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      When love burns brighter than fear...

      

      Widow

      Single-Mother

      After losing my husband to the dangers of his first-responder career, I made myself a promise: never again would I open my heart to someone who risked everything for strangers. Needing a fresh start, my daughter Rosa and I escaped to the coastal haven of Midnight Cove with my sister, determined to build a life away from the knowing looks.

      But fate has other plans.

      There we meet Gunnar, a devastatingly handsome firefighter with gentle hands and a protective streak a mile wide. He sees straight through the walls I've built around my heart and makes it his mission to show me that some risks are worth taking. With every stolen glance and tender touch, he's proving that the right man doesn't just heal your wounds, he sets your soul on fire.

      I thought the best part of my life was behind me. Gunnar is about to show me it's just beginning.

      Sometimes the greatest rescue isn't from flames—it's from a life half-lived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          GUNNER

        

      

    

    
      “See you next shift.” I lift a hand in farewell to my best friend, Ash, as he walks in front of my truck.

      “Yeah,” he answers, stopping to hang his arms into the driver’s side door, ducking down so the sun doesn’t blind him. It’s a beautiful day here in Midnight Cove. The sun is shining, and it’s finally becoming warm. We suffered through a bitterly cold winter, and spring wasn’t much better. I’ve only worn shorts for a full week so far. “Don't forget I’m going to sample cakes tomorrow. I can't work out. You can either go alone or take a rest day.”

      “Whipped bastard.” I throw the nearest thing I can get my hands on at him, which happens to be a half-empty bottle of water.

      He catches it easily, a smirk on his face. “The best thing about having a soon-to-be wife who bakes—” He wiggles his eyebrows. “—is there’s a ninety percent chance I’m licking them off her body.”

      I groan, sticking my fingers in my ears, shaking my head like a three-year-old having a temper tantrum. “LA, LA, LA!” Hearing him talk about all the sex he’s getting reminds me I’m getting none.

      “Stop,” he laughs. “Don't be jelly.”

      I flip him the bird before revving my engine and driving off. Truth is, maybe I am jealous. He’s getting married for the second time. I’ve not even been married once yet. As one of seven children, many of whom have already procreated, all it does is serve to remind me I’m a failure to my parents.

      Hard rock blasts through my speakers, making me feel younger than I am as I drive through mid-day traffic. It’s not exactly the tourist season yet, so there’s that. Right now, it doesn’t take at least forty-five minutes to get through the congested downtown area, and us locals can still go to our favorite dining spots. In two weeks, that will all be over. Putting on my blinker, I merge into the right lane, impulsively parking in the lot facing the beach. Working out today hadn’t been my plan, but this place is calling to me, telling me I’ll be able to find my peace. It’s been a long time since I did a run here, and maybe I need the extra resistance today—the heat of the sun burning against my skin, the extra heaviness in the air as I try to breathe when I’ve pushed myself as far as I can go. More than anything, I need to feel as if I’ve accomplished something, even if it’s a harder-than-normal workout.

      Luckily for me, I dressed for a day of laziness when I left the firehouse. Shrugging a hoodie over my body, I grab my cell, earbuds, and sunglasses out of the truck. Quickly, I stretch, hoping to avoid being sore later on. Locking up my truck, I walk in the sand, almost to the water, and then begin my run.

      Running is cathartic for me. I’ve been able to work out some of my worst problems while running, but today my mind goes from one extreme to another. I have thoughts of marrying someone and having a baseball team of kids, to dying alone with a fucking cat. Twenty-seven is too young to have a nervous breakdown, right? It’s what I keep telling myself, but some days it feels as if I’m on the cusp. I need a grounding force in my life, and I’m ready for it, but it seems as if whatever force that may be isn’t ready for me.

      Glancing around, I see the lighthouse ahead of me. It’s two miles from where I parked my truck and started this run. Once I get there, I decide to stop for a moment and take in the view.

      Putting my hands on my head, I walk around, filling my lungs with great gulps of breath, replaying the night before in my head. It’d been a slow night at the station—we’d only been called out once. Unusually, I got a normal amount of sleep. I can’t even remember the last time that happened when I was on call.

      The ocean is calm this afternoon, no rain on the horizon. I see a few sailboats out in the cove. My family has never been able to afford a boat—hell, even though we lived here, we were barely able to eat at the restaurant I see about a half mile further down the beach. It was a big deal to eat there on my sixteenth birthday. I’m in a weird type of mood today, and I’m not sure why.

      Just as I’m about to head back to the parking lot, I hear a scream over the music in my ears. Considering I have it turned up about halfway, that was a very loud scream. Yanking the earbuds from my ears, I do my best to figure out which direction it’s coming from.

      “Help!” I can hear the panic in a woman’s voice, along with a child screaming loudly. “Help me!”

      The wind is blowing, which means it carries the sound toward me. Jogging back, making sure to look over each spot of beach I’ve covered, I finally see them in one of the rock formations at the cove.

      “You need help?” I run toward them. “I’m a firefighter for the Midnight Cove station.”

      “She fell,” the mother explains, pale and shaking.

      It’s obvious she’s trying to keep her shit together, and failing badly at it. When I get a look at the little girl’s wrist, I can see why. It’s very obviously sprained, and she can feel it—judging by the tears streaming down her face. I kneel next to her.

      “Hey, I’m Gunner. What’s your name, beautiful?”

      There’s a slight smile when I call her beautiful. “Rosa,” she answers, her chin wobbling and her voice trembling. “I was named for my grandma.”

      Grabbing my phone out of my pocket, I take a few pictures of her wrist, sending a message to our main dispatch, along with the pictures so they know what to expect. I also give them our location.

      “Your grandma must have been an amazing woman if you were named after her.”

      My phone buzzes with the acceptance of my message, telling me they’ll be here in a few minutes.

      “She was.” Rosa wipes at the tears on her face with her good hand. “She rode horses and painted.” She hiccups before taking a deep breath.

      “That’s amazing.” I give her a smile as I slowly begin to palpate the joint, trying to figure out how badly she’s hurt herself.

      She nods. “My mommy paints now.”

      “Does she? What does she paint?” I take another moment to gaze at her mother.

      When I’d heard them screaming, I hadn’t taken the time to get a good look at the mother. Now that I have, I’m fucking speechless. Dark hair, green eyes, sun-kissed skin, a body with enough extra to grab a handful—she has me checking her out. Whether it’s appropriate or not, I’m looking.

      “Mostly me.” Her tone is so serious I have to laugh.

      It causes me and the mom to lock eyes.

      “She sells them at the store in town,” the little girl continues.

      “Rosa, I don’t think he wants to know our entire life story,” she laughs slightly, wiping at her own tears.

      “Should we call your husband?”

      If that’s not an easy way to find out if she’s involved, I don’t know what is. I don’t see a ring on her finger, or a tan line from where she may have been wearing one.

      She clears her throat, shaking her head slightly. “No husband. I’ll be letting my sister know as soon as we get to the emergency room.”

      Right then, the EMTs from my company arrive. Stepping back to let them do their job is hard. After I’m the one who started treatment, I want to be the one continuing it. But even I know my friends are better at this than I am. I’d rather she have the best care than for my feelings to be hurt.

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      I don’t miss the fear in the voice of her mother. I deal with that fear every day. Each time we go out in our fire truck, there’s a chance we won’t come back. At the same time, we’re expected to offer assurances to the families who lose their homes, cars—some of them lose friends and members of their families. It’s a rough job, but someone has to do it, and I’ve never been called to do anything else.

      My father and his father before him were firefighters. Continuing a family tradition is important to us all, and I’m the man in our family who has continued it.

      “She’s with the best people I know right now. She’ll be fine.” I give the mom a smile. “Her wrist, on the other hand, might need surgery. I’m obviously not a doctor, but that looks like a pretty gnarly injury.”

      “Thanks for helping us,” the mom says. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “I’m sure you would have figured it out. It takes a strong woman to raise a child on her own.”

      She ducks her head slightly, a pink tone rising in her cheeks. “You’re right, I would have figured it out, but with you here I didn’t have to. Thank you for your help.”

      As she and her daughter leave, I realize I never got the mom’s name, and that just won’t do.
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      “Do you have your insurance card available, ma’am?”

      I’m almost sure this is the fourth time the registration clerk at the emergency room has asked me this question. Each time I’ve meant to take action, to do what he’s asked of me, but I’m in a fog I can’t seem to break. “I’m so sorry, I’m not ignoring you on purpose, I’m just worried about what’s going on back there.” I point to the double doors that separate the waiting area from the treatment area.

      The last time I sent someone I love behind treatment doors, they didn’t come back. I’d been kept in the waiting area for hours, until a doctor came out with blood on their scrubs, and as I sat there holding my crying daughter, I was told a piece of my heart was gone. The day my life changed, and it hasn’t been the same since.

      He offers a smile. I wonder if he doesn’t care about anyone he registers. Is this just a job for him? Does he have compassion for the people who sit here freaking out as the worst runs through their minds? “Completely understandable. As soon as I get Rosa registered, you can go right back to her.”

      That promise prompts me to dig around in my bag for the information he’s requested. My hands shake as I pull the smaller card holder out, flipping through this and that to get to Rosa’s insurance card. It takes three attempts for me to grab it. When I finally wrap my trembling fingers around it, I tell myself to calm the fuck down and act like an adult. I’m her mother, and I need to get it together. Handing it over, I give a tight smile, hoping it will speed up the process. My knee jumps up and down as I can literally hear the clock on the wall in this tiny office tick off the seconds I’ve been stuck here—instead of with my daughter. Answering all the usual questions, there’s one now that always trips me up, even though I’ve been answering it this way for the last three years.

      “Rosa’s father’s name?” His eyes shift up to mine, then back down to his poised fingers on the keyboard. He’s tapping, obviously waiting for me to get this part over with.

      Swallowing is hard. The lump in my throat grows bigger, even as I do my best to push it down. It threatens to strangle me, the feelings this question brings up in my chest. I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the fact that he’s dead. Rosa barely remembers him, and I can’t seem to forget him.

      I whisper, “He’s deceased—I’m a widow.”

      Just like it always happens, the registration clerk gives me an embarrassed stare. Then he looks everywhere but at my face. Most of them take a glance at my age, then that’s when they start to pity me. Twenty-six with a seven-year-old and already a widow. The whispers and gossip were why I left the home I’d known with my husband and moved here, to where my sister has made her own place in the world. Here I’m not alone; I’ve got at least one person to be my support system. I turn around, avoiding his gaze, while watching the entrance, praying to God my twin sister, Eve, will walk in. I need her strength right now, even though she’s a force of nature. Usually her overzealousness grates on my nerves; today I want it around me, cushioning the blow of real life.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” his voice is pitched lower, almost so low I can’t hear it. It’s awkward every time I tell people I’m a widow. Some of them immediately have questions. How did it happen? How long were we married? How old am I? Does our daughter remember her father? It’s hard—hard to know what’s being rude and what’s the proper way for me to answer their questions.

      In my opinion, it’s rude of them to ask, so I tend to keep my answers short and to the point.

      “Thank you.” It’s an automatic response—one I’ve cultivated over the years. It comes without thought and without
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