‘riding the fireman’s pole’ a little differently than they meant it.” She shook her head, relaxing a little. “To be honest, it all started when Bobby Buckley died in that mattress fire a few years ago, and we almost lost Dad. We both kind of dealt with that in different ways. I withdrew from anything dangerous, and Janis took it as the excuse she needed to rack up the notches.” She sighed. “And our parents got divorced.”
He nodded, wrapping his hands around his bottle. “I remember that fire. Bobby was a good guy. I make sure to swing by and check on his wife and kids every once in a while.”
She pressed her lips together and gave a slow bob of her head. “So does Dad. It was then, though, that my sister made it her life goal to bed as many firefighters as she could, and they didn’t all have to be men.” She looked over at Mack, giving a weak lift of her shoulders.
“Well, that may be, but those two,” he pointed to the stairs where the others had just disappeared, “always seem to find each other, and Ryan’s as big of a player as your sister.”
She bobbed her head as she twirled her glass in a slow circle with her fingertips on the rim. “They do at that, don’t they?” She titled her head, staring at the stairs. “Do you think the two of them are meant for each other?”
He chuckled as he leaned back in his seat. “I think the two of them deserve each other, but I’m not sure that’s the same thing.”
She laughed, too, and the sound made his heart race. While he didn’t know about Janis and Ryan, he did know about him and Shelby. They were definitely meant for each other. He just had to get her to see that.






  
  Chapter Three
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The pulsating music and flashing lights of Levels enveloped Shelby as she sat in the booth, her hands wrapped around her drink as she watched the other nightclub goers out on the dance floor. The night had definitely taken an unexpected turn as she sat there alone with Mack, Janis and Ryan off to get their night truly started. At least in their eyes. She should have seen it coming. Should have known that Janis didn’t mean it when she said she wanted a girls’ night. She barely lasted two dances and hadn’t even finished her drink. Hell, she didn’t even touch it. Dancing was usually an escape for her, a time to let loose and get lost in the music's rhythm and the intoxicating feeling of moving around a dance floor, but not tonight. Not now, anyway. 
Mack was there.
If only it had been anyone else but him.
“So, how are things going with your students? Still enjoying teaching?” He lifted his glass to his lips, his well-defined, gently curved lips that seemed to convey a sense of warmth and approachability. She remembered those lips. Briefly.
With a quick mental shake, she sat up straighter in her chair and pulled her drink closer. “It’s going great. They’re great. Really…” She shook her head as a nervous giggle bubbled out of her. “Life’s great.”
He chuckled as he lifted his glass, a twinkle of mischievousness in his baby blue eyes. “Well, I’m glad everything’s… great.” And then he took another sip of his whiskey, that charming smile of his still quite visible. It had been awhile since she last saw him, a month anyway, and he looked even more filled out than he did then, his chest broader, his arms more muscular, thicker. He was a far cry from the lanky teen who followed her father around like a lost puppy ten years ago. No. He was no longer a boy. He was all man now. And it drove her crazy in more ways than she had the right to feel right then.
She felt her cheeks flush and forced herself to look away. What the hell was she doing? She had a boyfriend, who right then was being the dutiful son, taking care of his parents, trusting her to only have thoughts of him. Sweet, reliable, loyal, safe Heath, who she truly did care about. He would never look at another girl the way she had just looked at Mack, or even the way Mack looked at her since she arrived at the club, with hungry, passionate eyes…
Stop it!
The song changed to something slower and quieter, and couples pulled themselves out of their seats and headed for a little public grinding on the dance floor. Mack reached out, taking her hand in his, and pulled her out of the booth. “Come on. We’re already here, so we might as well make the best of it. Friends dance together all the time.”
She didn’t agree, but she also didn’t argue, and a minute later she felt his large hands resting on her hips as she draped her arms around his neck, their bodies swaying slowly to the song. She could feel him pressed against her, could feel what she had wanted to feel so many years ago rubbing against her abdomen. He smiled down at her, and her skin tingled everywhere, thinking of his touch. She knew she should pull away, but she couldn’t, lost in those mesmerizing eyes that smoldered as he looked at her lips. He wanted her. It was obvious. And, God help her, she wanted him too.
In that moment, as she stared up into his eyes, her heart hammering, the noise and chaos of the club faded away. It was just the two of them, caught up in the feeling that had simmered between them for years. He leaned in, his breath hot on her face, and her heart pounded even more. She knew she should stop this, but she couldn’t seem to find the willpower. Or the want to. All she could focus on was how badly she wanted to close the space between them and…
She sucked in a breath. “I should go.” The words tumbled out of her mouth, shattering the moment as she forced herself to act. She pulled back abruptly, his hands falling from her hips as the noise of the club crashed back around them.
“Shelby…” He reached for her, but she turned away, heading back to the table and her purse. She needed to get out of there.
“I’m sorry, Mack. I just…” She gave a quick shake of her head. “I can’t.” Her voice caught in her throat. 
She snatched her purse from the table, and, without looking back, she rushed through the crowd, down the stairs, and out the door into the cool night air. Once outside, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to clear her head. What the hell had she almost done? She cared about Heath. Sweet, loyal Heath, who would never almost kiss another girl. She could picture a real future with him—marriage, kids, the white picket fence. Maybe even a dog. Not some passionate fling that would inevitably burn out, leaving her a lump of smoldering emotions, and she had almost tossed her future away for… for…
Opening her eyes, she sighed, feeling her shoulders slump. For Mack, who represented everything she swore to avoid. Nights pacing the floor, worrying about whether he would make it back from a call or not. Days of fretting over the real possibility of being left alone to raise their children, to face the future with a flag on the mantle and a hole in her heart. There was no way she could toss someone who was safe and secure for someone who came with the looming shadow of the unknown. She had
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