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            AIDEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Crap, I’m gonna be late!

      The tires of my truck squeal on the pavement as I turn onto Main Street toward the Deepwood Mountain Library. I’m still in my station T-shirt and pants because there wasn’t time to change into something more casual after my last call.

      Mrs. Cafarelli and her husband are probably still at Mercy General getting checked out after their fender bender on Route 12, but they're fine.

      Shaken up, sure, but fine.

      The call ran long because Mrs. Carafelli insisted on telling me about her granddaughter in Bozeman who's "just lovely and single," while I was trying to help her into the ambulance.

      Any other day, I’d have taken that number without hesitation. Today, all I could think about was a room full of six year olds waiting for me to read them a book about a speedy little fire truck.

      Six months ago, if someone told me I'd be stressed about disappointing a bunch of first graders, I would've laughed in their face.

      I mean, Aiden Vale doesn't do Story Time at the library. He does late nights at the bar, early mornings sneaking out of women’s bedrooms, and just enough heroic firefighter shit to keep his reputation intact.

      Except here I am, damn near speeding to make it on time.

      I jump out of my truck and push through the library's back door a little too hard, earning a sharp look from the librarian in a supply room nearby. I flash her my best apologetic smile—the one that usually gets me out of trouble—and she softens immediately.

      Some things never change.

      Truth is, I signed up for this gig for all the wrong reasons.

      Volunteering to read to kids at the local library?

      This place is a prime hunting ground for single moms looking for a hero type, lonely librarians who've read one too many romance novels, and maybe even a hot teacher or two.

      Plus, it makes me look good to my captain, and in a small town like Deepwood Mountain, reputation is currency.

      And yeah, I've gotten plenty of numbers.

      I'm not going to lie.

      But somewhere along the way, something changed. The kids started being the point, worming their way into my heart. I like the way they light up when I walk in, hang on every word when I do the voices—and I do great voices—or how they scramble to sit next to me, like I'm a celebrity.

      I'd never admit it to my buddy, Chevy. But Thursdays have become something I look forward to, and that's something I never expected to apply to an activity that doesn’t involve alcohol or a woman.

      I round the corner toward the children's section…

      …and run right into someone.

      My shoulder catches her square, and suddenly there's a bag hitting the floor, a clipboard clattering against tile, pens rolling everywhere.

      "Shit—sorry—" My hands shoot out automatically, catching her by the arms to steady her, and that's when I actually take a look.

      She’s got amazing eyes…they’re a deep, rich, cocoa brown, big and expressive, framed by dark lashes.

      Then the rest of her registers in a rush—long ebony hair pulled back in a messy braid, a few loose strands falling around her face. Her full lips are parted in a small gasp, her cheeks flushed pink.

      She's pretty in this quiet way that catches me completely off guard. Not done up, or even trying. Just...naturally beautiful. The kind of pretty that would be easy to miss if you weren't paying attention.

      And hell, I'm at attention—I mean, paying attention.

      She's small. The top of her head barely reaches my chest, and I'm aware my hands are still wrapped around her upper arms, the warmth of her body searing through the fabric of her cardigan. She's soft everywhere I'm hard with curves that her modest clothes can't quite hide, and believe me, I'm looking. Her sweater buttons up to her collarbone, but my brain is already imagining what's underneath it.

      Down, boy. You're in a library. About to read to children.

      She also smells incredible—like honeysuckle on a summer night. It hits me right in the chest and somewhere considerably lower.

      "I—I'm okay," she stammers, and her voice is a little breathy. Those dark eyes dart up to meet mine, then away just as quickly. "Sorry, I wasn't watching where I was going."

      "Pretty sure this was all my fault." I don't let go of her arms. I should. "I usually take a woman to dinner before I sweep her off her feet."

      It's a standard line, delivered with my standard smirk. The one that usually earns me a giggle, a hair flip, maybe a coy "oh, stop" that's really an invitation to keep going.

      She blushes harder.

      That blush is something else. It starts in her cheeks and blooms down her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of her cardigan…and now I'm wondering just how far down it goes and if her whole body turns that pretty shade of pink when she's flustered. Or aroused.

      Christ, Vale.

      But she doesn't respond playfully or give me an opening. She just takes a small step backward—out of my grip—and crouches down to gather her things.

      "I’m fine," she says quietly, not quite meeting my eyes. "Really."

      I crouch down with her, picking up pens and a clipboard that has what looks like a lesson plan attached to it. Our fingers brush when I hand it back to her, and she pulls away like I've burned her.

      My fingers tingle. Damn.

      She's not playing along with me, or flirting in any way.

      And I have no idea what to do with that.

      I stand when she does, and now I'm noticing other things…the way she tucks those loose strands of hair behind her ear, the small silver studs in her earlobes. The way her chest rises and falls a little too quickly—like maybe she's not as unaffected as she's pretending to be.

      "You're heading to the children's section, too?" I ask, because we're standing at the entrance that leads there.

      She nods. "I'm here with my class. For Story Time."

      Something clicks. "Wait…you're Miss Mahoney? Your class talked about you non-stop."

      Her eyes finally meet mine, and there's surprise there. "I had the flu the last time they came out. A sub brought them. How do you know my students?"

      "I'm the guy who reads to them." I can't help the grin that spreads across my face. "Aiden Vale, Deepwood Mountain Fire Department. I'd shake your hand, but I've already knocked you over once today."

      That earns me a small smile. Barely there. But I see it.

      "You're the firefighter who does Story Time?" She sounds skeptical. Her gaze travels over me—the uniform, the biceps and pecs I know look good in this T-shirt—and something flares in her eyes before she shuts it down.

      Oh, she's definitely not as unaffected as she wants me to think.

      "In the flesh." I gesture toward the children's section. "After you, Miss Mahoney."

      She hesitates for a second, then walks past me. I fall into step beside her, close enough to catch another hit of that honeysuckle scent and notice the sway of her hips beneath her skirt.

      It's a modest skirt. Hits just below her knees. But those curves underneath it are criminal, and I'm pretty sure modesty is only making it worse…making me want to peel back all those layers and see what’s⁠—

      "The kids really love you," she interrupts my train of thought, and her voice is warmer now, less guarded. "They talk about Mr. Aiden all the time. Oscar drew a picture of you last week."

      “Yeah?” That does something to my heart. He’s the kid that’s here every weekend with his grandfather. I’ve come out on the weekends for surprise visits when I have time. “Was I putting out a fire? Saving a cat from a tree?"

      "You were reading a book." She glances up at me, and there's a softness in her eyes that wasn't there before. "He said you’re his favorite reader and firefighter."

      My heart goes berserk in my chest. He said that? I don't have a clever response. For once, my silver tongue fails me.

      We reach the children's section and a chorus of little voices erupts.

      "Mr. Aiden's here!"
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      I do my thing…high fives and fist bumps all around and a special handshake with Oscar that we've been perfecting. The kids are already gathered on the colorful rug, bouncing with energy, and I settle into the reading chair like it's a throne.

      But I know exactly where Miss Mahoney is standing.

      Off to the side, near one of the volunteers. Her arms are crossed over that clipboard she's still clutching and she’s watching me with an expression I can't read.

      I grab today's book, Flash the Fire Engine, and launch into it…complete with dramatic voices and sound effects. When Flash zooms through town, I make the siren sound and the kids lose their minds.

      I'm good at this. I know I'm good at this. But every few pages, my eyes drift to Miss Mahoney.

      She's kneeling next to one of the kids now, a little boy who looks anxious, fidgeting instead of paying attention to the story. Her hand rests on his shoulder, and she's leaning in close, saying something that makes him nod and settle. The kindness in her face, the patience—it's the sweetest thing I've seen all day.

      She catches me looking and drops her gaze immediately. That blush creeps back up her neck.

      I stumble over a word, like some amateur, because I'm too busy staring at a pretty elementary school teacher instead of reading about a cartoon fire truck.

      Get your shit together.

      I finish the book strong, snapping it closed with a flourish that makes the kids cheer.

      "Mr. Aiden, do you drive the big red truck?" One little boy asks.

      "Sometimes.” I smile. “When they let me."

      "Have you ever been in a real fire?"

      "A few. But I always wear my special gear to keep me safe."

      "Mr. Aiden?" A little girl with pigtails raises her hand. "Are you married?"

      I laugh. "Nope."

      "Do you have a girlfriend?" She continues.

      "Also no."

      "Miss Mahoney doesn't have a husband or a boyfriend either!" Oscar announces loudly. Helpfully. God bless ’em.

      I glance over at her. She looks like she wants to melt into the floor, her face the color of a ripe tomato.

      "You should ask Miss Mahoney on a date!" A third kid chimes in, completely earnest. "She's really really nice, and she smells good."

      Can confirm, at least on that last point, kid.

      The adults in the room are trying not to laugh. My shy little teacher has her hand pressed over her eyes, shaking her head. She's mortified.

      I should change the subject. Save her from the embarrassment.

      Instead, I grin—full wattage, cocky as hell—and say, "Maybe I will."

      The kids erupt, cheering and clapping. Her face has moved past tomato into something closer to fire engine red.

      It's adorable.

      And I'm so screwed.

      As Story Time winds down, the volunteers take over to set up for the craft activity, and the kids migrate toward tables covered in construction paper and glue sticks. I hang back, watching Miss Mahoney talk to one of the librarians about getting her class organized for the bus back to school.

      There's something warm and genuine about her that's different from the women I usually go for…different in a way I can't quite name.

      I run a hand through my hair, nervously. When did I start doing that?

      The librarian moves away, and I make my move with a casual stride and easy smile. Miss Mahoney’s spine straightens as I approach, her chin lifting slightly.

      Like she's bracing for impact.

      "So," I say, stopping in front of her, close enough to see how flawless her dewy skin is. "We never actually did the formal introduction thing. I'm Aiden, but I didn’t get your first name.”

      "Beth." Her voice is steadier now than it was in the hallway.

      "Beth," I say. I like how it sounds. Simple. Sweet. It suits her. "That's pretty."

      Her lips press together. She's fighting a smile or a grimace—I honestly can't tell.

      "Listen," I continue, turning up the charm to full blast. The eye contact, the slightly lowered voice, the attention that makes women feel special. "I meant what I said to the kids. I'd love to take you out sometime. Get coffee, grab dinner—whatever you want. How about you give me your number and I'll call you?"

      I've done this a hundred times. A thousand. It always works.

      Beth bites her lip. I watch her do it, that small white press of teeth into soft pink flesh, and my mind goes places it definitely shouldn't in the middle of a library.

      "No," she says.

      I blink. Um, did she just…"Sorry?"

      "No, I don't think so." She says it politely. Gently, even. Without malice or attitude. Just...certainty. "But thank you for asking. And thank you for reading to the kids today. They really do enjoy it."

      She gives me a small smile and then she's turning away, walking toward her students, leaving me standing there like an idiot.

      What just happened?

      I watch her go. Watch her crouch down to help one of the kids with his shoelace, her braid falling over her shoulder. She laughs at something another kid says—that soft, warm laugh I suddenly want to be the cause of.

      She said no.

      Women don't say no to me. That's not arrogance, it's just fact. It's been my reality for as long as I can remember. I've got the face, the body, the job, the charm…the whole damn package. Women give me their numbers and their time and, eventually, access to the most secret, delicious parts of their bodies.

      But Beth Mahoney, with her dark eyes and her soft cardigans and her blush that I can't stop thinking about, turned me down flat.

      Can we say, rude?

      So why does it only make me want her more?
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            BETH

          

        

      

    

    
      The kids have been gone for twenty minutes. The classroom is spotless—it was before I even started my second pass with the disinfecting wipes. But my hands need something to do because my brain won't stop replaying the same moment on a loop.

      His hands on my arms. The way he steadied me like I was delicate porcelain. Those playful hazel eyes with honeyed flecks, that basically sparkled when he smiled.

      I usually take a woman to dinner before I sweep her off her feet.

      What a line!

      I scrub harder at an invisible spot.

      "Stop thinking about him," I mutter to myself. "He's not even your type."

      Except that's a lie, and I'm a terrible liar, even to myself. Aiden Vale is exactly my type, at least physically. Tall, broad, and muscular in that way that makes you think about being picked up and pressed against walls. And that scruffy jaw. That smirk.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and groan.

      It’s cool. I said no, and that's the end of it. I made the smart, rational, self-preserving choice, and I'm not going to second-guess myself just because the man looked like he stepped out of a five-alarm firemen of Deepwood Mountain calendar and smelled like sweat and woodsy deodorant that made me want to bury my face in his⁠—

      “I said stop!”

      I toss the wipe in the trash and move to my desk, where my lesson plans for next week are spread out in neat piles. I pick up my pen, intending to review my notes for Monday's reading unit.

      Instead, I find myself doodling in the margin. Little swirls and shapes that turn into...flames.

      I scribble over it so aggressively I nearly tear the paper.

      "What is your problem, Beth?” I whisper.

      The thing is, I've heard about Aiden Vale. Everyone in Deepwood Mountain has. He and his friend and fellow firefighter showed up about six months ago, transfers from Bozeman, and within weeks, the gossip mill was working overtime.

      Heather at the post office. Jesse who waitresses at the diner. Someone's cousin visiting from Billings who was only in town for a weekend. The man has a reputation, and it's not for his commitment to long-term relationships.

      And I am not going to be another name on that list.

      I made the right call. I know I made the right call.

      But then I think about the way he was with the kids today. The silly voices he did for Flash the Fire Engine. The way Oscar's whole face lit up when Aiden walked in and that special handshake he did with him.

      That doesn't exactly fit the image of a careless player who sees women as conquests. Well, maybe the kids and the women have nothing to do with each other. He can love kids and treat women like objects at the same time, can’t he?

      And damn, the way he looked at me...

      Like I was the answer to his filthiest fantasies.

      Why did I like it so much?

      I shake my head. That's probably just one of his moves. He probably looks at every woman like that. Chapter One in the Player Handbook: Make Her Feel Special Before You Get Into Her Panties and Break Her Heart.

      I gather my things with excessive force and head for the teacher's lounge. I need coffee. Or maybe something stronger, but coffee will have to do for now.

      Camille is already there when I walk in, sprawled in one of the worn armchairs with a stack of papers on her lap and a mug the size of a small bucket in her hand.

      "There she is." She looks up, red pen poised mid-correction, and her eyes narrow immediately. "What’s with the face?"

      I make a beeline for the coffee maker. "What? This is just my face."

      "Nuh-uh." She sets her papers aside. "That's your 'something happened and I'm pretending it didn't' face. I've known you for four years, Beth. Let’s hear it."

      I pour myself a cup of coffee and take my time adding cream and sugar.

      Camille waits. She's good at waiting—it's one of her interrogation techniques. Silence makes me uncomfortable, and she knows it.

      "It's nothing," I finally say, settling into the chair across from her. "One of the firefighters asked me out today. At the library. I said no. End of story."

      Camille's eyebrows shoot up. "Oh? Which firefighter?"

      I take a sip of my coffee. It's burned and bitter. Wonderful. "Aiden Vale."

      The sound that comes out of Camille is somewhere between a screech and a laugh. She sits up so fast she nearly spills her own coffee.

      "The Aiden Vale? Big, built like a Greek god, a smile that’s hotter than the fires he fights? That Aiden Vale?"

      I clear my throat. "I didn't notice."

      "You should know better than to lie to me, hon.” She points her red pen at me. “Your ears turn pink when you lie, and right now they're practically glowing like hot coals."

      I resist the urge to touch my ears. "Fine. He's...objectively attractive. In a completely impersonal, purely observational way."

      Camille laughs so hard she snorts. "Oh please. Objectively attractive? Beth, the man is hot. Just say it. One syllable. Hot."

      "I'm not saying that."

      "You're thinking it." She grins. "So he asked you out and you said no. Why?"

      "You know why." I set my mug down on the side table. "His reputation. He's been with half the single women in town, and I’m sure he’s working on the other half as we speak. I'm not interested in being a notch on someone's bedpost."

      Camille tilts her head, studying me with an expression I don't love. It's her I'm about to say something you don't want to hear look.

      "When was the last time you went on a date?"

      "That's not⁠—"

      "And coffee with your dad doesn't count."

      I open my mouth. Then close it as I try to remember.

      There was David, from the church choir, but that was...god, was that over a year ago? We went to dinner and he spent the entire time complaining about his ex-wife while I ate too many breadsticks and wished the bathroom had a window I could crawl out of.

      "It's been a while," I admit.

      "A while." Camille nods slowly. "Beth, you're twenty-seven, not dead. There's nothing wrong with going on one date with a hot firefighter."

      "I told you. His reputation…"

      "So?" She shrugs. "You're not looking to marry the guy. You're looking to remember what it feels like to have a man look at you like he wants to devour you."

      Heat crawls up my neck. Aiden did look at me like that. When he was helping me pick up my things, his eyes traveled over me in a way that felt almost physical. And I've been trying very hard not to think about it.

      Camille notices my blush and her grin turns wicked. "He looked at you like that, didn't he?"

      I huff. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Ears, Beth. Glow-ing."

      I groan and press my hands to my face. "Okay, yes. He looked at me like...like I was a life-sized candy cane. And it was overwhelming and I panicked and said no because that's what I do. Happy?"

      Camille's expression softens. She sets her coffee aside and leans forward. "This isn't just about his reputation, is it?"

      I go quiet. My fingers find my mug, wrapping around it even though the warmth has faded.

      Camille knows. She's one of the only people who knows. I’ve told her about Tyler. About my lack of experience. About how I've somehow made it to twenty-seven without ever sleeping with anyone.

      "You know it's complicated," I say, swallowing.

      "It doesn't have to be." Her voice is gentle now, not teasing. "Look, babe, I love you, but you're overthinking this. You've been overthinking it for years."

      "I know." I stare at my coffee. "It's just...it feels like such a big deal now. Like everyone else figured this out as a teenager and I'm the weird one who missed the window."

      "There's no window." Camille shakes her head. "And the virginity thing? Totally overrated. It doesn’t have to be some precious gift you're giving away. It can just be...a first time. Everyone has one. Mine was in the back of a Honda Civic with a guy named Jimmy who finished in ninety seconds and then asked if I wanted to go to Taco Bell. It was not magical."

      I laugh despite myself. "Oh my god, that's horrifying."

      "It was fine! That's my point. It doesn't have to be perfect. It doesn't have to be some grand romantic moment with rose petals and violin music. Sometimes you have to rip off the Band-Aid—find someone hot, have some fun, and figure out what you like." She pauses. "It doesn't have to be your soulmate, Beth. It can just be a guy who makes you feel good."

      I think about Tyler. My one serious boyfriend in college. He was sweet and patient at first. But after a few months, that patience curdled into pressure. He’d make little comments about how most couples were having sex by now. Then came the pointed sighs when I said I wasn't ready. Then there was that one awful night when he accused me of leading him on and asked if I was frigid or merely a tease.

      I broke up with him the next day and cried for a week. I hated how he made me feel and promised myself I'd never let a man make me feel that way again.

      But maybe I've been so scared of feeling pressured that I've stopped letting myself feel anything at all.

      "He didn't push," I say slowly, thinking out loud. "Today, I mean. When I said no. He…accepted it."

      "Aiden?"

      I nod. "Most guys get sulky or try to persuade you. He just smiled and let me walk away."

      That surprised me more than anything…more than the flirting, more than the cheesy line, more than those devastating hazel eyes. He asked, I said no, and he didn't make it weird. No guilting me or acting like I owed him an explanation.

      It was...refreshing, actually.

      Camille is watching me with a knowing look. "Maybe he's not as much of a jerk as the gossip suggests."

      I sigh. "Or maybe he's just good at the game."

      "Maybe." She shrugs. "But you won't know unless you give him a chance."

      I chew my lip. "I don't know how to do casual, Camille. I'm not built for it. If I go out with him, I'm going to catch feelings, and then he's going to move on to the next woman, and I'm going to be heartbroken. That's just...how it would go."

      "You don't know that."

      "I know myself."

      Camille is quiet for a moment. Then she stands, gathering her papers and her giant mug.

      "I'm not saying jump into bed with the guy," she says. "I'm just saying...maybe don't slam the door completely. You're allowed to have fun, Beth. You're allowed to be attracted to someone. You're allowed to explore." She meets my eyes. "You're not your students' Miss Mahoney twenty-four-seven. You're also Beth. And Beth deserves to enjoy herself as a sexual being. And feel wanted."

      Something unfurls inside me I wasn't expecting.

      Camille grabs her bag. "I gotta go—I’m picking up Simon from Javi's. But think about it, okay?"

      She squeezes my shoulder on her way out, and then I'm alone in the teacher's lounge with my cold coffee and my racing thoughts.

      The clock on the wall ticks too loud in the silence.

      Maybe I could try? Just one date. Just to see. It doesn't have to lead anywhere. It doesn't have to mean anything.

      No. I'm not going to date Aiden Vale just because he's pretty and my friend thinks I need to "get out there."

      And I'm definitely not going to sleep with him just to get it over with.

      I shake my head hard enough to make myself dizzy.

      "You're not doing this," I say out loud to the empty room. "He's a player. You're smarter than this. You said no, and that was the right decision, and you're going to stick with it."

      My voice sounds convincing enough.

      But when I gather my things and turn off the light, I catch myself thinking about those hands again. Big, warm, and probably very…skilled.

      I walk to my car and tell myself very firmly that I am not going to think about Aiden Vale anymore.

      Boy, I really am a terrible liar.
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      I counted roughly four dozen lemon blueberry scones on the station's kitchen counter, and maybe two dozen apple cinnamon muffins.

      And I have no real explanation for them.

      Okay, I have an explanation. I just don't want to admit it.

      It's 7:30 in the morning, I've been up since five, and my hands smell like vanilla.

      Once the first batch of muffins came out, I made another. Then I looked at the muffins and decided they needed company, so I made scones. A lot of them.

      This is totally normal behavior. I mean, I enjoy baking.

      "What the hell?"

      Chevy stops in the doorway, still in his workout gear, a towel slung over his shoulder. He stares at the counter like I've arranged a small army of baked goods for battle.

      "Morning," I say, like it’s any other day. "Scone?"

      "Dude." He walks closer, taking in the full scope of the situation. "Did you sleep at all?"

      "Some."

      "Aiden, I’ll have to turn around and head right back to the weight room if I eat these!” He picks up a scone, sniffs it, and sets it back down. “What's going on with you?"

      "Nothing. I felt like baking."

      "You 'felt like baking' enough scones and muffins to run your own bake sale?” He crosses his bulky arms. "You've been off all week. You barely said anything at dinner last night. You went to bed at nine. Nine. I've known you for six years, and I've never seen you go to bed at nine unless you had company."

      I focus on wiping down the counter. "I'm fine."

      "You are not fine. You're acting weird." He pauses. "Did something happen on a call? That accident on Route 12⁠—"

      "The Cafarellis are doing great. I checked."

      He leans against the counter, studying me. "Family stuff? Your brother being a dick again?"

      "No more than usual."

      "Then what?" He throws his hands up. "Talk to me, man. You're freaking me out."

      I toss the rag in the sink and brace my hands on the edge of the counter. This is so stupid. I shouldn't even be thinking about it, let alone baking my feelings into pastry form at the crack of dawn.

      But Chevy's not going to let this go. He's like a dog with a bone when he thinks something's wrong.

      "A woman turned me down," I mutter.

      Silence.

      I look up. Chevy's face is frozen in an expression I can only describe as buffering.

      "I'm sorry," he finally says, slowly. "I think I just hallucinated. Did you say a woman turned you down?"

      "You heard right."

      He blinks. Then he laughs—this sharp, incredulous sound. "You're messing with me."

      "I'm not."

      "You're—" He stops and stares at me. "Holy shit. You're not."

      "Thanks for the sympathy."

      "No, I just—" He shakes his head, grinning now. "I'm trying to process this. In the entire time I've known you, I've never seen a woman tell you no. I didn't think it was physically possible. I thought you had some kind of...pheromone thing going on."

      "Apparently not."

      "Who is she?" He grabs a scone and takes a huge bite, suddenly fully invested. "Wait, no—let me guess. Someone at the bar? No, you haven't been to the bar all week. Someone from a call? A nurse at the hospital?" He pauses as he chews. “You bastard, these scones are fucking excellent.”

      I give him a weak smile. "An elementary school teacher," I say. "She brought her class for Story Time at the library."

      Chevy chokes on his scone.

      I pound him on the back while he coughs, and when he finally recovers, his eyes are watering and he's looking at me like I'm crazy.

      He wipes his mouth. “Woah. That's...I need more information. What happened?"

      So I tell him…about the collision in the hallway. Her incredible blush. The way she smelled like honeysuckle. How she said no—politely, without any of the usual games—and walked away like I hadn't just offered her the full Aiden Vale Experience.

      "And what…you can't stop thinking about her?" Chevy finishes. “How very odd.”

      I don't answer, which is answer enough.

      He lets out a low whistle. "I never thought I'd see the day. Aiden Vale, obsessing over a woman who won't give him the time of day."

      "I'm not obsessing."

      He gestures at the mountain of baked goods.

      "Maybe a little."

      Chevy laughs, clapping me on the shoulder. "This is amazing. Best thing that's ever happened. I need to meet this woman. I need to shake her hand."

      "You're a lousy friend."

      "I'm your best friend, which means I get to enjoy this." He takes another bite of his scone, chewing thoughtfully. "Then what's the plan? You just going to keep baking until you get over her?"

      "I don't know." I run a hand through my hair—it’s become annoyingly frequent. "I don't have a plan. She's not interested. I don’t want to harass her. So that’s the end of it."

      Except it doesn't feel like the end of anything. It feels like the beginning of something I don't understand.

      The door swings open and our captain walks in, coffee mug in hand. He surveys the scone situation with a raised eyebrow, but doesn't comment. He's seen it all before from me.

      "Vale. Torres." He nods at each of us. "Quade was supposed to do the fire safety presentation at Deepwood Elementary this morning with Cooper, but he just got called out on a mutual aid request. I need someone to fill in."

      Deepwood Mountain Elementary.

      Her elementary school.

      "I'll do it," I say.

      The words come out way too fast. Chevy's head whips toward me so quick I'm surprised he doesn't hurt himself.

      Cap pauses, mug halfway to his lips. "You sure? It's a morning of school kids and Cooper's safety demos."

      "I'm sure." I try to sound casual. "I'm good with kids. You know that. And Perry could use someone to balance out the boring parts."

      "The 'boring parts' are critical fire safety information," Perry says, appearing in the doorway like he was summoned by the mention of his name. He's already dressed and ready, materials in hand. "Studies show that children retain safety information better when it's delivered in a structured, fact-based format."

      "Studies also show that children fall asleep when you read statistics for an hour and don’t engage them," I counter.

      "It's forty-five minutes, and there are interactive elements."

      "Great, so you'll handle the facts, and I'll handle making sure the kids don't die of boredom." I look at Cap. "We'll be a great team."

      Cap shrugs. "Fine by me. Truck's out front. Don't traumatize any children."

      He walks out. Perry follows, muttering something about preparing his visual aids.

      Chevy's staring at me with the biggest shit-eating grin I've ever seen.

      "Don't," I warn him.

      "Deepwood Mountain Elementary," he says, delighted. "Where Miss Mahoney works. What a coincidence."

      "It's a small town. We only have one elementary school."

      "Uh-huh." He pops the last of his scone in his mouth. "Good luck, Romeo. Try not to do anything to push her even further away."

      I make a show of reaching into my pocket, then pull my hand out to flip him off on my way out the door.

      

      On the drive to the school, Perry reviews his presentation notes out loud while I pretend to listen, and try to figure out what the hell I'm doing.

      I'm a professional firefighter. I've run into burning buildings. I've performed CPR on a guy twice my size. I've handled every kind of emergency with calm, cool competence.

      And right now, my palms are sweating because I might see a five-foot-four schoolteacher with a sweet smile and curves that don’t quit.

      We pull into the school parking lot, and I catch myself checking my reflection in the rearview mirror. My hair's on point. My uniform looks good—I made sure of it this morning, ironed my shirt twice, which is something I'm never going to admit to anyone.

      "You seem tense," Perry observes as we unload equipment from the truck. "Your shoulders are elevated, and you keep touching your hair. Are you feeling alright?"

      "I'm fine."

      "Statistically, people who say they're fine when asked about their wellbeing are fine only about sixty-two percent of the time."

      "Did you just make that up?"

      "No. It's from a study on self-reported emotional states." He hands me a box of safety pamphlets. "But if something's bothering you, I'm told I'm a good listener. I have a systematic approach to problem-solving that many people find helpful."

      "Thanks, Perry. But I'm good."

      He nods with a shrug, and we head inside.

      The school smells like industrial cleaner and crayons, a combination that shouldn't be as nostalgic as it is. A cheerful older woman from the front office leads us to the gymnasium, where rows of small chairs are already set up facing a presentation area.

      Perry immediately starts arranging his visual aids like a surgeon with his operating tools. I help set up the gear we brought (a couple of kid-sized firefighter jackets, helmets, a length of hose) while trying not to watch the door like a creep.

      Classes start filtering in. Little kids in neat lines, teachers herding them like extremely patient border collies. The noise level rises with each new group—excited whispers, the occasional shriek of recognition when they see the firefighter gear.

      I scan each line as it enters.

      The older kids come in first. Sixth graders, down to second graders.

      A couple kids wave at me and I wave back.

      And then…

      There she is with her first graders.

      Beth Mahoney, in a soft green cardigan and tight-fitting corduroys that accentuate her ass. Her hair's in a loose ponytail this time, which I love just as much as that braid. She's talking to one of her students, leaning down to hear what the kid's saying, and she's smiling, this warm, patient smile that does something to my chest.

      Then she looks up and sees me.

      The smile freezes. Her eyes go wide.

      That blush—damn, that blush—floods her cheeks like sunrise, pink and pretty and making me want to eat her right up.

      She obviously wasn't expecting to see me. And she's not happy about it. Or maybe she is. I can't tell. I can't read her the way I can read other women, and it's killing me.

      Her students spot me and start bouncing. "Mr. Aiden! Mr. Aiden's here!"

      So much for playing it cool.

      I grin and give them a wave. Beth's trying to settle them down, but they're too excited, tugging at her hands and pointing at me. She meets my eyes over their heads, and something passes between us—something I feel in my gut.

      I wink at her.

      She looks away fast, but not before I catch the way her blush deepens.
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      The presentation goes well. Perry handles the educational stuff—fire safety rules, stop-drop-roll demonstrations, statistics about smoke detector effectiveness that he delivers with unbelievable enthusiasm.

      I handle the fun parts—letting kids try on gear, showing them how the hose works, answering a million questions about whether I've ever saved a dog from a fire (yes), if fire trucks are faster than race cars (no), and if I know Spider-Man (unfortunately, no).

      But the whole time, I'm aware of her.

      She's standing with the other teachers along the wall, arms crossed, watching her students. Watching me. Every time I glance over, she looks away, but I keep catching her in the act.

      She's curious, even if she doesn't want to be.

      That's something. That's more than something to me.

      When we wrap up, the kids surge forward for high-fives and hugs. I crouch down to their level, letting them examine my gear, answering more questions. A little boy asks if my muscles are real, and I flex for him, which makes him giggle.

      And then her students are there—Oscar at the front, fidgeting with excitement.

      "Mr. Aiden! You came to our school!"

      "Hey, buddy." I do our special handshake. "Couldn't miss a chance to see you guys."

      Oscar beams. The other kids crowd around, all talking at once, and I'm laughing at something one of them says when I feel her presence.

      Beth’s close enough that I catch her scent, and my whole body tightens.

      "Alright, everyone," she says, and her voice is warm but firm. "Let's thank Mr. Aiden and Mr. Perry for coming, and then we need to line up."

      A chorus of thank-yous erupt. The kids reluctantly pull away, heading toward where their line is forming.

      But Beth doesn't move. Not yet.

      I straighten up, and we're standing face to face. Well, she's so small she has to tilt her head back to look at me. Those brown eyes meet mine, and my heart does a strange flip it never has before.

      "Hey," I say. You’re so smooth, Vale.

      "Hi." She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "I didn't know you'd be here today."

      "Last-minute thing. Jasper got called away." I shrug, going for casual. "Figured I'd help out."

      "You're good with them." She nods toward the kids. "They really respond to you."

      "Kids are easy. They say what they mean, no matter what."

      Something shifts in her expression. "Unlike adults?"

      "Unlike most adults." I hold her gaze. "You seem pretty straightforward, though."

      There’s that blush again. I want to trace it with my fingers.

      "I should get my class back," she says, but she doesn't move.

      "Beth." Why does her name feel so good in my mouth. "I know you said no to a date. I respect that. But I’m having a hell of time trying not to think about you."

      Her breath barely catches.

      "It doesn't have to be anything formal,” I continue. "Coffee. A drink. We can go to dinner, or just take a walk…whatever makes you comfortable. I just want a chance to get to know you." I pause. "You set the terms."

      She's quiet for a long moment. I watch her bite her bottom lip—and I imagine what it would feel like if I gave it a soft bite.

      "Can I think about it?" she asks finally, startling me.

      It's not a yes. But it's not a no, either.

      "Um…of course."

      She nods slowly. Then adds…"Can I have your number? If I decide I want to...you know, call you."

      I’m kinda speechless. She might call me? This isn't how it usually goes. I'm usually the one with the power, the one who decides when and if to call. Now she's asking for my number.

      She's taking control.

      And strangely, as unfamiliar as it is, I’m okay with that.

      "Yeah," I say, and my voice comes out rougher than I intended. "Absolutely."

      I give her my number as she types it into her phone with careful fingers, and I watch her do it, memorizing the way she looks right now—flustered and cute as hell.

      "I should go," she says again.

      Before I can respond, she's walking away, collecting her students, leading them out of the gymnasium in a neat line.

      I stand there once again, dumbfounded, watching her leave.

      Perry appears at my elbow. "That interaction seemed significant. Your pupils were dilated, and your voice dropped approximately half an octave when you said her name."

      "Perry."

      "Yes?"

      "Shut up."

      "I'm just observing." He pauses. "She seems nice. Her students clearly adore her, which suggests strong interpersonal skills and emotional intelligence…"

      "I will pay you actual money to stop talking."

      He shrugs and goes back to packing up the equipment.

      I help him, moving on autopilot, my mind still stuck on deep brown eyes and honeysuckle and the way my heart fluttered when she talked to me.

      I’m a mess.

      She has my number. The ball's in her court now. All I can do is wait.

      I've never waited for any woman in my life.

      But for Beth Mahoney?

      I think I'd wait a lifetime.

      Fuck me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            BETH

          

        

      

    

    
      My bathroom sparkles.

      I've scrubbed the grout twice, organized under the sink by product category, and I'm pretty sure I've inhaled enough bleach fumes to kill whatever brain cells were responsible for asking Aiden Vale for his phone number.

      What was I thinking?

      I toss my rubber gloves into the bucket and catch my reflection in the mirror. Most of my hair's escaped its ponytail and there's a blob of cleaning foam on my cheek. Very glamorous.

      "You don’t need to call him," I tell myself firmly. "You took his number to be polite. That's all. You're going to delete it and forget this whole thing ever happened."

      My phone sits on the counter, mocking me.

      It's Friday night. He's probably at the Rustic Ridge right now, buying drinks for some woman with perfect hair and a dress that shows off her cleavage. Or maybe he's already past the drinks stage. Maybe he's⁠—

      "Nope." I grab a fresh sponge. "Not going there." The thought of him with another woman sends an unpleasant twist to my gut that I don’t want to examine.

      I attack the sink with renewed gusto.

      The thing is, I can't stop going over what he said earlier. That he couldn’t stop thinking about me. And the way he looked when he said it—not smug or playing an angle.

      Almost...vulnerable.

      Nah, I’m sure it’s part of his strategy. Chapter Two of the Player Handbook: Show Fake Vulnerability to Lower Her Defenses.

      I scrub harder.

      But then I think about the way he was with the kids. Kind, excited to be there. The patience in his voice when the kids asked the same questions over and over. It comes easy to him because he enjoys their company.

      That wasn't fake. I know fake—I work with six-year-olds. They can smell insincerity from a mile away, and they adored him.

      "This is pathetic," I mutter.

      I force myself to set down the sponge. Then I walk into the living room and stare at the phone where I left it on the counter.

      I retrieve it with the enthusiasm of someone collecting a speeding ticket.

      The screen glows. His contact info is still there. I should've put him under a less sexy name, like Ebanezer or Bart.

      I wonder if he’s thinking about me at all?

      Camille's voice floats through my head: You're allowed to have fun, Beth.

      I type out a text before I can stop myself.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, it's Beth from

      

      

      

      

      

      Delete. He knows who I am. God, why is this so hard?

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi! It’s Beth! I was wondering if

      

      

      

      

      

      Delete. Too perky. And too many exclamation points. So not me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you busy?

      

      

      

      

      

      Delete. That sounds like a booty call. Is this a booty call? I don't even know what I'm doing.

      "Just send something," I hiss at myself. "Anything. Before you lose your nerve entirely."

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. It's Beth. Is it okay if I call you right now?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send before I can talk myself out of it.

      Then I immediately want to throw my phone into the garbage disposal.

      The seconds stretch into an eternity. He's not going to respond. He's busy. He's probably on a date with some wildly attractive woman draped all over him. He's already forgotten who I am because there have been twelve other women since Wednesday and⁠—

      My phone vibrates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey there. I’m at the station, but please call.

      

      

      

      

      

      He said please.

      I stare at his response way longer than any reasonable person should. Please call. Like he wants me to. Maybe he's even been waiting?

      "Don't read into it," I tell myself. "He just has basic manners."

      But my hands are shaking slightly as I press the call button.

      One ring. Two.

      "Beth?" His voice is deep and a little breathless.

      "Hi." The word comes out squeaky. I clear my throat. "Hey."

      I’m truly a master of repartee.

      "Wasn't sure if you'd actually call." I can hear the smile in his voice. Even that sounds sinful.

      "Neither was I." At least that's honest.

      He chuckles. “Well, I’m glad you did.”

      Silence stretches between us. In the background, I hear muffled voices, maybe a TV or others at the station.

      "So," he says.

      "So," I echo.

      More silence. This is excruciating. I'm going to die of awkwardness. They'll find my body clutching my phone, cause of death: terminal inability to hold a normal conversation.

      "I wanted to⁠—"

      "How was⁠—"

      We both start and stop at the same time, then laugh nervously.

      "You first," he says.

      I close my eyes.

      Do it. Rip off that Band-Aid, Beth.

      "That offer for dinner or coffee or whatever." My grip on the phone is so tight my knuckles hurt. "If it's still on the table...I'd like to take you up on it."

      More silence.

      Oh no. He's changed his mind. He realized I'm shy and weird and my idea of a wild Friday night is reorganizing my cleaning supplies⁠—

      "Really?" His voice goes soft, like he’s surprised in a way I’m not expecting. "You would?"

      "I'm free tomorrow night. If that works." The words tumble out too fast. "For dinner. If you want. No pressure if you're busy or⁠—"

      "Tomorrow works." He cuts off my rambling, which is probably a mercy. "Tomorrow's perfect. Where would you like to go?"

      I've thought about this part. "I was thinking somewhere in Missoula." I keep my voice casual. "There’s more options there."

      What I don't say is that I don't want the entire population of Deepwood Mountain gossiping about us and making this into something it isn’t.

      If he notices I'm being evasive, he doesn't call me on it. "I know a great place. How about I pick you up at seven?"

      "Seven works."

      "Then it’s a date.” I swear I can hear him smiling again. “Text me your address?”

      “I will.”

      There’s another pause, neither of us hanging up.

      "Beth?" His voice drops, just a little. "It was really good to hear from you."

      The words hit me somewhere soft and unprotected.

      "Goodnight, Aiden," I manage to say.

      "Night."

      The line goes dead after he hangs up.

      I stand in my living room, phone pressed against my chest, grinning so hard my cheeks hurt.

      I have a date.

      With Aiden Vale.

      What have I done?
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      I don't tell anyone.

      In the morning, when I meet Dad for coffee, I keep my mouth shut. I don’t need him asking well-meaning questions that would make me want to crawl under my bed and never come out.

      And when Camille texts asking if I want to grab drinks tonight, I lie about having projects to grade. But my guilt is minimal. She'd make this into a whole production—outfit consultations, pep talks, probably a PowerPoint presentation on first date strategies.

      This is something I need to do on my own.

      Still, at five o'clock, I wonder if I should’ve asked for Camille’s help. I've tried on everything I own at least twice.

      The problem is that my closet looks exactly like an elementary school teacher’s should…a woman who teaches addition and subtraction and reads Dr. Seuss three times a day. I have cardigans in seven colors, long skirts in floral prints, and pants in sensible fabrics and sensible cuts that wash well and don't show stains.

      There’s nothing that says I'm a woman you might want to kiss.

      I dig deeper, past the teacher clothes, past the "really should donate" pile, until my fingers close on something silky.

      The dress.

      I bought it two years ago for my cousin's wedding. Then her fiancé got cold feet, the wedding got cancelled, and the dress has been lurking in my closet ever since, tags still on.

      It's a rich burgundy, the color of a complex pinot noir. The fabric skims over my curves suggestively, like it's hinting at what's underneath instead of showing it outright. The neckline dips lower than anything I'd normally wear, and the hem hits mid-thigh.

      I hold it up against myself and stare in the mirror.

      "You're going to look like you're trying way too hard," I tell my reflection.

      But isn't that the point? For once in my life, I want to try. I want him to look at me and stop thinking about every other woman he could be with in Deepwood Mountain.

      I want to be unforgettable.

      I put on the dress before I can chicken out.

      The woman in the mirror doesn't look like Miss Mahoney, the teacher who has fruit snacks in her purse and has Pop Goes the Weasel running in her head 24/7.

      She looks like someone else. Someone bolder, who goes on dates with handsome firefighters and doesn't apologize for wanting to be touched.

      Miraculously, when the doorbell rings, I'm still wearing the burgundy dress and hoping I don't trip in the heels I'm not used to walking in.

      I open the door and Aiden's jaw literally drops.

      He's in dark jeans that fit like they were made for him, a button-down in heather green with the sleeves rolled up over his mouth-watering forearms, and his hair is doing that effortlessly styled thing that probably took him thirty seconds.

      But he's staring at me like I'm the one who’s stunning.

      "Hi," I say, suddenly breathless.

      "Hi." His voice comes out rough. His gaze travels down my body—not leering, just...appreciating—and when his eyes finally return to my face, there's a heat in them that makes my lower belly clench. "Beth. You look...Jesus."

      "Good Jesus or bad Jesus?"

      He laughs, shaking his head. "Incredible Jesus. You're gorgeous."

      The compliment sweeps over me like a wave, and I grab my purse before I blush hard enough to burst into flames.

      "You clean up pretty nice yourself," I say.

      He grins—that cocky grin I’m starting to find more charming than anything else. "I try."

      He opens the door to his truck for me and I can’t help but be surprised.

      The car ride is slightly awkward as we try to make small talk, but we get to Missoula in no time.

      The Italian restaurant he chose is in a converted brick building downtown, with exposed beams and soft lighting. It’s intimate without being stuffy, and tables are spaced far enough apart that you can have a conversation without the couple next
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