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To those out in the world, on their own paths, setting little fires. You have the power to create the life you desire.

‘We are the warriors of the people, who stand on the front line facing Mother Nature’s fury; running in when everyone else is running out. We are facing fear, death and hell’s wrath to protect souls we may never know, breaking through the devastation of flames. We honor those that came before us and the souls we fight valiantly with side by side. We are firefighters.” valiantly with side by side. We are firefighters.’ ~author unknown~

A special thank you to the brave men and women that call themselves Wildland Firefighters – Interagency Hotshot Crews. Thank you for your services.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

TROPES

Firefighter romance, angst, small town romance, forced proximity, friends to lovers, widow, love after loss, single mom, brother’s best friend, curvy FMC.

TRIGGERS

This book contains mentions of parental death, mentions of spousal death, PTSD/anxiety and emergency home birth.

If you are triggered by any of these situations, please skip this one.

CONTENT WARNINGS

This book contains profane language and explicit, consensual sexual content.




SUPPORT WILDLAND FIREFIGHTERS

I won’t call them heroes because they’d hate that, but I could not write this book without acknowledging the real wildland firefighters who perform these hazardous duties every fire season. They work long hours in treacherous conditions, facing extreme heat, smoke, and inhospitable terrain – oftentimes without receiving an adequate living wage and while sacrificing time with their loved ones. The challenges they face are beyond what most of us can imagine, taking a toll on their physical, mental and emotional resilience. Their dedication to protect our communities, landscapes and natural resources deserves our deepest appreciation and support.

Grassroots Wildland Firefighters advocate for proper classification, pay, benefits, and comprehensive well-being for federal wildland firefighters by providing solutions and support through policy reform.

If you would like to contribute monetarily, please consider donating at givebutter.com/GRWF.
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HONOR PLAYLIST
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	Gettin’ Warmed Up – Jason Aldean

	If I Die Before You – Chris Lane

	Wildfire – Austin Snell

	World on Fire – Nate Smith

	Lies Lies Lies – Morgan Wallen

	Bulletproof – Nate Smith

	Somebody’s Problem – Morgan Wallen

	You Look Like You Love Me – Ella Langley and Riley Green

	In Case You Didn’t Know – Brett Young

	To the Men That Love Women After Heartbreak – Kelsea Ballerini

	Scared to Live Without You – Morgan Wallen

	Spin You Around – Morgan Wallen

	Come Back . . . Be Here – Taylor Swift

	Stand by Me – Lil Durk and Morgan Wallen

	I’m Gonna Love You – Cody Johnson and Carrie Underwood

	Bring That Fire – WAR*HALL






ORGANIZATION FLOW CHART

There are thousands of people from various command teams involved with wildland fire operations, but for the sake of keeping it simple, we are only listing the roles mentioned in the Sky Ridge Hotshots series.

[image: Hierarchy chart begins with Incident Commander at the top, progresses to Operations, which links to Division. There are three branches under Division that extend to: Various Engines, Sky Ridge Hotshots, and Helicopter (with Crew). Under Sky Ridge Hotshots, the structure continues down to Superintendent, transitions to Captain, and proceeds to two Squad Bosses. Each Squad Boss leads to a Saw Team, which connects to Crew Members.]




PROLOGUE

XANDER

SIX YEARS AGO

“Thank you for coming.”

My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears. I’ve repeated the same sentence so many times it’s started to sound less like real words and more like a foreign language that I’m not fluent in.

The room around me is bustling though subdued. Small groupings of attendees all waiting to head into the parlor, waiting to pay their respects to my dad.

Superintendent Garrett Macomb, lost in action.

I can see through the dark wood double doors left open wide to the front of the funeral home, to the solitary pedestal in the center of the dais. Flanked by a large, framed photograph on one side, and a folded American flag secure in its shadowbox for safekeeping on the other. His Pulaski—a tool that combines an ax and an adze hoe—is propped up, and his yellow helmet is balanced atop it. Sprays of ferns and a few peace lilies are scattered along the floor as a backdrop. A stage light illuminates the metal urn sitting on the pedestal, the burnished red flaring like flames. I can just make out the metallic gold Maltese Cross of the firefighter emblem on the front of the urn.

I hate the sight of that urn; it’s there simply for show. My dad’s ashes are out on that mountain where he’d laid down his life to get his team out alive.

My mom is standing just to the left of the large photograph, staring at the man pictured there in the standard yellow wildland fire shirt with his helmet pulled over his graying brows. His eyes are crinkled in the corners, face hastily scrubbed of soot and dirt, but a wide grin splits his face. It’s a candid photo; I remember the day it was taken. Though the photo is cropped to show only him, I know that his arm is thrown across my shoulders. We were posing for the picture after fighting a fire in Arizona that had lasted over a month. We were exhausted and hungry and desperate for showers . . . but damn. That was a good day.

Mom’s black-clad back is to me, to the still-empty room behind her. Alone in her grief, mourning the man she’d loved and lost nearly thirty years ago, only to lose him all over again now. My throat closes with unshed tears as her shoulders shake, and she reaches out one hand to draw her fingers over my dad’s cheek in the photo. She’d requested a few minutes alone with him, so my brothers and I had made ourselves scarce.

I look up when a shadow appears next to me, and I reach out to hug my younger brother Zach. He’s a structure firefighter back home in Michigan, and he’s garbed in his dress blues. My mom, Zach, and our youngest brother, Joel, had flown into Sky Ridge, Washington, from Michigan to attend. Michigan had been home for the first twenty-five years of my life, but I’d followed Dad to Sky Ridge, much to my mom’s disappointment. Followed in the career that had taken my dad from her all those years ago, and the career that had now taken his life.

We all know the risks of the job. He knew. I know. We’re hotshots— wildland firefighters—and the risk of not coming home is always high, no matter how well trained and meticulous we are in the field.

My mom had given Dad an ultimatum all those years ago. God, I could still hear the argument, the crying, the begging. She’d begged him not to go, not to leave us again. Told him if he walked out the door, he wasn’t welcome back. That we needed him home more than his crew needed him out here. I was eleven, Zach was eight, and Joel was six. She said we needed him home, that growing boys need their father home. She wasn’t wrong . . . but neither was he.

I love my mom, truly I do. And I grieve for her more than she knows. She lost the love of her life to the love of his life—the job. But she doesn’t understand that these men and women are family too. That the job we do, the lives we save . . . it’s important. And to those of us who are in it, it’s hard to explain to others who aren’t.

So Dad had kissed my mom one last time, and then he’d left, because his crew—his brothers—needed him. And when I was twenty-five, I’d made the decision to leave the safety of home, our little slice of heaven in northern Michigan, and join him in Washington. Because this was where my heart was. I’d joined the fire department at nineteen, but my heart wasn’t in fighting structure fires. I was born to be a hotshot. I knew it; my parents knew it. Even back then.

I hadn’t looked back. Not in all the years since.

We’d worked side by side, year after year. He was a fair but demanding superintendent. He gave as much of himself as he demanded from any member of his crew.

Zach brings me back to the present, slapping my back and then squeezing my shoulder. Taking a deep breath in, I run my palm down my chest, over the front of my own standard-issue yellow wildland fire shirt. It’s clean—mostly—and the olive-green Nomex pants I have on are the cleanest ones I own. My boots are scuffed and work-worn, but I’d cleaned those the best I could too. I’m fairly certain Mom almost had an aneurysm when I’d arrived wearing my gear; she had urged me to go back home and put on a black suit, but I’d said no.

Our gear is like a badge of honor—this is how we choose to show respect to those whom we’ve lost.

Zach pulls a silver flask out of the inner pocket of his dress blues and uncaps it, handing it over to me. We share a small smile before I tip it up and take a healthy swig; our dad’s favorite whiskey burns my tongue and throat as I swallow. Handing the flask back to Zach, he does the same before pocketing it again.

“Superintendent.”

I stiffen at the title and turn, nodding at the man who spoke. Mack Treynor, superintendent of Colorado’s Vantage Hotshot crew, a man who’d worked alongside my father for most of their careers. His hazel eyes are solemn, his face stoic as he glances between me and Zach.

“I know how awful that must sound to you right now,” my dad’s friend says gently, reaching out to grip my shoulder hard in his hand. His grasp is tight, grounding me. “Your dad was a great man, and you’ve got big boots to fill, son. He was so proud to know you were stepping in behind him. I’m sorry he didn’t make it to retirement.”

My gut clenches. Twelve weeks. Twelve fucking weeks and he’d have been retired. He wouldn’t have even been on that goddamn call, wouldn’t have died on that fucking mountain.

Mack clears his throat, his own emotions making it difficult for him to speak. His eyes go to Zach then. “He was so damn proud of all of his boys, for following in his steps.”

My brothers are both firefighters back home in Michigan. We’d all been on the same crew when I still lived there, before I moved. Joel had only just joined when I left. Zach is now married and has the two cutest girls I’ve ever seen—not that I’m biased as their uncle, or anything—with another on the way. I have no idea what Joel is up to these days, other than being a giant pain in my mom’s ass.

Zach nods. “Thank you, Mack. He loved this job more than anything.”

But Mack shakes his head, his eyes growing sadder, and he slides his gaze over to my mother, still weeping in front of my dad’s photo in the parlor. “Not more than anything.”

With one more squeeze to my shoulder, he turns and walks away, leaving the two of us alone. We’re not alone for long, because through the plate-glass doors leading outside, I see a group of men, dressed in mostly clean wildland fire gear, making their way across the parking lot.

My brothers, my crew, eighteen of them in total. A force to be reckoned with, and some of the bravest motherfuckers I’ve ever met.

Callahan Woods, my newly appointed captain, leads the pack. He’s followed closely by Jacob Taylor and Rowan Kingsley—King, as we call him—two of our newest recruits. They’re young, can’t be more than twenty-two, but damn they’re hard workers. Jack Taylor—my dad’s right-hand guy and Jacob’s father—walks several paces behind the others. He’s been our squad leader for as long as I can remember. He’s retiring at the end of the season, having decided to move his own retirement up, but he wants to work one season with his son, Jacob.

Losing my dad hit him hard and it opened all of our eyes to the risks of this career. He has a family, a wife . . . and he’s choosing to step away to focus on them. I can’t fault him for it, in the light of what we’re doing here today. Jack’s wife and their daughter, Violette—Jacob’s twin—follow the group in from the parking lot, coming to pay their respects to my dad too. We’re all family. Especially on days like today.

Jack walks beside Dixon, one of my crew, who is slowed by a set of crutches and a heavy cast on his right leg. My heart hammers in my chest, the fear and anxiety barreling through me all over again, much like it had in those terrifying moments on the mountain. I had nearly lost most of them, and that memory will haunt me forever. The bravery and leadership that had been my father’s Roman Empire had saved them, and I know he would gladly have given his life a hundred times over to save the lives of his outfit, just as he’d done until his dying breath.

The doors open and my team walks through, a somber group today, so unlike the rowdy hell-raisers that I’m used to. Here to pay their respects to the man who had led them through so many fire calls, the man who had been a boss, a friend, a father to every single one of them.

Cal stops in front of me and we shake hands, his eyes darker than usual as he nods to me. I know he’s suffering. He was the last man out of that fire, heard the snap of the snag that had come down; he was the one who had seen firsthand my dad’s final moments. Knowing there was nothing he could do to save my dad had broken something inside of him. I clasp his shoulder tight and he grips my elbow hard, our conversation silent, before moving inside.

Rowan and Jacob both step forward then, shaking my hand and then Zach’s, before moving into the room with Cal as the rest of my crew files through, shaking our hands and offering gruff words of solace and respect. I’m barely conscious of saying something to King about how proud my dad was of him and Jacob this season. I just feel so damn disconnected from everything. Like I’m here, but not.

My chest aches by the time the last of them filter through, that burning, twisting agony back full force. Jack squeezes my shoulder as he comes through the door last. I nod once in acknowledgment, my throat too tight to speak.

The minister from the local church steps over to us then, letting us know that it’s time, and Zach makes the announcement to please take a seat inside. Those in attendance wander through the doors, filling the rows and rows of chairs.

My crew takes up two rows by themselves. I stride to the front and take my mom by the shoulders gently, leading her to the front row. Zach and Joel sit on either side of her, each in their dress blues, clasping her hands in theirs. I step to the very front of the room, turning to those assembled in front of me. I clear my throat.

“On behalf of my family, I would like to begin by thanking everyone who is here today and for those who have sent their condolences. The outpouring of love and support have been both comforting during this time and a reminder of the impact that my dad had on so many others. On behalf of my crew, we thank you for the support of the community, while so many others are grieving too.”

I clear my throat, swallowing down the emotion that clogs it, and continue. “My dad loved this job, the work he did, the lives and homes and forests he saved, year after year. “All people are created equal, only a few become firefighters,” he’d told me once, and it stuck. He died doing what he loved: fighting for those who couldn’t and protecting those whom he could. We will honor his sacrifice, honor his bravery in life and his heroic death.” I bow my head, clearing my throat again as unmanly tears fill my eyes. “Thank you.”

I take my seat to the left of Zach, and my mother reaches across Zach’s lap to clutch my hand in her own. My eyes collide with hers, those blue eyes that are so much like mine rimmed with tears, her lips wobbling.

“He loved you boys—loved this—so much. This is how he would have wanted to go.”

And finally, the tears slide down my own cheeks as I see in those eyes the thing she won’t say—that she wishes he had loved her that much. Wishes that he had loved her enough to stay.

I vow to honor my dad, his bravery, and his sacrifice to the best of my ability.

Because honor is all I have in the wake of my grief.
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1

XANDER

PRESENT

That was too fucking close.

My stride is steady as I exit Bakersfield Hospital, but my shoulders are tense, my mind heavy.

Scrubbing my hand over my face, I exhale as I step out into the warm May sunlight, crossing the parking lot to my truck. I reach up and spin the brim of my ball cap around on my head so that the brim is shading my eyes.

Goddamn, these motherfuckers are making me go prematurely gray.

We all know the risks of this job, but damn it, it doesn’t make seeing it with our own eyes any less terrifying. To watch your crew-mate, your brother, writhing in pain or hooked up to machines and bandaged head to toe . . . it’s sobering. That Skykomish fire was brutal, and it will be a long time before I get the vision of King stuck in that ash pit out of my head.

Reminds us all that we’re not invincible, and that the beasts we fight out there are stronger than we are, more ruthless, and far more diabolical.

King will be fine, though, even if he has some healing to do yet. Pulling out of the parking lot, I snort a laugh. If Violette Taylor has anything to say about it, that man will be just fine. She’s too stubborn to let him be anything less than okay, and King is too head over heels for the woman to disappoint her. Even if neither of them realizes it yet. They’re both whipped.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I fish it out and slide my finger across the screen to answer. “Yeah?” I’m not a man of many words. Sue me.

“Lunch at Shifty’s?” Callahan, my captain, asks without preamble.

I glance at the clock on the dashboard. It’s still early afternoon, but why not. Fuck it, I could use a drink after seeing King in the hospital. “Sure.”

“Ten minutes?” he asks.

“Yep.”

Twenty minutes later we’re seated shoulder to shoulder at Shifty’s, our local watering hole that I’m a little ashamed to admit has become somewhat of a second home. We each have a beer and a platter of hot wings in front of us, and we’re quiet while we eat. He’s my brother in every sense of the word except for biologically, and we’ve been working on the same crew together for years.

“How’s King today?” he asks around a bite of chicken.

“He’s fine. Getting discharged later,” I answer, taking a swig of beer. I rest my forearms against the edge of the bar and stare down at my plate. “Fucker is lucky.”

Cal sighs, licking the sauce off his fingers, and nods. “Yeah, I know. Scared the shit out of all of us, man. It was like Jacob all over again.”

I nod without saying anything, because that’s exactly what it felt like.

Lou, our bartender, slides a couple fresh beers in front of us and we nod in thanks.

“Hey, thanks again for helping me get Teddy and the kids moved in,” he says then, tearing off a chunk of meat with his teeth and chewing. “It’s a whole lot easier checking in on her now that she’s not forty-five minutes away.”

I nod, popping a carrot stick in my mouth. “She doing all right?”

Cal snorts, shrugging and shaking his head at the same time. “She’s surviving, I guess?” he says, and my gut clenches as he continues. “I hate that I’m not here to help more. I can’t imagine what she’s going through—losing Logan, being pregnant. I worry about being out on a call now that she’s so close to her due date. But at least she’s got Scottie here while I’m gone. And I’m grateful that you’re right next door when we are home.”

I nod again, taking a long pull off my beer. Cal’s sister, Teddy, lost her husband about six months ago after finding out they were expecting their third baby together. Being the protective big brother, Cal had insisted that she move closer to him and his girlfriend so they could help. But it’s hard when we’re gone as often as we are. It helps that she’s my new neighbor though.

“You know I’ll keep an eye out,” I offer gruffly. “She’s not alone, Cal.”

“I appreciate that more than you know,” he says quietly. “I, uhh . . . I know you watch out for her, Xander.”

I swallow hard around a drink of my beer but keep my eyes trained ahead. We don’t talk about this. Not out loud, anyway.

“Always, man,” I admit on a gruff whisper, and he nods.

Because he knows, even if I’ve never said the words, and possibly never will.




2

Teddys

Braxton-Hicks contractions are the most useless and annoying things in the universe, I’ve decided.

Bracing my palms against the sides of my rounded belly, I sigh heavily. They’re not painful, necessarily, but they’re not all cupcakes and rainbows, either.

“You okay, Mom?”

I smile into the rearview mirror at my eight-year-old son, Dalton. “Yeah, I’m fine, bud. You all buckled in?”

He nods, his chocolate-brown eyes finding mine in the mirror from the back seat. “Penny dropped her cup, but I grabbed it for her.”

“You’re the best helper,” I say to him with another smile as I put my minivan in reverse and back out of the parking spot at the grocery store. We did a huge grocery haul in preparation for the new baby’s arrival in the next couple weeks, and the back end of the van is loaded down with grocery bags.

I’m already dreading carrying them all inside.

My back hurts, my feet are swollen—not that I can see them at this point anyway—and these stupid false contractions are just uncomfortable enough to make me more emotional than usual. I know Dalton will help me carry some of the bags in, my little helper, but the heavier bags are all mine.

The drive home is short, and by the time I’m pulling into the driveway, Penny, my four-year-old, is chomping at the bit to get out of her car seat. Dalton helps her unbuckle while I slowly slide out of the driver’s seat and grab my purse. The baby stretches, and I press a hand to where I can feel her rump pressing just below my ribs, and I smile.

“Almost there, baby girl,” I whisper, then laugh when I feel a kick. My heart aches, seizing my chest even as I smile. This pregnancy has been bittersweet to say the least.

I never thought I’d be doing all of this alone. Going to appointments, seeing the ultrasounds, hearing that whooshing thump of her heartbeat on the monitor, all of it without Logan.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to be doing this alone.

I wasn’t supposed to be a widow at thirty-one with two—almost three—kids. Logan was supposed to be here. My sweet, loving, goofy Logan. My high school sweetheart and the best daddy ever. The man with a heart of gold and a giving nature . . . but it had cost him his life, and now I’m left here alone. So alone and tired and scared all the time. I hate it.

But now, with Logan gone, I have to do it alone. I can’t imagine getting involved with anyone else. It’s safe this way. Because I can’t imagine losing someone again.

Thank God for my brother and his girlfriend, Scottie, and Logan’s parents. My new friend Vi has been a godsend too. We met about a month ago, after I moved to Sky Ridge to be closer to Cal and Scottie, and her friendship has been exactly what I needed. I honestly don’t know how I would have survived the last six months without them all.

Dalton clicks the button to open the slider door and he hops out, then helps Penny climb down. We make our way to the back of the van and I open the hatch. Thank modern mechanics for hands-free liftgates, because bending over is pretty much not happening at this point.

“I can carry some,” Dalton says, looking up at me. I smile, ruffling the hair on the top of his head. He ducks away but grins.

“How about you take these two bags,” I say, taking some of the lighter ones, handing one to Penny and one to Dalton. “And take Penny inside while I grab some more?”

“Okay!” they say in unison, taking hold of the plastic handles, and then they’re off. I contemplate just loading up my arms with as many bags as I can physically carry, but decide against it, just taking a few and following my kids up the paved pathway to our front door. It’s a single-story, split townhouse with duplex apartments on either side. It’s not big, but we have enough space for just us.

And it’s less than ten minutes away from Cal and Scottie.

Glancing over at the door that matches ours on the other side of a bricked partition, I sigh. Pretty sure Cal had insisted on this house because his boss—who also happens to be his best friend—lives next door and can help keep an eye on us too.

While I appreciate the sentiment and the fact that my brother just wants to make sure we’re all okay . . . did we have to move into an apartment directly next to Xander?

His side of the driveway is empty, his black pickup truck not in its usual spot, and I can’t help but feel relieved.

The man makes me nervous.

Not in a bad way . . . but in a “good Lord this man is outrageously attractive and the way he watches me makes me blush” kind of way.

I’ve known Xander Macomb for years, first as my brother’s co-worker, then best friend, and most recently, as his boss. Pretty sure he, Logan, and Cal had all gotten drunk together playing beer pong at a family barbecue a couple years ago. He’s come with Cal to Dalton’s baseball games and had sent a teddy bear to Penny after she’d had her tonsils removed earlier this year.

He had come with Cal to Logan’s funeral.

I honestly don’t remember much of that day. I know he’d been there, but I was so numb with grief I simply don’t remember many details from that entire week, let alone the day itself.

After I lift the bags onto the counter, I get Penny situated in the living room with her tablet to keep her occupied, and then Dalton and I head back outside to get more groceries. Leaning in awkwardly to reach a bag that’s rolled to the back, I groan when I hear the familiar rumble of Xander’s truck as he pulls into his side of the driveway. Why now?

“Hey, Xander!” Dalton calls to him across the yard, and then I hear the door of his truck shut with a clang. A particularly brutal Braxton-Hicks contraction tightens my belly and I hiss out a breath between my teeth as I straighten, pressing a palm to my stomach.

“Teddy?”

His deep voice is laced with concern as he reaches us, and I blow out a breath as the false contraction eases. Bracing myself, I raise my eyes to his. He’s got the most incredible eyes I’ve ever seen, and they never fail to stun me. The icy sky-blue irises are ringed with darker blue and flecked with gray near the pupils—framed by dark, annoyingly long lashes. His face and arms are tanned, like he works out in the sun shirtless a lot, and his lower face is darkened with a close-trimmed beard.

He’s wearing a pair of jeans that fit way too well, and an ancient-looking Petoskey Fire Department T-shirt that molds to his upper body. His dark hair is thick and just a tad too long; the ends are curled slightly beneath the brim of his Detroit Tigers baseball hat.

“You all right?” he asks gently, stepping close. His gaze travels over me completely, from head to toe, and I can’t help the heat that spreads across my cheeks in embarrassment.

I nod, dropping my hand from my belly. Baby does another stretch; she doesn’t like the false contractions either. I give him a small smile, though I can still feel the heat of the blush on my cheeks. Why does he have to be here to witness this? “Just a little false contraction. I’ve been getting them a lot this week.”

“Should you be heading to the hospital?” he asks, his dark brows furrowing over those eyes.

Shaking my head, I laugh. “No, it’s okay. They’re normal, and not anything to be concerned about. I had them for two months before I went into labor with this one,” I chuckle, draping my arm over Dalton’s shoulders.

“Mom,” Dalton groans, shrugging out from under my arm. “You’re embarrassing me.”

Xander laughs, and the sound does something to me. It’s low and deep and soothing. I miss the sound of a man’s laugh.

“Hey, champ,” he says, holding out his fist to my son. Dalton bumps his knuckles to Xander’s and grins. “What do you say we grab the rest of these bags for your mom?”

“Xander, I can carry my own groceries—” I protest, but he pins me with that blue stare. My words trail off.

“Absolutely not,” he says quietly. “Your brother would never forgive me if he knew I let you carry all this in by yourself. You go inside and sit down, Dalton and I can handle this.”

“Xander—”

“Teddy.” His tone stops my protest. Deep and husky and laced with just a little bit of heat.

My cheeks bloom with more heat as he stares at me.

“Let me help you.”

He doesn’t pose it as a question, and I know arguing won’t do any good, so I nod. “Okay. Thank you.”

I move to pick up a couple bags and the man growls at me. Full-on growls. “Don’t touch those bags, Teddy. I’m warning you.”

Dalton giggles and I roll my eyes. “You’re being ridiculous.”

Xander places his hands on my shoulders and gently moves me away from the van and the pile of groceries, then turns me toward the townhouse. “I said go sit down. Dalton and I have this under control, right, champ?”

“Right!” Dalton exclaims.

I shake my head again but do as he says.

Penny requests that I sit next to her on the couch when I come through the door, so I sink slowly into the cushions and let her snuggle into my side as Dalton and Xander make the several trips in with the remaining groceries. His gaze takes in the space and I scrunch my face up in mortification. Penny’s toys are all over the living room floor that I didn’t take the time to clean up earlier, and there’re dishes in the sink from lunch that should probably be rinsed and put in the dishwasher.

When I make to stand, Xander glares at me, pointing one finger at me. “Don’t move. We’ve got this, remember?” Turning to Dalton, he asks, “Can you help me put these away?”

“Yeah!” he says, grinning, and I can’t help the smile that pulls at my own mouth. He’s missed having a guy around.

Grief seizes me then. I miss my husband. So much. It’s strange having another man in my space, even if he’s only here to help because of his loyalty to my brother.

It doesn’t take long before the two have all of my groceries unbagged, sorted, and put away. Xander had to ask where to put a few items, and I directed him with a grin from my spot on the couch.

Bunching up the plastic bags, Xander stores them in the “bag of bags” Dalton shows him under the sink, and then they’re finished. Dalton looks so darn proud of himself, and Xander offers him his knuckles for another fist bump. “Good work, champ. Thanks for the help.”

Scooting to the edge of the couch, I brace my hand on the arm of the sofa to push myself up awkwardly, but before I can, Xander is in front of me with his hands outstretched.

I laugh, feeling the heat rising in my cheeks, and roll my eyes. What a sight I must be. I’ve never been small, but being at the tail end of my third pregnancy has me feeling like a beached whale. Placing my hands in both of his, I allow him to help me up from my seat on the couch. God, I can’t wait for this baby to get here. These last few weeks have been torture and hard on my body this go-around.

He steadies me, taking a step back so that my stomach doesn’t bump into his. His body is hard all over, heavily muscled and tanned. Every part of me is soft and big, especially now, and it makes me self-conscious being this close to a man built like a damn god. It’s unfair.

“Thank you,” I murmur, ducking my head and dropping my hands from his to smooth my shirt out over my belly. My leggings are soft and cling to every inch of my legs, and I’m thankful the top I’m wearing is flowy and covers my butt. “And thank you for doing all of that. You didn’t have to.”

“You don’t have to do all of this alone, Teddy,” he says gently, but takes several steps back. “I’m right next door if you need anything.”

I laugh then, crossing my arms over my stomach as we make our way toward the door. I feel bad that he and Cal feel that they have to babysit me. I try so hard to hide away my grief and be superwoman so they don’t worry, but that’s clearly failing on my end. “You’re home once every two weeks, Xander.”

“Well, if I’m home and you need anything, you come get me, okay? You have my number,” he says, staring down at me.

I laugh again. “Yes, I have your number. Cal made sure I have it for emergencies . . . though I think that’s what nine-one-one is for too. They might get here quicker than you most times.”

He laughs, nodding sheepishly. “Well, we both feel better knowing you have someone else looking out for you and the kids. At least when we’re home, I’m just a few feet away.”

“We’re fine,” I assure him, my chest tightening. He’s such a kind man. I just wish he didn’t make me so damn nervous. Why couldn’t I have a nice elderly neighbor that doesn’t look like Xander? That doesn’t look at me the way Xander does . . . I shake my head to clear the thought before another blush can tinge my cheeks. “Logan’s parents check in regularly. And I have Scottie nearby too.”

He nods. “I mean it, Teddy,” he urges as he steps out the door. “If you need anything. Day or night. You come get me. Okay?”

“Okay,” I whisper, nodding.

“Try to relax a little, all right? No lifting anything heavy.”

I snort a laugh and roll my eyes at him. We both know he’s being ridiculous, but I’ll let him if it makes him feel better. “Okay.”

He stares at me from my front patio. “Good night, Teddy.”

“Good night, Xander,” I whisper before closing the door.

His heavy footfalls fade into silence as he walks away, and I’m once again alone with my kids.
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XANDER

It’s been almost a week since I’ve been home last. We just pulled back in from a fire in Wyoming. Running a man short with King still out hasn’t been peaches either, but I’d rather he be back here recovering properly than out with us.

The rigs are unpacked and cleaned, and most of the guys are headed down to Shifty’s for a celebratory beer or two. Cal checked on Teddy on our drive into town, and he gave me a thumbs-up, the signal that she’s all good at home. Shoving my fingers up through my hair, I grimace at the dust and grime caked there. I’m desperate for a hot shower, and though I could shower at the base, I’d rather use my own.

And it gives me an excuse to check on Teddy too.

The sun is hanging low in the sky, the horizon darkening when I pull into the driveway, and I’m happy to see her minivan parked across the lawn on her side. I can see the TV on in the living room and a light glowing in the kitchen as I grab my pack from the passenger seat of my truck and climb out.

I can’t wait for a hot shower, food, and sleep.

Shower is first up though, so I drop my pack in the center of my bed and disappear into the bathroom to turn the taps on. I strip out of my filthy Nomex gear and shower quickly, scrubbing off the dirt and soot and grime of the last week until the water runs clear. Dunking my head under the spray of water, I freeze and pull back when a sound from next door alarms me. I strain my ears but hear nothing further. Must be imagining things.

Turning off the water, I step out and reach for a towel, scrubbing it over my body and hair haphazardly. Padding into the bedroom, I pull on a pair of underwear and jeans, then pull a T-shirt out of the drawer and slide it over my head.

Barefoot, I head out to the kitchen and snag a beer from the fridge, bringing it to my lips and taking a long pull.

A timid knock sounds on the front door and I lower the beer bottle away from my lips. A second knock follows, then the sound of a pained cry through the walls of the duplex has me moving on instinct, my heart in my throat.

Opening the door, I stop in my tracks, nearly bowling over Dalton in my rush. His young face is pale, fear stamped across it, his chin wobbling with emotion. Something wet and pink has stained the knees of his khaki pants. I drop to my knees in front of him, taking his shoulders in my hands.

“Hey, what’s going on? Are you hurt?”

He shakes his head and swallows, then points toward the other side of the townhouse. Another pain-filled cry drifts to me through the darkness. I already know what he’s about to say.

“Mom. She’s—”

I stand, shoving my feet into sneakers. Taking him by the hand, together we rush around the partition toward their front door. Pushing the door open, I stop Dalton at the threshold and say softly, “I want you to take your sister into the bedroom and close the door, okay? Do you have a TV in there? A tablet to keep her busy?”

Dalton nods, his eyes flashing toward the back bedroom as another sob meets our ears. Timed apart, she doesn’t have long to go, I realize with a grimace.

“Okay, champ, I’m going to help your mom. You can be brave for her, right?” I ask.

He nods. Penny is crying, so I scoop her up into my arms and stride down the hallway, following Dalton. He stops in front of the bedroom door and I set down Penny, crouching to ask her, “Where’s your teddy bear? Can you get it and hold on to it for me?”

She sniffles and nods, taking hold of Dalton’s hand tightly.

I stand and offer him my fist, which he fist-bumps. “You got this, champ.”

He closes the door and I continue down the hallway.

“Da-Dalton?” I hear Teddy call weakly, and my stomach clenches. “Buddy, did you find my phone?”

“Teddy?” I call softly. “Is it okay if I come in?”

“O-okay.” I hear the breathless reply, hear the briefest of hesitation in that voice, and I push the door open.

She’s standing in the doorway to the bathroom, a towel on the floor at her feet that she’s attempting to use to clean up the mess her water breaking had made on the tile floor. Her hand grips the door handle so tightly her knuckles turn white as she folds in on herself, and I can see the way her rounded stomach contracts and tightens beneath the material of her shirt. God that looks painful. She grits her teeth and pants as her body relaxes.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles, glancing over at me. “I didn’t know Dalton went to find you. I asked him to find my phone so I could call an ambulance.”

I step closer to her and smile gently. “He did exactly what he should have, Teddy. I’ll get an ambulance on the way, or I can drive you, or call Cal—”

She starts to shake and tips her head back as another contraction takes over, and I don’t hesitate another second, stepping forward and easing myself around her so that I’m standing at her back. Her pained sob as it fades eats away at my armor. Her forehead is dotted with sweat, her T-shirt is loose but sweat makes it cling to her. The pair of leggings she has on are wet from her water breaking.

“May I?” I ask before touching her. She nods jerkily, her body sagging as the contraction fades. I slide my arms around her, under her arms, and slide my palms under the swell of her very pregnant belly. She leans back against my chest, her head falling against my shoulder as I gently lift, relieving some of the pressure and weight. “How long since your water broke?”

She breathes in and out through her mouth, slowly, methodically. “Maybe ten minutes ago? I was fine, and then it just came out of nowhere. I came back here to get my bag and that’s when my water broke. Dalton tried to help me clean up, but I told him to go find my phone—”

With my hands supporting her stomach and her back leaning heavily into my chest, I can feel the contraction start beneath my palms. She grits her teeth again and another agonized cry escapes her. She’s trembling violently and tears stain her cheeks.

I murmur soothingly into her ear. “That’s it, there’s another one. I’m going to let go for just a second so I can grab my phone out of my pocket.”

She nods again, and I pull my arm back, digging into my back pocket for my cell phone. I dial 911 and turn on the speaker feature, then set it down on the bathroom counter. Two rings, and a familiar voice answers. “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

“Hey, Laurel, this is Xander Macomb. I have a woman who is in active labor, contractions seem to be timed less than a minute apart, and her water has broken. Can you send an ambulance our way, please?”

“Of course, what’s your location, Superintendent?”

I wince at the title, something I’m still not entirely used to even six years later, but another contraction starts and I make sure I’m supporting Teddy fully again. Her shaking has intensified, remaining even when the contraction ends. I rattle off the address and Laurel assures us that she’ll get an ambulance headed our way immediately. I request that she stay on the line.

“Sweetheart, what’s your name?” Laurel asks.

“T-Teddy Hansen,” she manages to say before another pained cry escapes her lips. I hold on as tightly as I dare, fear that I might somehow hurt her tempering my hold slightly.

“Hansen?” Laurel asks, and I sense the surprise in her tone, and understand why. Logan might not have been an EMT in this district, but word travels, especially in small, close-knit towns like Sky Ridge and Cedar Valley.

I glance down at Teddy, watching a tear slip down her cheek as she squeezes her eyes shut. My eyes land on her left hand and the wedding ring set on her third finger that she hasn’t taken off yet. Not that I blame her.

“She has two other kids here in the residence,” I tell Laurel after the contraction subsides again, forcing my brain to focus. Then, speaking directly to her, I murmur, “Teddy, sweetheart, do you want me to call Cal?”

She shakes her head. “I didn’t even know you guys were back in town. Lo-Logan’s parents are in Cedar Valley.”

My chest constricts painfully, listening to the sadness in her voice, the despair and hopelessness in her tone. I hate that she’s here alone, having buried her husband six months ago. My gut clenches. Fucking hell. I hold on to her tighter, letting her lean her weight into me.

“I’m right here,” I whisper, my throat closing with emotion, knowing it means little to the woman I’m holding right now, but hoping it helps even just the slightest. “Lean into me, Teddy.”

A pitiful, keening sound escapes her through fiercely clenched teeth, her legs trembling, and then she sobs, “I can’t, can’t wait—I need—” She scrabbles weakly at the hem of her shirt, her fingers reaching for the waistline of her leggings. As gently as I can, I help her, peeling the leggings and her underwear down her legs. Her fingers tighten around my forearms where she’s clutching them.

“Teddy, I’m going to lower you down to the floor, okay?”

She nods again, and I get her lowered to the floor. Reaching over to the rack next to the shower, I grab a handful of the fluffy terry cloth towels. I position one beneath her head and then stand, rushing to the sink to wash my hands hastily.

“Laurel, ETA?” I ask toward the phone’s speaker.

“Looks like they’re about five minutes out,” Laurel’s voice comes through.

I swear and glance over at Teddy, keeping my gaze on her face. “They’re not going to make it in time,” I mutter, and then sink to my knees in front of Teddy. “Hey, you’re doing so great.”

She shakes her head with a sob.

“Look at me, Teddy. Sweetheart—”

She raises her eyes that look like silver pools as I position myself between her raised knees. I place a folded towel beneath her bottom and another one next to us, then smile at her. I can see the baby’s head already.

“We’re going to deliver this baby, okay? I haven’t done this in a really long time, but I do have training, all right? Trust me?”

“I can’t do this—” she cries on a whisper, rolling her head on the towel tucked beneath it. Her eyes are squeezed tightly shut, though tears continue to track down her cheeks where they disappear into her dark blond hair. “He was supposed to be here.”

I take her hand in mine and squeeze gently. “Teddy. Listen to me; you can do this. You’ve done so good. We’re going to get this baby here and then we’re going to get you into the hospital, okay? On the next contraction, I want you to push. Can you do that?”

She shakes her head no, but seconds later the next contraction is on her, and while I’m kneeling before her, she bears down on instinct.

“There you go. Teddy, one more and this baby is here. One more. Here we go—”

A hoarse cry rips from her lips, and then I’m catching the squirming, tiny baby in the towel I prepared. I swipe my finger into the baby’s mouth to clear the airways, then flip the baby over and thump her on the back. The longest heartbeat of my life passes and then a gusty wail erupts from the baby’s mouth. Teddy sobs out a laugh as I pass the baby over to her, setting the baby girl on her mother’s chest.

“You did it,” I praise quietly, leaning over to brush the hair away from Teddy’s face. She’s flushed and sweaty, and unshed tears make her eyes look luminous as she stares up at me. I’m lost in those eyes. Lost . . . and completely helpless to pull my way out of them. “You’re a badass.”

I watch as she swallows hard, her throat working with the motion, and she opens her mouth to speak—

A knock at the front of the house pulls my eyes from hers to the bathroom door. I can hear the front door opening and a man’s voice call out, “Superintendent Macomb?”

“We’re in the back bathroom,” I reply, cautious not to shout too loudly in deference to the tiny babe in her mother’s arms. I listen to the telltale rattle of the stretcher as it’s guided through the living room and down the narrow hallway. “EMS is here, Teddy. We’re going to get you loaded up and take you two girls to the hospital.”

“What about my kids?” she whispers, her gray eyes wide and bouncing between mine. “I can’t leave them—”

“We’ll be right behind you,” I assure her gently, clasping my hand over hers, where it’s curved around the baby’s towel-covered back. I raise my eyes to the two uniformed EMTs that have just popped in through the bedroom door. I can’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. I’m glad Prescott—Cal’s girlfriend, Scottie—is one of the first responders Laurel sent. I shift out of the way, just to Teddy’s side to allow Scottie room. Teddy’s fingers squeeze around mine, like she doesn’t want to let go of my hand either.

“Hey there, sis,” Scottie murmurs as she kneels next to Teddy, who lets out a soft sob at seeing the familiar, friendly face.

Emotion burns in my throat.

Beaming a smile down at Teddy, Scottie whispers reverently, “Look at what you did!”

“Can you call Cal? And Lo-Logan’s parents, so one of them can help with Dalton and Penny—” Teddy stammers, her words breaking through the tears, and I clasp her hand tight in my own. She swings her eyes from Scottie’s to mine.

“Hey, sweetheart, we’ve got this, okay? We’ll be right behind you,” I repeat quietly, my gaze firm on hers, stalling the rapid fire of words that are tumbling out of her mouth. I squeeze her hand again. “Teddy, I know this is all scary and you’ve had to do this all by yourself, but you’re not alone now, okay?”

Tears shimmer in her eyes as she nods, just slightly. Her lips are pulled tight, and I can see the pain etched there, now that some of the adrenaline has started to wear off.

I nod once to Scottie and her partner Matthew, then return my attention to Teddy. “You’re not alone, sweetheart. We’re right here.”

I want to comfort her in some way. Hold her. Make her realize she’s not alone. Because I’m right here. Fuck, am I glad I came home instead of heading down to Shifty’s. I squeeze Teddy’s hand once more and then lose the inner battle with myself and lean down to press a kiss to the top of her blond hair. I squeeze my eyes shut tight for a second before opening them as I lean back.

“I’m so damn proud of you, Teddy,” I murmur gently. Smiling down at her, my fucking heart is thumping wildly in my chest for this incredible, brave woman. “You did so good, sweetheart. So damn good.”
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Teddy

The events from a week ago are both a blur and painfully clear in my brain. Xander drove Dalton and Penny to the hospital in my minivan, following myself and the baby in the ambulance, and hung out in the waiting room with my kids until Cal showed up to take over.

Logan’s parents arrived at the hospital shortly after Cal, and Colleen, my mother-in-law, is staying with us for two weeks to help out. She left to run a few errands earlier when Violette got here to let us have some girl time and to let the kids play.

Vi was my savior today; she brought Dalton and Penny Happy Meals earlier and let me eat my own carton of deliciously salty fries while they were still hot. She took the opportunity to snuggle on Bea, who is already somehow a week old. She and her daughter Hollie left just a few minutes ago. Ugh, I owe them all so much. I couldn’t do this without Colleen or Vi.

Cal had called the morning after my emergency home birth to say that they had gotten a roll out back to Wyoming to a sister fire that had broken out, so they’ve been gone for the last week. It hasn’t stopped my brother from texting every day and requesting new baby pictures to share, of course. Vi mentioned that the crew is getting back tonight according to Rowan, who is apparently jonesing to get back to work after his accident.

I haven’t seen Xander since the night Bea was born, which is totally fine with me. I might never be able to look the man in the eyes again after that night. As much as I would love a little amnesia to take over and save me from the waves of mortification that keep swallowing me whole every time I remember the events of that night, it hasn’t happened yet.

“Oh god,” I groan, dropping my face into my hand. The man is fine with a capital F, and he not only witnessed, but assisted, in birthing my newborn. Was all up in there. Fantastic. Poor man is probably scarred for life.

I may or may not be watching out the window for a black pickup truck to appear in the driveway so I can avoid my stupidly hot neighbor for the rest of my life.

“I see the way you look at him. I think it was fate for him to be the one to come to your rescue.”

Now Violette’s words from our conversation earlier are on replay in my head. Dammit, Vi. I don’t look at him any certain way.

I don’t.

Not really, anyway.

He’s just nice to look at. And really kind and gentle and obnoxiously good with my kids. And it’s probably just my stupid postpartum emotions doing their thing making me all sensitive and super emotional.

Right?

Scooping my newborn up just to feel her tiny body against mine, I snuggle her up on my chest as I walk around the kitchen, all seven pounds, two ounces of her. She has the same light brown hair as Dalton and Penny and the same dark eyes.

I press my lips to the top of her head, breathing in her baby smell as tears well in my eyes. Pushing my glasses back up the bridge of my nose, I swipe at the wetness on my cheek.

Logan made sure I had him with me. In all of our kids. All three of them have his hair and chocolate-brown eyes.

It’s like my genetics didn’t even try.

I snort a laugh and then wince at the slight pull of pain in my midsection. Taking Bea with me, I lower myself slowly into the corner of the couch and prop my feet up. I am happy to announce that I once again have ankles and toes that don’t look like sausages. Small win, but a win just the same. I’ll take it.

I haven’t let myself look at my naked body in the mirror yet, not quite ready for that hit to my self-esteem. My body is just built differently, always has been.

Don’t get me wrong, I’ve grown to appreciate everything this body has done for me. It carried and birthed three beautiful, healthy babies. But I’m pretty sure this mom pooch will forever be with me. Yay.

The telltale rumble of a truck engine perks my ears and I slink down on the couch as if that will somehow make me less visible to the man in that truck, like he has X-ray vision and can see through the walls or something. I hear the metallic thunk of his truck door closing, and then the quiet snick of his front door.

It’s quiet for a while, Penny zonked out after her playdate with Hollie, and Dalton is in his bedroom. With Bea asleep on my chest, I almost doze off, but startle awake when a knock sounds on the door.

Pulling myself and Bea to a stand slowly, I make my way to the door and pull it open. Xander is standing on the porch, a bouquet of flowers and a paper sack in his hands. He looks like he just stepped out of a shower, his hair damp and curling slightly at the ends, and he’s wearing a pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt that looks like it’s seen better days.

He’s gorgeous, of course.

And I’m painfully aware of the fact that I didn’t put any makeup on after my shower earlier and my hair is piled up on the top of my head in the messiest of buns. I’m wearing a loose-fitting pair of pajama pants and an oversized sweatshirt. My glasses have a smudge on one corner of the lens that I was too tired to worry about. Mom couture at its finest. I almost snort another laugh. Yikes.

“There’s the two prettiest girls in Sky Ridge,” he says quietly, his eyes dropping to the baby snuggled against my chest.

I blush and roll my eyes. He’s ridiculous. “Hi, Xander,” I murmur, smoothing my hand over Bea’s back.

“How are you?” he asks, gesturing with his chin to the baby in my arms. “Are you all right? I didn’t do anything to hurt you or the baby, right?”

I smile and shake my head, moving to the side slightly. “We’re both great, thank you. I wouldn’t have known what to do without your help. Would you like to come in?”

He steps inside, closing the door behind him. He follows me into the kitchen and sets the bouquet of flowers down on the counter, along with the white paper bag. “My mom always says the best thing to bring a new mom is a home-cooked meal. Best I could do was a deli sandwich from Leo’s. Cal said it’s your favorite.”

“With a pickle spear?” I ask, grinning.

He nods, smiling too. The corners of his eyes crinkle when he smiles, and a little dimple appears in one cheek, partially hidden beneath his dark beard. My heart flutters just a bit, little butterflies that aren’t quite ready to take flight yet.

“Would you like to hold her?”

His eyes drop from mine to the top of Bea’s head, which is resting beneath my chin, and then he nods. Scooping my baby into my hands, I gently spin her and place her in Xander’s arms. She looks so tiny in comparison to his muscled arms and large hands, and tears prick my eyes again as he leans in close and croons to her quietly.

She won’t know what it’s like to have a dad.

Swiping at the tear that threatens to slip down my cheek, I spin so that I’m facing away from him. I don’t want Xander to see me break down. I need to be strong. For my kids at the very least. If he and Cal think I can’t take care of myself or my kids, they’ll never give me any peace.

“Want to dig into that sandwich while I hold her?” he asks my back.

I nod, moving toward the counter and pulling the thick deli sandwich out of the bag.

“Sit down, Teddy. You don’t have to eat standing up.”

Moving the sandwich and the plastic-wrapped pickle spear to the other side of the kitchen counter, I pull myself up into one of the barstools. I wince at the tightness in my lower abdomen and hiss out a breath.

Xander is there in a heartbeat, one of his hands dropping to my back, Bea cradled securely in his other arm. “What is it? Are you hurting?”

“Just a little sore still,” I
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