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      They’ve both dug their roots deep…eight hundred miles apart.

      

      Zoe Griffin has a fresh new life—a hard-earned doctorate degree and a burgeoning nutritionist practice in Colorado. The only thing missing is the man she fell in love with.

      

      Cooper Flannagan did “new life” ad nauseam as an Army brat and shudders at the very mention of change. His fellow firefighters on San Amaro Island, Texas, are his family. He’s dug his roots deep, and he finally feels like he belongs. But can he ever be truly content without the woman he loves?

      

      Slow Burn is a stand-alone short story with a four-alarm happy ever after in the Island Fire series.
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      Cooper Flannagan would know that voice anywhere.

      It was the voice of an angel. Scratch that. The voice of a siren. The voice of his ex-girlfriend, Zoe Griffin, who also happened to be the sister of his roommate, Penn.

      He rolled over in his king-size bed, his sleep-blurred mind wondering how the hell he could’ve passed out so hard after his shift that he would miss his alarm. It’d been a rough shift, for damn sure — he could still smell the acrid smoke odor from the apartment fire even though he’d showered twice — but he felt like he’d just fallen asleep minutes ago.

      He reached over to the nightstand and fumbled around for his phone to check the time. One o’clock? Zoe and her mother weren’t supposed to arrive from Colorado until after four p.m. He’d planned to be out of the condo by then.

      Cooper turned onto his stomach and shoved his head under his pillow in an attempt to block out that laugh of hers. That melodious sound that used to make his world go round. He needed more than four hours’ sleep in order to survive the next four days with Zoe in town.

      It was no use. He lay there for the longest ten minutes of his life, fighting to go back to slumberville, but he couldn’t stop imagining every move she might be making, the way the waves in her shiny, brunette hair sometimes fell into her face as she spoke, what she might be wearing…

      He’d known there was no way to avoid her this weekend, but he’d hoped he could put off running into her at least until tomorrow. Her surprise early visit had ruined that.

      She had to know he was here. Penn would tell her even if she didn’t ask. Did that mean… Did she want to see him?

      The thought was more enticing than he’d ever admit out loud. And it had him sitting up on the edge of the bed, unable to ignore the burning curiosity any longer. Because suddenly, despite what he’d been telling himself and the rest of the world the four months since they’d broken up, he wanted more than anything to see Zoe.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe cut off her own sentence halfway through and promptly forgot what she was saying. Forgot she was saying anything. That’s what seeing Cooper in the flesh did to her.

      He’d slipped into the bathroom from his bedroom — his shaggy, golden-brown head had only been in her line of sight for two-point-two seconds max — and she lost all track of the conversation with her mom and brother. Lucky thing that breathing was involuntary, otherwise she probably would have forgotten that too.

      And this was after three weeks of preparing herself, of imagining the moment she laid eyes on him again, knowing she would see him lots over the course of her big brother’s birthday weekend. Almost a month of visualizing it having no effect whatsoever on her.

      Yeah, so much for visualization.

      “You didn’t tell me he was here,” she hissed at her knucklehead brother.

      “He lives here, Zo.”

      Was that a smirk on Penn’s face? Definitely a spark of amusement in his green eyes. She managed to swallow the urge to throttle him and bit the inside of her lip until it bled.

      Their mother, Nell Griffin, who was sitting with her back to the hallway, looked around curiously. “Is Cooper home?”

      “He’s sleeping,” Penn said.

      “Was sleeping,” Zoe clarified.

      “He worked last night.”

      Which meant he’d finished his shift at the fire station at seven this morning, Zoe knew. Then he’d likely gone out for breakfast with the guys he’d worked with — scrambled eggs, thick-cut bacon, and enough greasy hash browns with cheese to stop a weaker heart were his favorites — then straight home to sleep. He’d probably stripped down to nothing and climbed into the cool sheets of the king-size bed he’d no doubt made the previous time he’d crawled out of it.

      Zoe shook her head to erase the details she knew so well. Especially the naked bit.

      “You can’t be surprised, honey,” their mom said.

      No. Surprised wasn’t it. Leveled by fresh pain was more like it. Four months of trying to get over Cooper, trying to get on with her life, and the sting was as acute in this moment as it had been the night they’d argued long-distance — ironically, about their long-distance relationship status — and then broken up. That she’d been the one to end it made no difference whatsoever.

      Her throat felt like a ball of felt had lodged in it, and her mouth had become instantly parched.

      “I’m going to get that water you offered me after all,” she said to Penn as she stood. If she was in the kitchen, she wouldn’t be able to see when Cooper emerged from the bathroom and went back to bed. She glanced at her watch. “Then we should head to the Silver Sands and check in, Mom.”

      “Check-in isn’t usually until three or four.” Nell frowned and tilted her perfectly coiffed head at her daughter as Zoe headed toward the kitchen.

      “We know the owner,” she said over her shoulder in an understatement. “I’m sure Nadia will get us in whenever we’re ready.”

      Zoe was so ready.

      And so too slow.

      She heard footsteps behind her as she stood at the sink filling a glass. Bare footsteps. Not her brother, as he wore shoes most of the time to help support his back after the injury that had ended his firefighting career. Not her mother, as noisy heels were permanently attached to her feet.

      Keeping her back to the doorway, Zoe turned off the tap and brought the glass to her dry lips. The glass was too small, the water gone too fast, as Cooper stood several feet behind her at the breakfast bar. Waiting. She could feel his stare on her back.

      “Hey,” he finally said when she continued to stall with her back to him. “Zoe.”

      She closed her eyes. There was a certain timbre in his voice whenever he spoke her name. A slight drawl to the “oh” sound in it. She’d always loved it.

      Now it made her want to cry.

      Swallowing that urge back, she set the empty glass in the sink and turned around, not meeting his eyes. Afraid to let herself gaze into those blue eyes she’d loved. Afraid to discover whether his love was still there, reflecting back at her.

      “You look good,” he said. “Really good.”

      At the hint of a grin in his voice, her eyes rose to his face. Two days’ growth shadowed his jaw, and she could recall exactly how that stubble felt on her skin. Rough but not painful. Undeniably masculine. His dirty-blond hair was a mess, even though he couldn’t have slept that long. Then she made the mistake of meeting his gaze. The pain zapped her like a shock of static electricity directly to her heart.

      She so couldn’t do this.

      Averting her eyes, she did the only thing she could handle, immature or not, and made a beeline for the living room.

      “Why do you have to be this way, Zoe?” His words, soft, achingly vulnerable, stopped her as she was about to hit the doorway to the other room.

      Instinct and habit urged her to run into his arms the way she always had whenever they saw each other after weeks apart. She stood there, back to him once again, fighting that instinct, imagining her feet planted in the sand against the pull of the waves in the gulf. Reminding herself of why they weren’t together anymore. Why it would never work between them.

      “Just … just don’t, Cooper. Please.” She swallowed hard and took a good three seconds to blank her face before walking out to the living room and picking up her purse from the floor. “Penn, are you coming with us to the hotel?”

      “You know it.” He rose eagerly, no doubt motivated by the fact that Nadia, the woman he planned to propose to this weekend, would likely be there.

      Zoe was ecstatic for him and adored Nadia, but at this particular second, the love in his expression was in stark contrast with the heartbreak throbbing through her.

      “We need to go. Please.”
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      Cooper’s dart hit the three, and the bitch of it was, the damn thing was right up against the outer bull’s-eye ring. Touching it. So close in distance but so far from that twenty-five points. Just like he was with Zoe.

      He went to the full-sized, bar-style dart cabinet that he’d splurged on right after he and Zoe had called it quits — now the centerpiece of the living room — and plucked out his darts. He set his feet behind the strip of duct tape they’d stuck down on the tile floor a precise seven feet and nine and a quarter inches away. Muttering a vulgar threat to the state-of-the-art board, he let another dart fly just as the front door opened behind him.

      Like a dumb ass, his heart sped up with hope that it was Zoe, even while his brain knew full well it was Penn. He grunted at his roommate and tossed another dart, nailing the three.

      “Stiff competition?” Penn asked, tossing his keys on the end table and giving Cooper adequate space to finish his turn before going to the cabinet and retrieving his own set of darts.

      “I’m off my game tonight. How was dinner?”

      “As good as it can be with three gabby women.” Penn’s love-drunk grin contradicted the exasperation in his tone.

      “You think Nadia has any idea you’re gonna pop the question?”

      “She was so busy chattering about the details of my party I’m pretty
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