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Bred by the Bigfoot Fire Crew

The firehouse smelled like engine grease and ambition — or possibly just engine grease, Ember decided, since ambition didn’t typically have that sharp diesel undertone. She stood in the middle of the bay in her fuzzy pajama shorts (the ones with the little foxes on them, now sporting a scorch mark near the left hip that she was trying not to think about) and a tank top that had seen considerably better days, clutching her copy of Hearts Ablaze to her chest like it was a life preserver and she was very much at sea.

The bay was enormous. Everything was enormous. The red truck gleamed under the overhead lights with the self-satisfied shine of something that knew it was impressive, and the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead with that particular aggressive cheerfulness unique to institutional spaces. The whole building hummed with a low, warm energy — alive in a way that Ember’s apartment had very much not been, roughly forty-five minutes ago, when the smoke alarm had gone off and the source had turned out to be considerably more dramatic than a forgotten candle.

She’d been rescued. That part was still settling in. Carried out of a second-floor window by an arm roughly the circumference of a mature oak tree, and then deposited here, in the station, while the crew “assessed the situation,” which apparently meant: standing in a loose circle around her and grinning like they’d found something wonderful.

She looked at them. She couldn’t really not look at them. They occupied a significant percentage of the available visual real estate.

Chief Blaze sat on the edge of the fire truck — perched on the bumper with the casual authority of someone who had never questioned whether a surface could hold him, because nothing had ever dared say otherwise. He was the color of red clay after rain, his fur that deep russet-brown that catches light and throws it back warm, and he was built the way mountains are built: slowly, with geological commitment, and to last. His eyes were the amber-gold of a fire seen through a window, and they were fixed on Ember with an expression of complete and uncomplicated delight.

The crew flanked him in loose formation. Ranger was the tallest, which was a frankly unfair distinction to hold in this company — dark-furred, broad as a doorframe, with a grin that seemed to contain slightly too many teeth in the best possible way. Smokey was a little shorter, grey-streaked and bright-eyed, his whole demeanor that of a man who had just been told a joke and was still working out the punchline but was already prepared to find it hilarious. Ash was the quietest of them, pale-furred and watchful, but his eyes were sparkling with the same anticipatory warmth as the others, and the corners of his mouth were doing something that couldn’t technically be called a smile yet but was clearly in negotiations.

They all smelled like smoke and cedar and something else, something warm and animal that Ember’s hindbrain was interpreting as safe while her forebrain was lodging formal complaints about the categorization.

Blaze’s voice, when it came, rolled through the bay like thunder choosing to be polite about it.

“Little one,” he said, and the words had a texture to them — low and rumbly and amused. “You know what’s been driving this whole crew absolutely out of their minds since we pulled you out of that window?”

Ember clutched Hearts Ablaze a little tighter. “The structural integrity of my apartment?”

Ranger made a sound that was definitely a laugh, quickly converted into a cough. Smokey didn’t bother converting it.

“Your scent,” Blaze said, with the calm satisfaction of a man delivering information he considered self-evident. He tilted his great head slightly, those amber eyes warm and intent. “Sweet. Soft. Like something good left out in the sun.” He glanced at his crew. “Isn’t that right?”

There was a chorus of low, enthusiastic agreement that bounced off the bay walls. Ash nodded with the gravity of someone confirming an important scientific finding.

Ember’s face, entirely without her permission, went the color of a stop sign.

“I’m going to need you to know,” she said carefully, “that I have no idea what the standard protocol is here.”

“That,” said Blaze, and he pushed himself off the bumper with an ease that had no business existing in a creature that size, “is exactly what I’m about to explain.” He crossed the distance between them with a slow, deliberate ease, each step landing with a weight that she could feel in her feet through the concrete floor. “The Bigfoot Fire Crew has an official thank-you protocol.”

“Does OSHA know about this protocol?”

“The protocol,” he continued, ignoring this with magnificent serenity, “for a mate who comes to us — arrives at our station, smells like she was made specifically to drive us insane, stands in our bay in the most adorable pajamas in recorded history —“ his eyes dropped briefly to the fox-printed shorts, and something in his expression went even warmer, “— is to claim her. Right here. Tonight. All of us.” He paused. “Enthusiastically.”

Ranger and Smokey exchanged a look of shared anticipation so unguarded it was almost sweet. Ash’s almost-smile became an actual smile.

Ember opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked down at the book in her hands. The cover of Hearts Ablaze featured a woman in the arms of an impossibly large, implausibly handsome figure against a background of artful flames.

She looked back up at the four enormous, warm-eyed, stupidly attractive Bigfoot firefighters arrayed around her in the buzzing light of their immaculate bay.

The book felt, abruptly, like prophecy.

Blaze stopped in front of her. He was close enough that she had to tip her head back to see his face properly, and when he reached out one massive hand and placed a single finger — just the one, just gently — beneath her chin to tilt it up, the touch was so careful it almost made her chest hurt.

“You’re going to be our firehouse princess,” he said, low and certain, the way someone states a thing that has already been decided by the universe and just hasn’t been filed with the relevant parties yet. “Adorable. Ours. Very, very well taken care of.” His thumb brushed the line of her jaw, feather-light. “And if everything goes the way I’m planning —“ those amber eyes glinted, “— you’re going to be something else for us too.”

Her face, already committed to the stop-sign end of the color spectrum, managed to deepen further.

“The novel,” Ranger said helpfully, nodding at Hearts Ablaze, “is a good sign. Chief takes that as a good sign.”

“I take it as a very good sign,” Blaze confirmed.

The firehouse hummed around her. The lights buzzed. Smokey was grinning so wide his face seemed barely adequate to contain it, and Ash had his arms loosely crossed, watching her with those calm, sparkling eyes, and Ranger was practically vibrating with cheerful impatience, and Blaze’s finger was still warm beneath her chin, and Ember Quinn thought: well.

She’d always said she wanted a love story with some fire in it.
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​Chapter 2
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Blaze plucked Hearts Ablaze from her hands with the gentleness of a man handling something irreplaceable, set it on the hood of the truck — carefully, face-up, like he was bookmarking her place — and then turned back to Ember with an expression that suggested the real story was about to start.

“Truck,” he said, and that single word contained an entire paragraph of intention.

The fire truck was, up close, even more aggressively shiny than it had appeared from across the bay. It smelled of wax and metal and something industrial, and the surface of it was cool and smooth when Blaze placed one hand at the small of Ember’s back and guided her forward until the edge of the bumper caught the front of her thighs. She put her hands out instinctively and her palms found the polished red flank, and she was aware — with the particular and intimate specificity of a body that is very awake and paying very close attention — of exactly how small she was relative to everything happening around her.

Blaze’s hands settled on her hips. They wrapped most of the way around, which was a detail her brain filed away under things to revisit later and also possibly things to revisit right now.

“There,” he said, low, his voice dropping into that sub-bass register that she felt more than heard. He bent forward, and she felt the warmth of him along her back like a weather system. “Stay right there, little one.”

The fuzzy pajama shorts went slowly. That was the thing — the deliberateness of it. He hooked his fingers in the waistband with careful precision, working them down over her hips with a patience that seemed faintly absurd given the obvious enthusiasm radiating off of him, like he was unwrapping something he planned to enjoy for a very long time and didn’t want to rush the packaging. The scorch mark near the left hip passed his inspection with a low, amused rumble.

“These are excellent shorts,” he said, folding them with a tidiness that under the circumstances was somehow deeply funny, setting them on the bumper beside her.

From her left, Ranger materialized. He crouched — still enormous, just slightly less sky-filling — and gathered her hands in his, drawing them up above her head against the side of the truck. His grip was light. Completely capable of being otherwise, and choosing not to be. He grinned down at her from what felt like a considerable altitude.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” she said.

“You’re doing great,” he said, with the warmth and sincerity of a coach addressing a promising rookie, and Ember laughed — actually laughed, a bright startled sound that bounced around the bay — and then Blaze pressed forward against her and the laugh became something with different acoustics entirely.

Smokey had positioned himself where he could see everything and had apparently decided that was the correct call, his pale eyes bright and his grin enormous, one arm braced against the side
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