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        To my Flygirls.

        Because you said firefighters,

        and Legacy was born.

        I adore each and every one of you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerson

      

      “Just another month?” Agnes asked as she handed the coffees across the bar in to-go cups. Her nail polish was bright pink, matching the one rebellious streak in her silver hair.

      “Yep, one more,” I confirmed when she sighed.

      “You sure you need to go all the way to London? We’re going to miss you around here.”

      I slid my debit card into my wallet and tucked it into my purse. “I’ll be back before you even realize I’ve gone,” I promised, taking both of the coffees. Maybe I’d be lucky and get back before I’d even realized I’d gone. Not that I wasn’t grateful for the opportunity, but the whole purpose of the internship was political and I’d never been politically minded.

      “Emerson Renee Kendrick, I’ve known you since you were a twinkle in your daddy’s eye. You’ve been coming to my diner just about as long, and getting coffee every morning since you turned eighteen. I’ll realize you’re gone the moment you walk out of those doors.”

      I couldn’t hide my grin as I shook my head. She was right, of course. I’d basically grown up in this diner, doing my homework until Mom finished work across the street in her florist shop. “Yes, Ma’am. Well, I’d better get these to Mayor Davis.”

      She leaned over the counter. “Ooh, is that hearing this morning? Everyone’s been dying to hear who’s been building up on the old Parson land.”

      One of my eyebrows rose. “Are you telling me you haven’t driven up there a dozen times already and peeked?” Of course, she had. Everyone had. Except me. It wasn’t the new construction that bothered me, but rather what laid along the ridgeline behind it.

      Her eyes widened in false innocence as she took a rag to the impeccably clean countertop. “Well, I mean…everyone’s seen the signs. Legacy, LLC. It’s odd, right?”

      “About as odd as anyone naming a company after the town we live in, I suppose,” I said, slowly backing away from the counter. Agnes would talk all day if I didn’t’t get out of there. “It’s got to be someone local with all the money they’ve funneled into the rebuild. Just about every business owes them a debt of gratitude.” The money had started showing up just as the rebuild was in full swing a few years ago, a few thousand here, tens of thousands there.

      “Right? And it’s a rather large complex. Don’t you think? Was it even permitted?”

      “It’s just outside the Legacy town limits, Agnes, so it falls under the county.” Another few feet and I’d be home free.

      “Well, you could ask that boy you’re seeing over there on the zoning board for the county. What’s his name?” She looked up from the counter, her blue eyes locking onto my brown ones with the accuracy of a guided missile.

      “You know darn well it’s Greg Roberts. You’ve been serving him coffee just as long, and Agnes, we’re not seeing each other. We’re just friends, so you can stop hinting.” My butt hit the glass of the door, and the bells jingled as I bumped it open.

      She waved her rag at me. “Twenty-four years old and you still won’t lock down a man. Don’t you want your name carved into my wall?” She gestured back to the soft pine wall at the south end of the diner, etched with the names of the town’s lovers. “I’m telling you, if I had your figure, or that hair, I’d have…”

      “Love you, too, Agnes!” I slid out the door of the Chatterbox Diner and into the crisp August air. Summer was still in full swing in the mountains of Colorado, but the mornings brought with them the little bite of fall’s foreshadowing. The door glided shut behind me, and I winced, missing the squeaking hinge I’d grown up with, already mentally chastising myself. Of course, the damn door didn’t squeak. It was new.

      Everything was new.

      More or less.

      That’s what happens when an entire town burns down. Everything gets replaced. I glanced over at the fire hall, its garage doors bright red against the stone of the building. Hell, everyone gets replaced.

      My heels clicked on the smooth concrete as I walked two blocks through our tiny town’s heart, greeting everyone by name as they passed me. Greg’s Explorer was parallel parked just before the town office, proving once again how punctual he was…how dependable.

      It would be so easy to fall into a relationship with him, to finally take him up on that date he kept asking for. But what good was that going to do? He was an attractive guy, sure, only a few years older than me and probably even a decent kisser. But there was no chemistry, no sizzle when he touched my hand, no longing within me. I felt just as frigid next to him as I did with every other guy, which honestly annoyed the shit out of me. It would be comfortable, safe, just like every relationship I’d had in college, but there was a reason I’d quit trying to date over a year ago.

      No one was…him.

      My eyes slid shut, and my grip tightened on the cups. Don’t go there. I caught myself just in time, stopping the onslaught of memories with an indrawn breath and mentally going through my schedule as I blinked. Focus on now.

      The door to the Town Hall opened, and Greg stepped into the sunlight as it caught in his blond hair, his suit impeccable as his timing. “Good morning, Ms. Kendrick,” he said with a cute grin.

      “Mr. Roberts,” I nodded with a smile as I walked through the door he held open for me. “Nice to see you,” I said over my shoulder as I walked up the flight of stairs to the mayor’s office.

      He was totally checking out my ass.

      “Greg? Up here.”

      His eyes shot up to my face as his reddened. “Sorry.”

      I laughed. “At least I know the skirt is effective.”

      “Very,” he admitted as he raced ahead of me to open the second set of doors that brought us into Mayor Davis’s office. “Do you know who this Legacy manager is?”

      I shook my head. “I figured you did since you sit on the zoning board.”

      “No, I only dealt with the attorney,” he finished as we made it to the office.

      “Good morning, Emerson,” Mayor Davis said, taking one of the coffees from me. “Thank you very much. I appreciate you doing that for me.”

      I almost mouthed along as he spoke, knowing his routine by heart. It was as predictable as he was, as he liked everything to be. “I’ll make sure Jenn knows how you like it.”

      He paused over his desk as he was reaching for his files. “Oh, right. I keep forgetting that you’re leaving us.”

      “It’s only six months,” I reminded him.

      “Legacy will definitely benefit from you going,” Greg added. “An internship with the mayor of London is huge.”

      “And I couldn’t have done it without your recommendation and urging,” I said to Mayor Davis.

      He waved me off with a small shake of his head. “That was all you, Emerson. You’ve been instrumental in getting Legacy back on her feet. You’ll make a fine mayor one day.”

      Nope, not going there. “Our nine o’clock should be here,” I said, trying to change the subject. Anyone in my position would have gotten that internship. We were the miracle town—the phoenix that had risen from the ashes.

      “Why do you do that?” Greg whispered as we walked behind Mayor Davis, following him down the stairs.

      “Do what?” I asked, juggling the files for this morning’s business.

      “Act you don’t deserve the internship?”

      “I don’t like the idea of profiting from the town’s history.” From his death. All the death.

      He blocked me from entering the town hall. “You deserve it. You stayed when a lot of us left. You were on the front lines as a teenager, demanding they rebuild our high school. You commuted to college, volunteered your time here, worked on getting Legacy solvent. And what do you plan on doing with all this new-found city-running knowledge?”

      “I’m coming home, of course. I’ll use it here.” There was no other place in the world I wanted to be. Legacy was my home and always would be. I blew a loose, dark brown strand of my almost-grown-out bangs out of my face, cursing my hurried French twist, and tried not to freeze when Greg tucked it behind my ear.

      Why couldn’t I want him?

      He gave me a sad smile and moved his hand away slowly, as if I’d spoken out loud. “Then see? Think of it more as Legacy investing in you.”

      After an awkward side-to-side dance, I gave him a tense nod and slipped by him. Mayor Davis pulled my chair out, and I took my seat, placing the files in front of me as he took the seat next to me. The other council members slipped in, taking their seats with quiet chatter and louder speculation about the morning’s events.

      It was a good thing these proceedings were closed-doors, or half our three-thousand-person town would have been in here to find out who Legacy, LLC was.

      The first matters of business were easily handled. I made notes to talk to Mrs. Greevy about her hatred of the proposed stop sign at Plum St. and Aspen Ave. It would go over a lot easier at the next meeting if she piped down about it. I glanced up at the clock. Five minutes until the ten-thirty.

      I circled the name Legacy, LLC on my agenda like I was back in high school, doodling on my notes. My elbow slipped on the desk’s surface, and I knocked the file to the ground, papers scattering.

      “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath, despite Mrs. Anderson’s disapproving stare from the seat next to me. I dropped to my hands and knees, cursing my skirt and picking up the papers to shove them back into the file. The door to the room opened and shut. Our ten-thirty was here. Thank God there was a wooden partition in front of the desk that hid me and my ass, which was no doubt peeking out from my skirt.

      “Holy shit, you’re Legacy, LLC?” Greg asked from a few chairs down.

      “I’m one of the partners,” a deep voice answered. “How’s it going, Greg?”

      I froze, awareness racing down my spine, through my limbs, and tingling my fingers. No fucking way. It’s not possible. But I knew that voice anywhere. It was the sound of laughter in my childhood, the lectures about my clothes when my curves came in, the deep, whispered pleas not to get too close when he’d realized he was the reason I’d worn my skirts shorter, my necklines lower. It was the quiet timbre and soothing, muttered promises that we’d be okay on that day our fathers had died. It was the silence that came after. Always the damned silence.

      “Well, it’s good to see you,” Mayor Davis said. “How long has it been?”

      I somehow willed my limbs to move in jerky motions, closing the file and using my empty hand to grip the desktop as I slowly rose, thankful my ass managed to land in my rolling chair and not the floor. I placed the file back on the laminate desktop and then slowly let my eyes lift, taking in the tailored, black suit, the starched white shirt under the jacket that stretched across impossibly broad shoulders, and pale blue tie against the tan skin of his throat. When I got to his face, I lost the ability breathe, the air stilling in my lungs as the second hand ceased to move.

      Our eyes met, his as shocked as mine must have looked for a second before he carefully masked his expression. Cool. Aloof. In perfect control.

      Control? What control? I was lost in absorbing every detail of the stranger who stood before me. He wasn’t handsome or cute like he’d been during the short time we’d allowed ourselves to be together. No, he was gorgeous now, the sharp, angular lines of his face one-hundred-percent man, where I’d loved the boy. God, how I’d loved him.

      And he’d broken my heart, shattered it into so many parts that I was still finding small pieces here and there six years later.

      That stitched-up heart pounded in my chest, heavy and light all within the same moment, as if it acknowledged both the glory of our heights and the pain of our fall. He was here. After all this time, he was fifteen feet in front of me…and a world away. My bangs fell across my eye, and I blew them back, not wanting to miss a second of actually being able to see him. To breathe the same air.

      “Emmy,” he said quietly, a ghost of a smile passing his sculpted lips. How did they feel now? Were they still soft? Or had they become harder like the rest of him?

      “Bash,” I answered, barely getting the sound past my lips. So much for the years I’d diligently kept myself from thinking—let alone saying—his name.

      “How long has it been, Sebastian?” Mayor Davis repeated after a few of the council members cleared their throats.

      “Six years,” I answered, my voice nearly breaking. Six years without a returned phone call, an email, any social media, or an explanation. I willed my anger to the surface, to overpower the shock of seeing him, or the way my body immediately warmed in his presence like he’d flicked some switch. Stop it. He left you. Cashed your V-card on graduation night and was gone before you woke up.

      “Six years,” he agreed, those hazel eyes still locked on mine. They looked almost gray from here, the color they leaned towards when he was conflicted, upset. My stomach tightened at the thought of the last time I’d seen them burning green, his hands on my body, his mouth against my skin.

      Holy shit.

      I needed oxygen.

      I needed space.

      I needed my six years back.

      “And what can we do for you?” Greg answered, his voice as tense as the air between Bash and me.

      Bash looked away, and I sucked in a lungful of air. Mrs. Anderson passed me her unopened bottle of water, more than aware of the history between us. Hell, everyone in this room knew our history. Small towns have the memory of an elephant. My hands shook, but I got it open and took two long pulls.

      “I’d like you to incorporate both the land I own and my building into the town of Legacy.”

      His building. He was Legacy, LLC.

      I willed my sluggish brain to catch up, and my eyes to stay the hell away from him, but they kept going back to the strong line of his jaw, the black, untamable hair that still stood in near-spikes, the curve of his lips, the power in his stance. He’d been formidable in high school, intimidating in college, but now he was just…massive.

      “Mr. Vargas, you’re prepared for the tax implications, the zoning requirements?” Mayor Davis asked.

      “I am. The building has the strictest fire protection and is built to Legacy standards.” He stood tall, his arms at his sides, the only tell of his nervousness besides his eyes being the small rubbing motion he made with his thumb.

      I hated that I knew that. Hated that he’d left me. Hated that after six years, I still couldn’t seem to stop my heart from crying out for an explanation.

      Long distance relationships never work, he’d told me before we’d gotten together. I’m in college, and you’re a senior in high school, Emmy.

      We can make it work. We’ve always been the exception to never.

      Except we weren’t.

      “The land borders the boundary as it is, and we have a history of accepting these kinds of petitions.” His voice was strong, deep and sure.

      Mayor Davis nodded. “We do. I have no problem with proceeding with that paperwork. Anyone else?” His eyes swept up and down the arch of councilmembers, and everyone seemed to nod their assent.

      Bash kept his eyes on Mayor Davis as they took a vote, never once wavering toward mine. I wished I could have said the same, but I didn’t have the strength to look away. Because you’re a fool.

      The council voted a unanimous, “aye,” and the motion was accepted. I scrawled some notes on my to-do list, thankful that I was no longer the council’s secretary, just Mayor Davis’s assistant.

      “I’m glad you’re back, Sebastian. We’ve missed you. Appropriate timing, the anniversary being in a few weeks and all,” Mayor Davis said.

      Bash’s expression hardened, and he swallowed, then faked a smile that looked so genuine he fooled everyone but me. “I’m not here permanently, just to get things rolling. If there’s nothing else?”

      He wasn’t staying. I didn’t know if I should be relieved or devastated. The emotions ripped at me in equal strength, making my chest ache.

      “We’ll start the paperwork. You’re good to go on this end.”

      “Thank you.”

      I could almost feel his muscles relax. My fingers flexed with the need to touch him, to assure myself that he was real.

      “One thing,” Mrs. Anderson called out as Bash prepared to leave.

      He tensed as he turned back. “Yes?”

      “What is the building for? Just out of curiosity.”

      He looked her straight in the eye. “It’s for the hotshot crew. I plan to rebuild and reinstate it.”

      My breath left in a rush, my stomach plummeting to the floor as the room exploded into a cacophony of protests. There was no way the town council would approve. No way they’d reopen the wound that had nearly bled our hearts dry ten years ago.

      The second hand on the wall clock behind Bash ticked eighteen times before I could draw a real breath.

      Eighteen seconds. Eighteen elite hotshot firefighters. Eighteen deaths.

      Twelve widows. Twenty-one grieving children.

      Including me…and Bash.

      He didn’t answer their outcry, didn’t fight back. He simply said, “Thank you for your time,” to Mayor Davis, turned and walked out of the room without so much as a look back. Even for me.

      At least this time I’d seen him leave.

      And unlike six years ago, now I knew exactly where to find him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian

      

      Fuck. Me.

      I slammed the door to my Range Rover unnecessarily hard and wrenched my tie loose as I walked into my building. It was nothing like the original, where my father’s hotshot team had operated. That building had been smaller, a little dirtier, ill-equipped, and a hell of a lot better—not because of the facilities, but who ran them.

      I passed the large living room, the glass-walled gym, and finally came to my office, where my pain-in-the-ass best friend lounged.

      “Bad day at work, dear?” Ryker asked, cocking an eyebrow at me from my chair.

      “Get your damned feet off my desk.”

      “Who’s got your panties in a wad?”

      My tie hit the space his feet vacated.

      “No one,” I barked. “Did you get ahold of Knox?” I asked, walking into the state-of-the-art kitchen I’d paid way too much money for. It was capable of accommodating the needs of two dozen people without straining, just like the rest of the building I’d spent a year designing with architects and another year having built. I grabbed a bottle of water from one of the refrigerators, cracked the top and drained the whole thing, wishing it was something a little stronger. Like tequila. Or a horse tranquilizer. Oh, who the fuck was I kidding? Nothing was strong enough to wipe out what had just happened.

      God, the look on her face… Those huge brown eyes had flown wide, her lips parted, and it had taken every single ounce of self-control I possessed to look away.

      “Yeah, he’s finishing up a job in California, and then he’ll fly in,” Ryker answered from the doorway.

      “Good. We need him. Is he bringing anyone else?” It was going to take a hell of a lot more than just Ryker and me to convince the council that it was time for another team.

      “The Maldonado brothers.”

      “No shit?” That was almost a reason to celebrate. Almost.

      “No shit. What did the council say?”

      “It’s going to be a battle for the team. I have no idea how we’ll get them to agree to that part, but they agreed to the annexation.” I threw the bottle into the trashcan with a satisfying thunk.

      “Well, then you should be happy, right?”

      “She was there.”

      His forehead puckered. “Who? Mrs. Anderson? She’s been on the council for years. I think it will take her dying or an act of congress to get her out of there.”

      “No, asshole. I don’t give a shit about Mrs. Anderson.” I raked my hands through my hair and left the kitchen, walking over to the floor-to-ceiling windows in the wide-open training area. Legacy lay in the valley below, and if not for the clearly marked scars on the mountainsides, there would be no hint at the tragedy that had annihilated the town ten years ago.

      “Okay,” Ryker said in his I’m-sick-of-your-shit voice, “well I can run through every woman’s name in town—God knows we’ve both fucked our fair share of them—or you can just tell me.”

      “Emerson.” Just saying her name ripped a scab off my soul that was all-too-eager to bleed.

      He whistled low. “Oh, shit. Look, Harper told me she was leaving on the first.”

      “Yeah, well your sister was wrong.” I should have double-checked, but the minute I’d started asking about Emmy, Harper would have told her.

      “No, she wasn’t.”

      The sultry, feminine voice behind me raised the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. I hardened every defense I had and turned to see Emmy standing just in front of the pool table, her arms folded under her incredible breasts, inadvertently lifting them to the neckline of her button-up blouse. Tucked into that pencil skirt, she looked like a schoolteacher. Well, the kind that boys fantasized about during sex ed. And the way those soft globes crested at that last button…

      Don’t look. Do. Not. Look.

      Too late.

      She raised a single eyebrow at me. Caught. “I’m leaving on the first of September, not August, and yes, Harper told me you were asking,” she addressed the last comment to Ryker, who rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I think I’ll give you guys a…uh…I’m going to leave.” Ryker didn’t wish me luck, or so much as give me his condolences, just pulled a baseball hat over his blond hair and ran.

      Leaving me alone with Emmy.

      Emerson. I reminded myself. Emmy was the girl I’d grown up with, the one who tagged along at every crew barbecue and begged me to take her hiking with us. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t even the teenager that drove me crazy, the one I jerked off to for years when her curves showed up, the one I couldn’t forget about at college, the one I fell in love with.

      The one I destroyed.

      She was a woman now, and from the look in those deep brown eyes, a pretty pissed off one at that. “Are you going to say anything?” she asked.

      “You’re the one that came here.”

      She scoffed. “You’re the one who built a huge…” she gestured to the great room, her eyes catching on the open second story and the exposed beams. “Clubhouse for boys,” she finished.

      “Clubhouse?” A smile tilted my lips. “What are we? Ten?”

      “Oh no, you don’t get to be charming, Bash. Not to me. Never again.”

      The space between us charged with an electricity that could either power this whole house or burn us both to the ground. Years had passed, and that hadn’t changed, no matter how much I wish it had. “What would you like me to be?”

      “Nothing. Just like you have been for the last six years.”

      “Ouch. You’re bringing out the claws pretty early in the argument, don’t you think?” I tucked my thumbs in my pants pockets to keep my hands busy, to keep them from reaching for her. That ever-present need I had for her hadn’t changed either. Fuck.

      “We’re not arguing.”

      I took a step towards her. “Oh, we’re not? What are we?”

      She retreated, keeping our distance equal. “We are nothing. You made that pretty damn clear.”

      “Emerson. What happened between us—”

      “No.” She threw out her hands and shook her head. “We’re not discussing that. Ever. Like it never happened. Any of it. That’s not why I’m here.”

      Never happened? The hell with that. I could reenact every single second if I needed to jog her memory. Every time I took her mouth, from when she’d been sixteen, and I’d been too possessive to let anyone else have her first kiss, to the night I spent tangled in her arms, worshipping her until the sun came up and I had to go. Every moment was branded on my soul like a tattoo, and she wanted to act like it never happened?

      Fuck. That.

      I closed the distance between us, and she scurried back on her heels until her ass met the pool table. One arm on each side of her delectable little body, I leaned in, catching her perfume as she closed her eyes. Bergamot, lemon, vanilla…Emerson. “We happened.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, focused on the buttons of my shirt.

      “Emerson.”

      Slowly, she drew her gaze to meet mine, and I fucking fell right in. Those brown depths had always been fathomless, capable of stealing every one of my thoughts. My blood ran hot, surging through my veins, pulsing with the rhythm of my heartbeat and lodging in my dick. Of course, I got a raging hard-on. I was within inches of Emerson Kendrick.

      Some things never changed.

      “Don’t,” she whispered, the sweetness of her spearmint-tinged breath triggering another dozen memories of her Tic Tac addiction.

      “Say it,” I ordered, needing to hear the words more than anything. More than reestablishing the crew, more than making our fathers’ memories mean anything.

      “Don’t,” she pled, her voice slightly breaking.

      “Don’t what?” I leaned in enough that she bent back over the pool table slightly. Another few inches and I’d have her pressed against me.

      Where she belongs, a neglected part of my soul called out.

      “Don’t come back here reopening wounds.” She shook her head and her bangs fell into her eyes.

      Before I thought better of it, I had her hair between my fingers, the heavy brown mass streaked with strands of fire and autumn throughout. Before I did something even more foolish, I tucked it back behind her ear.

      She took the opening and slid away, damn near running to put the pool table between us. “I’m serious. It’s taken this town a lot to heal—”

      “This town?” My mouth dropped. “What the hell are you talking about, Emmy?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You and the hotshot crew, you idiot.”

      “We’re talking about us,” I reminded her.

      “No, we’re not. Because there isn’t an us. We will never discuss what was us, and if you want any possibility of making this insane idea of yours happen, you’d better never bring it up again.”

      “There’s no ignoring the fact that I know you better than almost anyone, Emerson. That I know exactly how it feels to have you under me, so deep inside your body that I’m pretty sure I left a piece of my soul there. There’s no ignoring what we had, or how badly I fucked it up.”

      She swallowed, blinking back the sheen of tears I saw sparkle there before she turned and started walking out of my building. Fuck. That was why I wanted her gone before I came here. I’d never wanted this confrontation, or to see even a hint of the mess I’d left behind. And just like I knew I couldn’t stay when I was twenty-one, I knew it in my bones—if I let her walk out now without opening a line of dialogue, I’d never get her back here.

      You don’t want her here, remember? You don’t do complicated, the devil on my shoulder argued.

      No, but you do Emerson, the angel reminded me. Or maybe they were switched, what-the-fuck ever.

      “Emerson,” I called out, but she didn’t pause. “Emerson!” I raised my voice as I raced to catch up with her, barely skimming the soft skin of her wrist before she spun on me.

      “What?” she damn-near screamed, the anguish in her eyes unbearable before she threw up that mask she loved so well.

      “Why is it insane?” I asked.

      “The hotshot crew?”

      “Yes,” I lied. I’d done everything in my power to avoid Emerson. To avoid thinking about her, calling her, visiting, begging her to forgive me for needing the life she wouldn’t understand. I wanted to know why she refused to even acknowledge that we happened, but I’d fucking settle for her opinion on the team.

      “It’s impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible. Not to me.” Her eyes widened, and I almost pounced just to prove my point. Jesus Christ. You’ve been in town less than twelve hours, and she’s already got your self-control down to that of a fucking eighteen-year-old.

      “Look, the town can’t handle it. We’re barely back in the black after the payouts from the policies. Legacy just can’t afford to support another hotshot crew.”

      “If the town doesn’t have to pay for it?”

      Now it was her mouth dropping. “What?”

      “If Legacy isn’t responsible for salaries or the insurance policies, will the town agree?”

      She blinked a few times, and I could almost see the gears turning in her too-efficient mind. “The town has always covered the cost of the team. It’s been a matter of pride. Are you thinking of going Federal? To the Forestry Service?”

      “No. We’ll still fall under their guidelines, but we’d be privately funded.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “By whom?”

      Now it was my turn to pause. “Me.”

      A single, perfect eyebrow arched. “Really.”

      “Really.”

      “Bash, the average hotshot earns at least sixty thousand a year, and that’s not talking about team leaders, supervisors, any of it. You have to maintain an eighteen-to-twenty-person team, which means you’d be out at least a million a year, and that’s before your overhead.”

      My grin was instantaneous. “Nice to see you using that MBA. You’ve been out of school what? Two months?”

      “Keeping tabs on me, Bash?” she fired back.

      “Always. And I’m well aware of the cost. I’m good for it.” I looked her straight in the eye so she’d know I wasn’t bluffing.

      She absorbed the knowledge of my wealth like she did everything else, with a simple nod, moving on to the next issue. Emmy had never cared about money, not when they had it, and especially when they didn’t. “The money isn’t the only problem.”

      “The council,” I agreed.

      “The whole town. Bash, you built this compound on Parson’s old land—”

      “It’s my land now. Has been for about three years.” Since I’d sold the first app. Half the money had gone to the land purchase and the other half had gone to my broker for investments. Four apps later, I wasn’t doing too badly.

      “Not the point. We’re what—maybe half a mile away from the ridgeline?” Her voice dropped, and her shoulders sagged. “Why here?”

      “Because if I didn’t buy it, developers were going to. Did you want condos up here? Tourists trying to get closer to the slopes? Better us, men just like them, than a bunch of college kids on spring break fucking around on the land our fathers died on.” She wavered, her eyes doing the side-to-side shuffle they did when she was making a decision. God, it needed to be the right one the first time. Getting Emerson to change her mind on anything was impossible. “Help me, Emerson. You know the town, you can help this through.”

      Her eyes met mine. “You’re asking this town to bleed again when there’s almost nothing left to give.”

      “I’m asking this town to breathe, to live again.”

      She turned slowly, taking in every detail of the facility. The huge great room used for everything from meetings to training, to watching football, the offices, the kitchen, the long dining tables, even the stairs that led downstairs to the living quarters for anyone who didn’t want to bunk in town. “I’ll think about it.”

      I let out the breath I’d held. That was a maybe. Maybe was good. I could muscle the council, the business owners, anything money could grease, I could handle it. But where emotions were involved, to the town, I was an outsider. I’d left, abandoned Legacy just as she was getting on her feet.

      I’d abandoned Emerson.

      She wandered to the door, pausing where the pictures of the crew ten years ago hung. Nineteen heroes. Eighteen deployed shelters. Eighteen caskets.

      Her fingers brushed the smiling photo of her dad, whose arm was looped around my dad. They’d been inseparable, best of friends since grade school. Even their bodies had been found next to each other.

      “This is their crew, Emmy. Our dads’, our friends. They loved this team. I’ve never asked you for anything, and I’m asking…” My jaw flexed. “I’m begging you to help me bring their crew back.”

      She looked up at me, those eyes seeing through every layer of bullshit I’d used as armor since I left Legacy.  “What do you know about running a hotshot team, Bash? It’s not something you throw money at and walk away from.”

      Shit. Fuck. Damn it.

      I took a breath. “I’m working on hiring someone to run the team. Someone I worked with in California.”

      “California?” she asked, demanding the truth.

      “I’ve been on a hotshot crew for a while now. I know what I’m doing.”

      “How long?” She asked, putting it together faster than I’d hoped she would.

      “Six years,” I said quietly.

      “You left m…” She cut herself off with a shake of her head and an ironic smile. “I eventually figured out you were on a crew. Ryker told me a few years ago, but I never realized when it started. Are you with them? Ryker? Knox?”

      “Ryker. Knox is further north,” I replied. “It’s in my blood. It always has been.” I reached for her, needing to keep her close enough to touch, to keep from bolting.

      She stepped away, and I didn’t pursue. “You don’t owe me an explanation, Bash. You never have.”

      Bite the bullet. Do it. “There’s something else you need to know.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m not staying. Once we have the team in place I’m going back to California.”

      Her features froze, her face becoming an unreadable mask. “You’re really leaving. You waited until you thought I’d be in London…you purposely planned this visit so you didn’t have to see me.”

      “Yes.” There was no lying to her. She knew me far too well for that shit. There had never been lies between us. Ugly truths maybe, but never lies, and I wasn’t about to start now.

      She nodded twice, then spun on her heel and walked for the door. Fuck. This wasn’t supposed to be so hard. Clean, easy, all of it—that had been the plan. But then she’d sat up in her chair at the council meeting, and I knew I was royally screwed. And not in the good way. “Emerson, please. This is their legacy.”

      She paused, her hand on the door. Her shoulders rose and fell twice before she turned back to me. “No, Sebastian. We are their legacy. This is you reconstructing the very thing that killed them.”

      Without another word she walked out of the front door, closing it softly and taking my only chance of success with her.
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      “This is such bullshit,” Harper agreed over the thrum of conversation in the bar. Wicked was the most popular bar in town, mostly because it was the only bar in Legacy. We’d been lucky to snag a couple of stools for a Friday night.

      Then again with Harper’s looks, she could have talked any of the guys out of their seats. I’d seen that blonde hair and those blue eyes work their magic more than once.

      “It is what it is,” I said with a shrug, popping a spearmint Tic Tac.

      “He hasn’t said anything else? Talked to you? Anything?”

      I spun my empty shot glass and caught it. “Nope. Just asked me to help him and I haven’t seen him since. I still haven’t made up my mind about what to do.”

      “I can’t believe he’s actually here. Ryker didn’t say anything, I swear.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “You’ve been my best friend for over twenty years, Harper. I know you would have told me.”

      Her shoulders drooped. “I feel like shit that I didn’t notice. Ry isn’t home often, and I was honestly just trying to enjoy having the asshat around.” She leaned over the bar, “Mike! We need two more!” she shouted, lifting her shot glass for him to see.

      “Probably more than that,” I muttered as he nodded.

      “Looking good, Harper,” one of the local guys shouted directly behind us, where he had a front-row seat to the show her ass was putting on.

      I hooked my fingers in Harper’s belt and yanked her back down to her seat. She immediately pivoted, her finger already wagging. “Knock your shit off, Alex. I’m your kid’s preschool teacher for fuck’s sake.”

      “Hey, I was just paying you a compliment. Not that you don’t look great too, Emerson,” Alex said with a deceptively sweet smile.

      “Uh huh,” Harper replied with more than a little venom.

      “Thank you, Alex,” I replied at the same time, tugging the edges of my asymmetrical sweater over my red tank top.

      “So Vargas is home, huh?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      Life in a small town. “He’s just visiting.”

      “That’s right, trying to restart your daddy’s team, isn’t he? Like that’s going to happen.”

      My fingers tightened on the glass, but I couldn’t tell if it was the cavalier mention of the team, or his stupid assumption that Bash couldn’t do it. Maybe it’s something that needs to be done.

      “Greg, get your boy under control,” Harper ordered as he appeared from down the bar.

      “Yeah, and then I’ll fix global warming,” he answered. “But for what it’s worth, I think Bash has the right idea.” He gave me a wink before joining his friends at their table.

      I plopped my head in my hands, more than ready for another shot. “Why can’t I just be attracted to him?” I asked Harper quietly. She leaned in, more than aware that ears were everywhere in a tiny town. “He’d be good for me, right? He’s funny, kind, stable. Good looking, even!”

      “Greg’s a good guy,” she admitted. “You could always try a date or two, just to see what develops…”

      “But?” I asked, knowing there was more.

      “But if you guys don’t have that I-need-to-fuck-you-against-the-wall kind of chemistry, it’s going to be hard for you.” She quieted when Mike delivered two more lemon drop shots. He departed with a head-nod.

      “Why? A lot of people are happy without raging hormones getting involved. Maybe it’s the whole slow-and-steady-wins-the-race philosophy.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Look at Greg again,” she challenged.

      I turned in my seat and saw Carrie Cook perched at Greg’s shoulder, her thumb absently stroking the seam of his shirt. “Okay?” I asked Harper.

      “Are you pissed? Really think about it.”

      I took full stock of my feelings, noting the way the slightly older girl flirted with him and the sound of his laugh. “Nope,” I answered. “I’m curious, kind of wondering where they’ll take that, but I’m not angry at all. I really like Carrie. She’s ridiculously nice.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to work for you,” she scoffed, spinning her seat again to face our drinks.

      I spun too, catching myself on the bar. “Hey, it could. I’ve dated guys that I’m not insanely lustful over before.”

      This time, she flat-out laughed. “Right. And none of them worked out. Why? Because you’ve had that lust-filled want, that scratching, clawing, biting need to rip someone’s clothes off, and not just because they’re fine as hell, but because you’ve loved that man. You’re not going to be happy with anything less than that connection.” She saluted me with her shot.

      Just the thought of Bash nearly pressed up against me on the pool table the other day sent a shot of heat down my limbs. The way his lips had parted, his gaze had dropped to mine. We. Happened.

      “He ruined me,” I said with an ironic smile, lifting my shot.

      “He gave you higher standards; that’s all. Now, let’s…oh, shit.” She sighed.

      I followed her line of sight in the mirror above the bar. “Oh shit,” I repeated in a whisper.

      We both turned in our seats, our shots held midair. Carrie wasn’t touching Greg anymore. Oh no, she had her perfectly painted pink nails toying with a button on a light blue shirt stretched across a body I knew all too well. The sleeves were rolled, revealing the band of tattoos on his right arm that I knew stretched up his shoulder and across his back. Bash.

      He looked up as if I’d called his name, and our eyes locked across the twenty feet or so that separated us. I-need-to-fuck-you-against-the-wall chemistry, indeed. God help me, I did. I wanted to test the strength of his bigger muscles. I needed to feel his mouth on mine. I craved that sweet loss of control that only Bash had ever given me.  In fact, there was a neat little outcropping on the wall right there that he could brace my ass on while sliding these jeans off. My body had forgotten the last six years and time-warped back to when I was eighteen, immediately recognizing that its master was in the room.

      Master? What the hell. No way. I promptly ordered my panties to remain safely at hip-level and tried to shut off my sex-drive. Of course, it had chosen this exact week to reappear.

      His eyes heated the longer he stared at me, and I wet my lips out of pure instinct. He moved toward me but Carried tugged on his shirt and gave him a cute grin. Bitch.

      “Have you mentally fucked him, yet? Because holy eye-sex going on over there.” Harper noted, the shot waiting patiently in her hand.

      “Oh, probably twice,” I admitted with a grimace.

      We tapped our glasses together in commiseration, and I met Bash’s gaze when I threw back the lemon-drop, then licked the sugar from the rim. His fingers flexed against the bottle in his hand. At least you still get to him. I spun on my stool and slammed the glass down.

      “Stop looking at me like that, Emmy.” Bash growled in my left ear, his voice unmistakable and low. “I’m trying my best to give you space, but if I see that little pink tongue one more time, I’m sucking it into my mouth.” I hated the chill that slid down my spine almost as much as I loved the streak of fire that followed it.

      “You worry about your own tongue,” I quipped back, my voice a hell of a lot stronger than I felt.

      “How’s going, Harpy?” He teased Harper like we were back in high school. Like he hadn’t skipped out to go fight wildfires and left me naked in his bed. Like I hadn’t had to sneak out before his mom found me…like I was just another girl on his rotating calendar.

      “Pretty good until you got here, Bash-hole,” she answered in kind.

      There was not enough alcohol in the world for this flashback. “Mike?” I asked, lifting my shot glass.

      “How many have you had?” Bash asked, sliding in next to me and leaning against the bar. The bottle he put down in front of me was still full.

      “That was my second.”

      “And your last,” he said, throwing Mike a throat-cut hand signal.

      “You’ve missed out on a few things.” I glared up at him. “I grew up while you were gone, and that comes with the ability to drink as much as I damn well please. You’re not my master.” Fuck my brain. Fuckity fuck.

      His eyebrows lifted. “Master, huh? We can play that game.”

      “The hell we can,” I snapped, sliding off my barstool. My breath sucked in reflexively when he tugged my waistband, pulling my back to his very big, very warm front. “Bash,” I warned.

      His stubble-roughened cheeks grazed my ear. “First, believe me, I’m well aware that you are a grown woman. Second, I need you sober, because I need to talk to you.”

      I battled my eyelids not to slide shut, not to give in and relax into the security of his body. Did he have to smell so damn good? All cedar and forest? “And third?” There was always a third with him.

      His lips skimmed the shell of my ear, and my lips parted on their own. “I can’t kiss you if you don’t stop. You make bad choices after three shots.”

      Stay put! I ordered my panties, which were begging to be relieved of their position.  “Well, you’re always a bad choice, so I’m not sure what another shot would have to do with it. Second, if you think I’m putting out any kind of ‘kiss me’ signal, you’re mistaken,” I said quietly, not that we could be heard above the random grunge-rock that spewed from the jukebox.

      “Your pulse is elevated,” he said, his fingers lightly pressing my wrist. “Your breathing is heavy, and you’re shifting your weight, none of which happened until you noticed I was here. You need to be kissed, badly.”

      I broke away before my traitorous body could give out any more signals. “Well, if that’s the case, I know someone a hell of a lot safer to take care of it.” I made it within about three feet of Greg before I found myself spun and lifted over Bash’s shoulder. “Sebastian!” I squeaked.

      The small crowd clapped, and even Harper gave me a thumbs up as Bash carried me out of the bar, gesturing with her hand and mouthing, “against the wall!”

      Oh. My. God. Maybe if I woke up now, I could avoid the part of the nightmare where I showed up naked to work. “Put me down!” I shouted.

      A brand-new Chevy pulled into the parking lot, Ryker behind the wheel.

      “Now, damn it!” This was absolutely unacceptable.

      “Uhh, Emerson, are you okay?” Ryker asked as he unfolded his tall frame from the pickup, flickering his attention to Bash.

      “She’s fine,” Bash answered for me.

      “I sure as hell am not!” I answered. “Are you going to stand there while this caveman carries me off?” Bash’s hand tightened across my ass in response.

      Ryker tilted his head and sighed. “Fuck my life, you two. You’re not in the same town for a week and you’re already at each other. Bash, are you going to hurt her? Rape her? Lock her away in a cave?”

      “Don’t be a pain in my ass, Ryker. Of course not.”

      “Emerson, are you honestly scared of Bash?”

      “What? No. He’s just an asshole! Put me down!” I kicked my foot and Bash grunted. Good.

      “Okay, well you two kids have a nice night and work your shit out. Emmy, give him hell.” He waved us off and went into the bar where his sister waited.

      “Looks like it’s just us, Emmy.”

      “You have to be kidding me,” I groaned.
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      Bash lowered me carefully, so slowly that I felt every hard plane of his body against mine on the trip down.

      The door of his black Range Rover swung open next to me. “Get in.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Because you’ve been drinking, so I’m taking you home. Now get in the fucking car.”

      “You’ve been drinking too,” I countered.

      “Nope. I barely cracked the bottle. Want to taste my breath to make sure?” His eyes sparked, the gold flecks in the hazel catching in the streetlight.

      “You mean smell?” I folded my arms over my chest.

      “No, I said what I meant.” He smirked. “Get in.” His voice dropped to a quieter demand.

      “Don’t do that,” I whispered.

      “What?” He braced one of his hands above my shoulder and leaned, his face a handful of inches from mine.

      “Don’t act like you’re still the guy I grew up with. Like I should still know you on some deep level when we both know it’s not true. It messes with my head, and I don’t like it.” I hated it. And the worst part was that my heart couldn’t seem to tell the difference. It started burning with that achy, bright feeling I’d always had when he was around, like it couldn’t remember the years it spent licking wounds and knitting itself back together.

      His eyes widened at my honesty, and he stepped back, moving his hand. “Please get in. Let me take you home.”

      I climbed into the SUV, and Bash shut my door, coming around to the driver’s side and taking his seat.  The motor thrummed to life, and we pulled out. If I closed my eyes, it could almost be high school again. Except the material things in his life, from the clothes he wore, the car he drove, even the street we traveled on—they had never been this nice. But I would trade them all for the honesty, the clarity of the emotions we’d had back then.

      The car smelled brand new because it was. The leather was soft, supple, impeccable—kind of like Bash was now. I missed the beat-up Dodge he’d taken me to Prom in. “Doesn’t this thing get dirty when you’re called to a fire?” I asked, breaking the silence as he pulled up to the stoplight.

      He glanced my way, no doubt surprised that I would even bring the fires up. “No, I take my work truck. This was my street-only present to myself after the last deal.”

      “That’s right. You sold apps for firefighters or something.”

      A small smile crept across his lips. “Checking up on me?”

      “It seemed only fair,” I countered. “Harper filled me in.”

      “Ah, I figured she was keeping you informed. It’s not like Ryker and I are out of touch,” he said, turning down my street.

      “Actually, she didn’t tell me until I asked this week. Once Ryker told me you joined a crew in California…well, we kind of have a no Bash-talk rule. Harper doesn’t bring you up, and I never ask.”

      “Never?” he asked, pulling into my little driveway and putting the car in park.

      “Never. It’s just safer for my sanity that way.” I looked up at my small townhouse. “You brought me home.”

      “That was the idea, right?”

      “Right. But this isn’t my mom’s house. This is my house, which I bought way after you left. Been checking up on me?” I joked.

      “Always.”

      My breath caught at the look in his eyes. It was possessive, consuming, raw in a way he hadn’t been when we were younger. Damn it, my body warmed for him. Good thing your brain is in charge of this operation.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth, and my lips parted. I swept my tongue across my lower lips, watching with fascination as those eyes of his darkened. He reached across the console and cupped my face in his hand, his thumb caressing my cheekbone.

      “Emerson.”

      It was too much. Everything was too much when he was close. I’d built these gorgeous, strong, fireproof walls, and he was taking a sledgehammer to them—ripping down the defenses I’d spent the last six years constructing.

      “Bash…” I shook my head to dislodge his hand, and started to fumble with the door, but the handle wasn’t where it usually was.

      “I always knew where you were.”

      I paused, entranced by the rasp in his voice.

      “I knew when you got accepted to CU, and I knew that you chose Western State because it was closer. You commuted for your MBA because you couldn’t bear to move away while the city was still digging out of its financial hole. I knew when you bought this townhouse and when the water heater was faulty and quit working on you.”

      “What? How?” Crap, my voice was breathless.

      “I asked. Ryker told me. You may have blocked me out of your mind, moved on, never given me a second thought, but there was never a day when I didn’t think about you. Worry about you. Check the fucking weather to make sure you weren’t going to get yourself killed driving to class.”

      There was no oxygen. Why was there no oxygen? My lungs wouldn’t pull it in, and even if they did, everything was Bash. The car smelled like Bash, the air tasted like him, my skin warmed where he’d touched…it was all Bash. “I need out.” My hands fought with the door, but nothing moved, there was no way out. “You have me trapped in here. Fuck!”

      The door opened, and I damn-near fell into Bash. When had he come around to my side? He caught me around the waist easily and steadied me on my feet. “It’s here,” he said softly, showing me the handle further up the door. “You’re not trapped. I would never trap you.”

      I nodded, trying to process what he’d just said, but I couldn’t. They were just words, and nothing matched what he’d done to me. Nothing. “I need to go inside. I know you want to talk about the hotshot crew, but I can’t. Not tonight. Not like this.”

      “Like what?” he asked, moving closer.

      “With a fucked-up head! Damn it, Bash! You’ve been home for what, four days?”

      “About that.”

      I fought for control, for the tiny, logical portion of my brain to overpower the emotions that were begging to be let free from where I kept them bottled, captive, restrained. But he was here, in front of me after six years of waiting, worrying, borderline hating him, and I couldn’t get a grip. My heart vomited, my mouth spewing forth the words I’d kept leashed since I realized he’d left.

      “You invade my space, carry me out of a bar, order me around, and act like you have some kind of Neanderthal’ish right to me when we both know you have none. Six years without a phone call, an email, a fucking social media post! You left. Remember? You didn’t just walk. You ran!”

      He took the final step between us, bracing one hand on the frame of the car and tunneling his other through the hair at the nape of my neck. “One, I was a kid. You were a kid. Kids do stupid things. Two, yes, I ran. I’ve never lied to you, Emmy, and I’m not starting now.”

      “And three?” I taunted.

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk so sexy that I nearly went limp. “Three,”—his features locked into something dangerously serious, his hand tightening in my hair. “I have every right to you.”

      “Bullshit,” I spat, bringing my hands to his biceps in readiness to push him away. We were close enough that he filled every single one of my senses, overwhelming every cell in my brain and heating the blood in my veins.

      “This mouth?” He ran his thumb along my lower lip. “It was mine first. These curves?” His hand skimmed down my side, gently squeezing in at my waist and then palming my hip. He closed his eyes and groaned for the barest of seconds.

      Shit. My body came to life. A simple touch and my pulse pounded. My breath caught, my core started to hum. All from a single. Damn. Touch.

      I was so screwed.

      “I was the first to map each line of your body. My tongue was first to taste every delicious inch of your skin.”

      “Don’t,” I pled. But for what? I wanted him to back off, to leave me the hell alone and go back to California. Right? My heartbeat skyrocketed.

      “I was the first man inside this body, Emerson. The first one to take you, to consume you, to make love to you.”

      “And you think that gives you some right to the woman I am now? That girl you made love to is long gone,” I countered, scrambling for any logic I could cling to.

      “Your body says it does. Your little breaths are hitched, your thighs are shifting, and I’m sure I have marks in my arm from your nails pulling me closer. You’re practically screaming for me, and I’ve barely touched you.”

      Damn it, he was right. Not that I’d ever admit it.

      Bash leaned in, his mouth dangerously close to mine. “Say no,” he ordered. “That’s all you have to say, baby. One little word.”

      Oh, God. I should have. I needed to.

      I opened my mouth to protest…and whispered his name instead. “Bash.”

      His mouth crashed into mine. There was no tentative first kiss, no exploratory nibble. He devoured me, sweeping his tongue inside to rub against mine, to stroke the sensitive skin behind my teeth. His hand cradled my head, kept me prisoner for the delicious assault on my senses as he licked into my mouth, demanding my response.

      He more than got it. I moaned and kissed him back for everything I was worth.

      Fire raged through me, burning out the ashes from my heart. My arms looped around his neck, and I gave myself over to the perfection of kissing Bash again. Past and present blended together so seamlessly that I could have easily been eighteen, but six years gave me more experience, made me more aware of the ache, the outright need for release and the one man I knew could give it to me.

      This was Heaven and Hell all wrapped into one kiss.

      My back hit the Rover as Bash pressed his weight against me. He was so much bigger than he had been at twenty-one, his frame now filled out with roped muscles that drew my fingers like magnets. He was more skilled too, his lips expert at drawing every ounce of pleasure he could from my mouth. The hand that had been at my hip shifted to my ass, and he effortlessly lifted me, bracing me against the car.

      “You’ll scratch it,” I gasped as he shifted his attention to my neck, running his teeth down the delicate skin just to lick his way back up.

      “I don’t give a fuck,” he growled.

      My legs looped around his hips, and I arched against him, shamelessly seeking the friction I needed. God, this was what I’d missed from the others—this desire burning me from the inside, demanding to be acknowledged, to be appeased.

      He tilted my head down and kissed me relentlessly, overtaking every sense. His cedar scent was in my head, his tongue filled my mouth, his skin warmed under my fingertips, and his low moan reverberated in my ears when I rocked against his erection.

      Only Bash did this to me, turned me into a sex-starved siren, made me feel powerful, and not just wanted, but needed. He kissed me like I wasn’t just another girl or even the girl. No, Bash kissed me like I was necessary to his existence.

      Except I wasn’t.

      He’d proven that over and over again these last six years, and once he had the crew set up, he’d leave again without looking back. Without sparing me another thought.

      “Stop,” I begged against his lips.

      He froze, his breath hitting my lips in harsh pants. “Emmy?”

      God, those eyes…they were tinged with green, his lids lowered in want. I closed mine, refusing to give into this madness for another second. “Stop,” I repeated.

      He lowered my feet to the ground and rolled away from me, leaning against the Rover with his palms up. His tongue ran across his bottom lip, like he was trying to catch what was left of my taste, and I nearly gave in. He was so incredibly sexy without even trying. Somehow, I found the strength to walk away.

      Legs shaking, I made my way up the short sidewalk to my house. My bed. Alone.

      You could have him. You just have to say yes. But I’d worked so hard to rebuild, and saying yes to Bash meant giving him the power to destroy me.

      I pulled the hide-a-key from the false rock and turned to find him staring at me, his hands now buried in his pockets. Strength, determination, and sex all radiated from him, and my body all-but rebelled at the distance between us.

      “You need to start with Mrs. Greevy,” I called over, failing to keep the slight tremor from my voice.

      “What?” he asked, stepping forward.

      I threw my arm out. “Don’t. That,” I motioned between us, “will not be happening again.”

      One of his eyebrows rose in challenge. “Oh?”

      “Pay attention, Sebastian. You have three days until the council meets again, and you bet your hot little ass that you’ll be the topic of discussion. If you want to win over the council, you need to win the town, and that means you need Mrs. Greevy on your side. Then go to Mr. Hartwell.”

      “He still teaching at the high school?”

      “He’s the principal now.”

      His eyes widened.

      “Things change, Bash. People change too.”

      We stood fifteen feet apart, but the connection between us felt like we were still locked at the mouth…hell, the heart. I swallowed and pivoted to open my door.

      “Hey, Emerson?” His voice was way too close.

      I looked over my shoulder as I turned the key and found him on my porch. “Sebastian?” I used his full name just to irk him.

      His smile was unexpected and breathtaking. “I didn’t do,”—he motioned between us—“this, to get your help for the crew.”

      My eyes fell away. In one simple sentence, he’d nailed my biggest fear. “Okay.” Yeah, right.

      His chest rubbed against my back, and his lips brushed my ear. “I did it because I had to, because another minute without kissing you would have shredded me. Hell, because I needed to see if you taste as good as I remembered.”

      My muscles abandoned ship, and I nearly melted on my front porch.

      “But you taste better. Sweeter. Hotter. So, you can say this won’t be happening again, but I know better. You and I are inevitable, and you know it. We always have been. Gasoline and fire, remember?”

      I turned the handle with what strength I could muster and stepped into my house. “I’m not denying that. But we both know that I’m the one who ends up a giant pile of ashes, so forgive me if I’m not quite ready to let you burn me again.”

      I shut the door without looking back and then sagged against the wood, sliding to the floor. Oxygen filled my lungs as I took deep breaths, waiting for the ache to ease in my body and my heart.

      Four fucking days and he had me tied in knots, and they were the kind I knew only he could unravel.
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      The door to the Chatterbox swung open smoothly, and it was just…wrong. Where was the squeak? That noise had gotten Ryker, Knox and I busted more than once when we were late from school.

      “As I live and breathe. Sebastian Vargas, get over here and give me a hug,” Agnes ordered, coming around the diner’s counter.

      “Nice place you’ve got here, Agnes,” I said as I hugged Knox’s grandmother. “It’s a little different than I remember, but I like it.”

      She let me go and looked over her diner. “I like to think that I improved on it a lot. But I still miss the old wall,” she motioned to the new wood paneling on the south wall that had replaced the one lost in the fire. Along the ridges, couples had carved their initials since I could remember. It was more than saying you were seeing someone. That shit was permanent, where everyone could see. If you carved your girl’s name next to yours on that wall, you’d better have a ring ready, because half the town was going to assume it was coming.

      I wasn’t romantic in the least, but I appreciated the sentiment, both the caveman-like claiming of your woman, and the idea of loving someone so much that you were willing to declare publicly that not only was she yours, you were hers.

      But what the hell happened to the couples who failed? Did they have to bring their new girls to sit next to the reminder of their old ones?

      “That was a definite loss. I think there were more wedding announcements on your wall than the Ledger.”

      “It was sad,” she agreed. “So much history lost, but small towns have memories that last even longer. Those names are still etched on hearts.”

      “Did any of it survive? The old wall?” I asked.

      “Very little. Nothing worth putting back up.”

      I glanced around the diner. “It’s all very…”

      “New?” She offered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, the pancakes are the same. How about we get you a stack before the council meeting?”

      My smile was immediate. “That’s the best offer I’ve had since I got here.”

      “Well, stop pissing everyone off.” She wagged her finger at me, pointed to an empty seat at the counter and disappeared into the back.

      I checked my email, but there was no response. Fuck. If I were going to have a prayer of getting this thing off the ground, I’d need him.

      Bash: Hey, did you hear from Cohen yet?

      I waited a few minutes for the response, actively ignoring every inquisitive look thrown my way in the diner.

      Knox: No, but i found someone who might know where he is.

      Bash: Thanks, man. Keep looking.

      Knox: No problem. How is home?

      Home. What the hell was that? Mom was in Denver now, couldn’t stand the thought of rebuilding without Dad. But this was where we grew up, where Ryker, Knox and I terrorized the town as kids, defended it as teens, and helped pay to rebuild it as adults.

      But more than the town… It was Emerson.

      She was here, and as much as I’d wanted to stay the hell away from her, fuck if I wasn’t chasing her down. I’d never been able to stay away from her when I was within town limits. It was one of the reasons I’d never come back.

      Bash: Complicated.

      Knox: Always is. You piss off Emerson yet?

      Bash: Almost immediately.

      Knox: Good to know some things don’t change.

      But they did. The need between Emerson and I had always been mutual, both of us knowing that one day we’d collide. That much hadn’t changed. But it had always been her putting her heart out there, and me trying my damnedest to protect her by staying the hell away.

      Now she was all too happy to stay away.

      It had been three days since I’d kissed her, and as cliché as it sounded in my own head, I swore I could still taste her, still feel her skin under my fingers. I had exactly thirty-three minutes until this council meeting, where I’d quite possibly have to give the best presentation of my life, and all I could think of was how badly I wanted to see Emerson.

      This was exactly why I’d tried to come back to Legacy after she’d already left for London.

      “Here we go,” Agnes said, pulling me from my thoughts as she put a plate of hot blueberry pancakes on the counter.

      “Marry me,” I said after my first bite.

      She laughed. “I figured you might need a little bolstering for what you’re walking into.”

      I chewed thoughtfully. “What do you know, Agnes?” Everything.

      “Oh, I know you crashed and burned with Mary Greevy yesterday.”

      I paused, then swallowed. “Yeah, well she’s never been a fan of mine.”

      “Couldn’t be because you flashed around that it was a lot of your money that made this rebuild possible, was it?” She gave me an innocent smile that was anything but.

      “Small towns,” I muttered, stabbing through a blueberry.

      “Oh, it most certainly was,” Emerson said, coming up next to me, and I nearly choked. This was why we needed the squeaking door, so impossible-to-resist women couldn’t sneak up on me. She had on a simple, classic, sheath dress, but damn, it hugged every single one of her curves, and those red heels…I wanted them digging into my ass. Now. “Can I please get the usual, Agnes?” She said without looking at me.

      “What did you hear?” I asked.

      Emerson shot me a sideways glance. “Only that you’re a pompous asshole who doesn’t remember where you come from, and if you think you’re going to tarnish the memory of those heroes then you have something else coming.”

      “Check please,” I said to Agnes.

      “How about I get you those coffees,” she said to Emerson and headed toward the pots.

      “I don’t need Greevy’s approval,” I snapped and immediately regretted it.

      Emerson scoffed. “No, you need the council’s, and, therefore, the town’s. And you’re not going to get it by acting like a class A asshat.”

      “I wasn’t…” I shook my head and pushed my plate away. “Fuck. I just told her that I didn’t have a problem paying for it, which I don’t.”

      She finally turned, swallowing me whole with those brown eyes. What an incredibly beautiful woman she’d grown into while I wasn’t watching. She blew her bangs out of her eyes, reminding me too much of the girl I’d loved, and I was fucking sunk. My chest went tight. She was everything I wanted—needed—in one smart-mouthed, beautiful package, but I was six years too late.

      “It’s not what you’re saying, Bash. It’s how you’re saying it. Why the hell do you think their first concern is money?”

      “Because paying out the benefits for the firefighters bankrupted this town. I can make sure that doesn’t happen again. Make sure that what happened to y…” She arched that eyebrow at me, and I couldn’t finish.

      “To me,” she said simply. “To my mother.”

      “Yes,” I admitted. What happened back then had been a travesty, not just for Emerson’s family, but the family of every other hotshot who operated “seasonally.”

      “It was just money. We still made ends meet. Stop focusing on the finances. Money was the least of what we lost that day. This town lost its heroes and husbands, its sons, brothers, friends.”

      “You don’t think I know that? We both lost our fathers.”

      A sad smile ghosted across her face. “Yes, we did. And if you want this town to take a chance on that kind of heartbreak again, you need to remind them that you’re one of them. One of us. You’re not just this newly-rich guy who has zero intention of seeing through what you start. You are a legacy of that crew, a firefighting son of a firefighter, Bash. If this is about your ego, then you’re screwed. But if you are serious about doing this for them—for our fathers—then you have a chance. And knowing you, a chance is all you really need.”

      My heart clenched at the unwavering faith in her voice, faith I wasn’t sure I deserved. We stayed there, our eyes locked, and I didn’t care if the entire diner was watching this exchange go down, not when she was looking at me like she used to back before I broke her heart.

      If this is about your ego… But it wasn’t. Reinstating the hotshot crew had nothing to do with me. I was just the money behind the project.

      “Two coffees,” Agnes said, sliding them across the counter and breaking the spell.

      “Tab me? I don’t want to be late,” she asked Agnes.

      “No problem,” Agnes answered. Her eyes flicked between us and she backed away, a ridiculous grin on her face.

      “I’ll see you in there,” Emerson said, taking the cups.

      “Emmy,” I stopped her with a light touch to her elbow. She raised her eyebrows. “Do you think this is about ego? Is that what you think of me?”

      She sighed. “There’s not enough time in the world for me to discuss my thoughts when it comes to you, Sebastian Vargas.”

      “Okay. That was a loaded question,” I admitted. “What do you think about the crew? No holds-bar.” Her opinion mattered.

      Her head tilted, forcing her to blow her bangs out of her eyes again. “As a Legacy citizen, I think it opens us up to a ton of issues that we’d put to bed a long time ago for the good of the town. Not just finances, or compensation, but losing them. There’s something about seeing your heroes die that isn’t just tragic—it makes you feel smaller, more vulnerable than you were before.”

      “And as Joseph Kendrick’s daughter?”

      She sucked in her breath. “I think having even a piece of him alive would be…” her eyes glossed over, and she blinked quickly. “It would be everything. That crew was their life, our family, and as much as it terrifies me—as what you do terrifies me—I also know this is what they would have wanted.”

      “Exactly. It’s not about my ego. If it had been, I would have gone straight to the Forest Service and just started up one of my own somewhere else.”

      “You have to remember that there’s only one person on that council who lost someone that day. They’re not looking at this from the same place you are. If you want them to agree, then you need to get them to see it.”

      “Will you help me?” I forced the words from my throat. I hated asking for help, let alone from Emerson. Not after what I’d done to her.

      She shook her head. “I’m leaving. I’ll be gone three weeks from now and won’t be back for six months. I can’t be the champion you need…or anything you want,” she added in a whisper.

      Well, fuck, that hurt a hell of a lot more than I’d imagined, and it was kinder than what I deserved.

      “I’m not going to hurt you again,” I promised, reaching for her.

      She stepped back out of my reach. “I know, because I won’t let you. Bash, you’re a temporary part of this town, a fleeting moment, because that’s all you want to be, and maybe we do want each other. Maybe we are just as drawn to each other as we were before, but I’m not temporary. This is my home.”

      “It’s mine too.”

      “Right. You start believing that, and you might have a chance at getting the team back.” She gave me a single nod and walked out of the diner.

      “You’d better get going if you want to make that council meeting,” Agnes said, taking my plate.

      “And what are your thoughts?” I asked. She gave me a wide-eyed, innocent stare and I damn-near laughed. “Don’t you even act like you didn’t hear every word.”

      She shrugged. “Like I’ve told Knox, his daddy would be proud of the man he’s become, and you, too. Does it take years off my life when I know you boys are called out? Of course. But there’s something to be said for a legacy, and I think they’d be damn honored to have their team resurrected.”

      I steadied my breathing, trying to hold back dam from breaking. I’d been in town a week today and hadn’t lost my shit. I wasn’t about to start now.

      “As for Emerson,” Agnes continued without me asking. “You destroyed that girl, and all that hard armor she wears is your doing.”

      “I know,” I said softly. The only time she let it down was when I managed to get my hands on her.

      “No, you don’t. You left. You didn’t see her the year after that, when she barely held herself together, waiting for you to show up, to come home. You haven’t watched her these last few years trying to date, to find someone that could fill those shoes you left—hell, abandoned. It took years for that woman to reconstruct herself, and you digging up the past isn’t helping, even if you have the best intentions. Be careful. That team isn’t just your legacy, Sebastian—it’s hers too. Hers, and Ryker’s, and Harper’s, and Knox’s…and all of those kids’. You don’t have the monopoly on grief here. Not in this town. Now, I love you just as much as my Knox, but boy, I will fillet your backside if you hurt that girl again. You’re all in, or you don’t get…in. You understand?”

      Thirteen or twenty-seven years old, it was all the same—there was nothing like being ripped apart by your best friend’s grandmother. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I tossed a hundred dollar bill on the counter.

      “Absolutely not,” she protested.

      I leaned across the counter and kissed her on the cheek. “Then apply it to Emerson’s tab. She’ll drink enough coffee to go through it in a month.”

      Agnes laughed. “That is true. Now, do you know the one beautiful thing about that wall?” She motioned to the south wall.

      “That it’s full of love?” I gave her the answer she’d always given me.

      “No, boy. The ones who came back to carve again. That fire burned this town to ashes. We lost everything, as you remember. But what you’re forgetting is the rebuild wasn’t just a replacement. It was a fresh start. The sins of old were wiped away, but the love…that came back.”

      She was right. So many of the carvings I could make out from here were the same names that had always been there, re-carved on the lighter wood. “Thank you for breakfast. I’d better get to that council meeting.”

      “You’re always welcome, and you know it.” She nodded.

      My hand was on the door when she called out.

      “Sebastian, you’re entitled to that same fresh start. She’ll give it to you, but you have to do more than want it—you have to take it.”

      I nodded, unable to say anything that wasn’t either a lie or too truthful, and left the Chatterbox.

      What the hell was I supposed to do? Even in California, Emerson was a fire in my blood. She lived in my dreams, came out to play in my memories when I least expected. I’d only ever left her physically. Even six years couldn’t rip her out of my soul, and she was here, more incredible than ever and only a touch away. God, I wanted to touch. No, not just touch...

      I needed to possess her in the same way she had me.

      I wanted to be the reason she smiled, the reason she raised an eyebrow. I wanted to be the one to kiss those lips, to hold her, to hear her scream my name as I fucked her senseless. I wanted every single part of Emerson, and she wanted nothing from me. How the tables had turned.

      “Ready for the fight of your life?” Ryker asked at the front door to the town offices.

      “In more way than one,” I answered and swung open the door.
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      Emerson

      

      “We have Miles Ryan at 9 a.m, followed by Sebastian Vargas at 9:30—”

      “I can’t believe he’s pressing this. A new hotshot team! There’s no chance this will pass. None. And it’s damn disrespectful for him to think that he can march back in here—” Mayor Davis nearly slammed his coffee down, its contents spilling over the side. “Well, that’s just perfect.”

      I reached for the paper towels in his desk drawer, but he beat me to it.

      “Well, that’s what I get for being a hot head,” he muttered, mopping up the spill. “I’m so sorry, Emerson. I’m just a little worked up about this.”

      “As I can see,” I said softly, finishing today’s agenda. Of course, Bash had to be on the schedule directly after we dealt with accepting the new fire department’s budget for the fiscal year. Ironic timing at its best.

      “Well, we’d better get to it.” He brushed invisible crumbs off his tie and stood. “Ready?”

      Absolutely not. “Let’s do this.” I forced a smile, cradled the files in my arms and followed him down the steps.

      “Bad day?” Greg asked, meeting us just outside the door.

      “I guess we’ll see in about an hour,” I answered.

      Greg held my chair, and I slid in, grateful for the kindness. “Thanks.”

      He bent down, gently squeezing my shoulder. “I know things are probably spinning a million miles an hour for you right now with Vargas home, but if you ever need to talk, just know that I’m here.”

      My head turned, bringing me within inches of him. I hovered there for a moment, shamelessly testing, willing that same inferno of need to burst free, to incinerate me with the need to feel his mouth on mine. His blue eyes dropped to my lips, and he drew a breath.

      “For anything you need,” he qualified.

      Any minute now… I told myself. Any minute the desire would rush in. Wait for it…

      Damn it.

      Nothing. Not even a tingle.

      Maybe I was broken.

      “Let’s call this meeting to order,” Mayor Davis said.

      “Thank you,” I said to Greg, and he took the seat next to me with a little nod.

      Miles marched in, right on time, and stood at the podium. Thirty-one minutes later, the new budget was approved. The cost was huge to a tiny town like ours, but we didn’t mess around with fire. At least within the town limit.

      They’d even added in the cost of the hotshot memorial in two weeks to the fire budget. Dad never would have stood for that, being a drain on the fire department’s budget, but it wasn’t like he had a say anymore.

      Glancing over the few notes I’d scribbled down to help Mayor Davis, I popped a Tic Tac in my mouth and starred the items I’d need to tackle first as Miles left.

      The door shut, and as cliché as it was, I swore I felt him before I saw him. The energy in the room changed, crackled with tension. By the time I looked up, Bash already stood at the podium with his three-day level of scruff, perfect, gorgeous, and imposing in another immaculate suit. Today, he wore a moss-green tie, which played off his eyes so well that I flashed back in time to seeing that shade above me, taking in every nuance of my expressions as he rocked steadily within me.

      “Are you okay?”  He’d asked.

      “God, yes,” I’d answered. “Don’t stop.”

      “Never. We’re just getting started, baby.” Then he’d shifted his angle, and I hadn’t been able to say anything but “Oh, God,” and his name for the rest of the night.

      Mayor Davis mumbled next to me, and I blinked myself free of the memory.

      Hunger settled low within my belly, infusing my limbs with heat. Nope, not broken.

      Damn it, my against-a-wall level of sex drive only turned on around Bash.

      Our eyes locked across the dozen feet that separated us, and he sucked in a breath as I ran my tongue across my instantly dry lower lip. I wanted him. Now. In the office, the janitor’s closet, wherever, as long as it was now.

      “Alright, Mr. Vargas, let’s hear this plan of yours.

      The door opened, and Ryker walked in, his blonde hair a little wild, but his suit just as tailored as Bash’s. “Sorry I’m late,” he apologized. “I was picking someone up at the airport.”

      “These are closed-door proceedings, Mr. Anders.”

      “Yes, sir, they are,” Bash answered. “They are limited to the council and Legacy, LLC, which Mr. Anders is also a member of.”

      Ryker walked up and handed each of the council members—myself included—a copy of the LLC paperwork.

      Papers flipped as the council sought the names. Smart move, Bash.

      I looked up with an approving smile and nodded when he visibly relaxed.

      “And when is your third member going to make an appearance?” Mayor Davis asked.

      “Right now, sir.”

      My head snapped to the doorway and my grin was instant and overwhelming.

      Harper was going to shit bricks.

      Knox Daniels walked in, still knotting his tie, which looked conveniently like the one Bash had been wearing last week. His light brown hair was haphazardly styled in stark contrast to Bash’s carefully crafted almost-spiked look.

      He took a seat next to Ryker and scanned the council. Once he got to me, his eyes lit up and he waved. I returned it as enthusiastically as I could without jumping on my chair and singing “The boys are back in town.”

      The three of them had always been unstoppable. Reckless, a little irreverent, but always a force to be reckoned with.

      I gave Bash a small thumbs-up and savored his smile.

      “Mr. Vargas, if you’re ready now.”

      Bash ran his fingers over his stubble-covered cheeks, placed his hands on the podium, and took control. Fuck, it was hot.

      He laid out the plan for the twenty-member hotshot team. They would remain a federal asset but belong to the town in name-only. Legacy, LLC would fund the team in its entirety, and already had the backing of the Forest Service.

      “Then why come to us at all?” Mayor Davis asked with the mumbled assent of the twelve-person council. “Why not just start up a new one somewhere else?”

      “This is a needed area. We can respond faster from here. Wasn’t that why the original team was based in this region?”

      “Then why not a few counties over?” Mrs. Anderson asked.

      I swallowed the need to throat-punch her and then blinked. When had I started taking Bash’s side on this? Did I actually want the team reinstated? The sons to stand in where the fathers had died?

      “Because this isn’t establishing a new team.” He looked directly at me. “This is resurrecting the one we lost. Slight modifications to budget, training and makeup, but the same team.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Ludicrous.”

      “No respect.”

      The replies weren’t soft, nor kind, and each of them hit me with the force of a punch. I looked from one council member to the next, each so sure their opinion was right, each acting as if this would personally rip them to shreds were it allowed to happen.

      Something ugly twisted in my stomach. Suddenly this council wasn’t made up of the same citizens who had painstakingly rebuilt this city from scratch. They were a bunch of self-righteous asshats who spewed things like “too young,” and “worst idea ever.”

      “I understand your feelings, but try to look at this for the good it can do, as a way to heal our town and truly finish the rebuild.” Bash kept his tone even and calm, but the whitening of his knuckles on the podium told me he was anything but. Both Ryker and Knox looked like I felt—disgusted, not by the feelings of the council, but the way they were attacking Bash.

      “You have no clue what this could do to us!” Mr. Henry called out, his usually-pasty face bright red.

      To them?

      To them!

      “Enough!” I shouted, and the council fell silent, no-doubt in shock.

      “Emerson?” Mayor Davis looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

      “’Do you have any clue what this could do to us?’ Is that really what you just said to Mr. Vargas?” I asked Mr. Henry, on record and with full notes by the recorder.

      “He’s not looking at the bigger picture,” he defended himself, sitting taller in his chair.

      “Do you really think that the loss of your home and the need to rebuild your bank is really the biggest tragedy from that day?” I asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “Young lady—”

      “Oh no, I’m a fully-grown, tax-paying woman with master’s degree that I worked my ass off for. I’m the woman who helped put this town back on her feet and never stopped fighting. You don’t get to belittle my gender and act like I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      His mouth opened slightly, then shut.

      I met each of the council member’s gazes. “Each of you lost something that day. Each of you fled, just as we did. Each of you rebuilt your homes, your businesses, and your lives. But you take a good, long look at Sebastian, at Knox, at Ryker…at me. We all lost something that you cannot comprehend, so don’t you dare ask him if he knows what it cost you. You can argue his plan, the costs, the impact on the town, but when it comes to emotional cost, we already paid that bill. Not you, and if there’s four of us here, asking you to consider this, then you can damn well listen respectfully.”

      “Ms. Kendrick,” Mayor Davis chastised.

      My chin rose in response. There was zero chance in hell I was backing down.

      “Perhaps you should stop telling us why we can’t do this, and instead offer us your conditions,” Bash suggested.

      The attention shifted back to him, and I nearly gasped. The look in his eyes was pure, barely-restrained murder, and it was aimed at the very people he was arguing to save. “I’m not asking your permission. If you don’t agree, I’ll withdrawal the petition to include my new land in the city. You’ll lose the taxes. The Forest Service has already agreed to oversee the new team. I. Do. Not. Need. You. Or your understanding,” he shot at Mr. Henry. “My father died on that mountain with seventeen of his closest friends. He died protecting this town, and the work they accomplished allowed you the time to flee. I am here only out of respect for his wishes, and those of his brothers and sisters who lay with him in Aspen Cemetery. Do not mistake my courtesy, my love for my hometown, for begging. I may want the Legacy name, but I sure-as-hell don’t need it, or you.”

      The room was eerie silent as Bash stood his ground, looking at each of the members as I had, but never meeting my eyes.

      “What will it take?” Knox asked, standing next to Bash. “If we, who lost the most that day, can offer to stand again in defense of this town, in honor of our parents, then you can give us a path to do it.” He spoke directly to Mr. Henry. “That’s the least you can do, considering you were the first to evacuate.”

      Mr. Henry sagged in his chair.

      “Imagine the press, though, the criticism of allowing the same team to be reestablished,” Mrs. Anderson said with a soft voice.

      “Imagine the press when we come out under a different name because our home refuses to honor the heroes that saved it,” Ryker argued, standing on Bash’s other side.

      “You will have a hotshot team on that mountain,” Bash said, the tone in his voice final. “You can either be on the right or the wrong side of this. It’s your choice.”

      The council members talked amongst themselves, covering their microphones, leaving us all in the dark as to what the hell they were thinking.

      Bash finally looked at me, and everything else faded away. There were only the two of us in that room, locked together by a tangible connection that even time couldn’t sever. His face was an unreadable mask, still in its control, but his eyes, they burned me, entranced me, intoxicated me. They were slightly wide with amazement, but so hot for me that my heart skipped and stark, undeniable need pulsed between my thighs.

      Fire and gasoline.

      God, I was desperate to burn.

      Greg sighed heavily next to me, taking his seat after conferring with Mayor Davis. “That’s why you won’t go out with me,” he laughed in self-deprecation.

      “What?” I asked, turning to face him. “We’re not together. We haven’t been in…forever.”

      “But he’s what keeps you from trying,” he said softly, no anger or malice in his tone, just understanding…because he was Greg.

      My gaze shifted back to Bash, whose narrowed stare flickered between Greg and me, despite Knox and Ryker both talking to him. “He’s Bash,” I admitted quietly, not just to Greg, but to myself.

      “He’s not staying,” Greg answered in the kindest tone imaginable.

      I tried to smile. “I know,” I said, looking straight at where Bash stood, wishing I was next to him instead of across the room. “But it’s always going to be him, and it doesn’t matter if he’s here or not. It will always be Bash.”

      As if saying that aloud freed me, I felt both lighter and heavier in an instant. Lighter because I knew that I hadn’t been a stupid teenager, I’d simply found my soulmate as kid. Heavier because it didn’t matter how I felt, I could never have him, not completely.

      My fingers trembled, as if the knowledge was too much for my body to process, and Greg reached across the table and squeezed my hand gently. “Okay.”

      “Thank you,” I told him, knowing I was shutting the door on something that could be perfectly acceptable to me in time, perfectly safe…perfectly…lovely.

      But lovely wasn’t what I had with Bash. It was messy, and hard, and imperfect, and so very us.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Mayor Davis said, taking his seat with the rest of the council members. “I think we have a solution.”

      All three of the firefighters tensed as they awaited the verdict. “What will it be?”

      “You made quite a showing here—four of you standing up for your own legacy. We’re not immune to the display, especially when it comes from a quarter of the surviving children of that team, and when three of you are willing to form a new team—to stand in for your fathers.”

      Bash tensed, and I knew why—he wasn’t planning on standing in for his father. Not here. Here was too much, too close. He wanted to honor his father’s memory, but he wasn’t putting that same patch on.

      “We think it should be up to the legacies. We made the mistake earlier of speaking for you when we have no right to. We won’t make the same mistake twice. You plan for a twenty-member team?”

      Those hazel eyes narrowed. “That’s the plan, but we can function at eighteen within mandates.”

      “At least half of your team—”

      “Sixty percent,” Mr. Henry called out.

      Mayor Davis sighed, but too many of the council members nodded for him to disagree. “Fine. At least sixty percent of your team must agree—”

      “Done,” Knox agreed.

      “—by being on your team. If you want a Legacy Hotshot team, then you will have one comprised of legacies for at least the first five years.”

      Bash’s jaw locked and the other two men shook their heads. “That’s not possible.”

      “Emerson?” Mayor Davis asked.

      “No!” Bash shouted.

      “It’s okay,” I said to him, “he’s asking me to talk numbers, not join up.”

      Bash stepped back but didn’t lose any of his tension. He looked like a coiled spring, ready to launch at the next person.

      “There are twenty-one legacy kids,” I started, doing the math in my head. “If you have a nineteen-member crew, you need twelve legacies. Eleven if you go to the minimum of eighteen.”

      Bash shook his head. “This isn’t right.”

      “These are our conditions. You can only do it with overwhelming, physical support from the legacies.”

      “So you can have your perfect press,” Knox spat before Bash silenced him with an raised hand.

      “There’s only seventeen of us even legally old enough to do it,” I argued. “Damien Lee is the next oldest, and he’s only seventeen, and do you expect little Violet Carpenter to join up at nine years old? She never even met her father.”

      “You asked for a path to do this,” Mayor Davis said after cringing at the numbers. “I’ve given it to you.”

      “How long do we have?” Bash asked. I could already see the gears turning in his genius mind.

      “I think the memorial ceremony would be a fitting deadline,” Mr. Henry said.

      Two weeks? What. An. Asshole.

      “That’s ridiculous. I have a fully-trained team lined up and ready to step in.”

      “Your money won’t buy this, Sebastian,” Mr. Henry argued. “You want this town to reopen this wound? To bleed? Then we’ll see what your blood is made of.”

      It’s in my blood.

      The others… so many of them were already firefighters.

      I turned my notebook to a fresh sheet and started to scribble. Indy was on a team in Montana, and the only girl at that. The Maldonaldo brothers… Lawson… that would give them seven… Braxton wasn’t a hotshot, but still a firefighter in Chicago, but his sister was still so young.

      Bash looked up at me and I gave him an almost imperceptible shrug. It was close. “Well, we’ve taken up enough of your time,” Bash addressed the council. “I think I saw Mrs. Greevy outside, pretty upset about a stop-sign.”

      I groaned.

      Bash walked out with Knox and Ryker…and without a backwards glance. Damn, that was getting annoying.

      As soon as the door shut, the room burst into argument. Everything was up for debate, the validity of such a team, if there was a need for it, if the funding was legitimate, how the town would handle another tragedy…the impudence of this younger generation.

      The longer I sat there, the sicker I felt, until I couldn’t bear to stay silent any longer. I stood, my pulse remarkably level considering the turmoil raging inside me, and pushed my seat under the large table. Then I placed my files, minus my doodled paper, in front of Mayor Davis.

      “What is this?” he asked me, looking up in confusion.

      “I quit,” I said, clear and without so much as a waver.

      “You what?” he sputtered. “You can’t. The town needs you.”

      “The town. Right. I’ve dedicated the last ten years of my life to helping the town, and I always will. I am a Legacy girl through and through. And while I applaud your selfless service, all you talked about was the town, the press, the finances.”

      “It’s our job to look after Legacy,” Mrs. Anderson argued.

      “We are a small town, Mrs. Anderson. We fight for everything we have, and we’re proud of that. But one of the benefits of a small town is that you’re not just here to serve an entity but her people. When you talk about the school, you know it’s Mr. Hartwell you’re discussing, that you grew up with. The same goes when you talk about parking in front of the Chatterbox. You’re discussing Agnes, not just the traffic implications. We’re not nameless faces, and neither is Sebastian. You knew our fathers, loved our fathers. This isn’t just a town matter, it’s an intensely personal one, and as it involves my family, I won’t work for you anymore. It’s out of the question. Consider this my resignation.”

      I turned on my heels and concentrated on not ruining my exit by falling on my face. Greg grinned up at me and nodded his support as I passed.

      “If you walk out that door, the town will not pay to send you to London,” Mayor Davis threatened.

      My stomach plummeted, but the warning only served to solidify my choice. “When I walk out this door, I won’t need an internship to learn how to run a city. You can do that on your own without my impudent generation.”

      I swallowed the pain of losing that little piece of my dream and walked out of the door.

      There was only one place I wanted to be, and it wasn’t with that group of tight-ass pricks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Bash

      

      Slam. Slam. Slam. The sounds echoed off the gym walls in the lower level of the Clubhouse. Great, her little nickname sticks.

      I threw my weight behind every punch, rocking the seventy-pound bag before hitting it again, and again.

      Fuck them and their mandates. I didn’t need them or the town’s approval. I owned this land, the very area where they died, and I could do with it what I damn-well wanted to. Hell, I owned half that fucking town if I wanted to call in favors on the money I’d gifted and the notes on what had been lent.

      I didn’t need them.

      They needed me, damn it.

      All. Except. One.

      Emerson.

      My fist slammed home one last time, trying like hell to get out all my rage, my frustration, but more just took its place. This bag had been rocking the last half hour. I was soaked in sweat, and still couldn’t get all of the anger out.

      “Ready to talk about this yet?” Knox asked from the doorway, composed as usual.

      “No.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Hitting that bag isn’t going to change a damn thing, Bash. I say we get a drink and get laid.”

      “One,” I said with a punch, “it’s barely noon.”

      “Wicked opens at eleven,” he retorted, spinning keys in his hand.

      “Two.” Another punch. “Sex is the last thing I need right now.”

      “Bullshit,” Knox coughed into his hand. Prick.

      I held the bag and looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Fine. Let me restate—the last thing I need is an in-town hookup when I’m leaving as soon as this shit is set up.”

      “Right, because that’s what you’d have…right? A random in-town hookup? Jesus, brother. I’ve been in town four fucking hours, and I’ve already had to put on a condom just to protect myself from the outright eye-fucking you were doing in that council room.”

      “Do not go there.” I pointed at him. “Not today.”

      “Where? To the obvious? How about we add a number three. You’re unwilling to get laid because you’re holding out hope that the one thing you fucked up in your life will forgive you.”

      “Why would she care who I fucked?” I shot back, throwing my fist into the bag again.

      “Why would you care if Greg Roberts is sleeping with her?”

      My fist skimmed the side and I stumbled, catching myself on the bag. “He’s not.”

      “You so sure?” He walked over to the bag and held it. “I saw that little handhold he pulled this morning. He lives here, you know. He could have her. Marry her. Give her a house full of little Legacy kids that will go to Harper’s preschool and have picnics and shit.”

      Screw the bag, Knox’s face was next. “She’s not sleeping with him, now fucking drop it.”

      “Don’t push this shit, Knox,” Ryker warned as he walked in.

      Knox, as usual, didn’t listen.

      “How the hell could you know that? You’ve been here a week. Hell, she could be sleeping with him right now.” he prodded.

      “Because I know the look in her eyes when she wants someone, you asshole.”

      “And she wants you?”

      “Knox…” Ryker growled.

      “Yes!” I shouted. “Nothing has changed between us. Six fucking years, and it’s still there. So if you’re asking if I want her—if she wants me—then my answer is yes, but I’m an adult now. I don’t get to fuck her and leave her like I did when I was stupid and young.”

      “Right,” he nodded in sarcasm. “Because you’ve grown up.”

      “You’re one of my best friends, Knox, but I will lay you out.” Menace dripped from every single word because I meant it. No one got to question what was between Emerson and me. Ever.

      Ryker backed up a step. Knox moved one closer. “She looks good, man. Then again, she always has. I watched her grow up over these last few years because I’ve been here more than, oh…never.”

      “Knox.” Now I was the one growling.

      “How do you think she snuck out of your mom’s house after you left her in your bed? She called me. How about that first boyfriend about a year after you left? When she got stranded at that party in Gunnison while I was home for the Fourth of July the year after you took off? She called me. She’d just broken up with that first post-Bash boyfriend, bawling not because she’d slept with him—”

      All of my anger turned to ice, my muscles locking.

      “—but because he wasn’t you,” he finished.

      “I knew about him,” I said, my voice calm and even. Knox’s eyes flickered to Ryker who nodded.

      “Good. Because you’re a brother to me, but what you did to her? Fuck man, did you even look back once before sticking your dick into everything that moved out there in California? She deserved a hell of a lot better than you. She still does.”

      I swung.

      All six-feet-plus of Knox hit the ground, his body smacking into the mat.

      “Fuck,” Ryker sighed, moving in closer in my peripheral, no doubt to break us up if I went after him in earnest.

      Rage swirled just under my skin—hot and potent, looking for a place to break through.

      “I didn’t touch another woman for a year, you asshole. How could I? She was all I saw, thought about, tasted. She was my fucking air, and then suddenly Ryker shows up at the crew telling me she’s screwing some college douchebag. She moved on, so I did too.”

      “You left her! You broke her heart, and you don’t get to judge whomever she feels like fucking, because you had her, and you tossed her ass out like some badge-bunny skank.” Knox shouted up at me, propped up on his elbows.

      “You think I don’t know that?” I shouted. “You don’t think I regret that choice every damned day? I would give just about anything to go back to that day, to not take that call that I’d made that crew—to tell her where I was going, to give us a chance. It was the biggest mistake of my life, and it’s not exactly easy being in the same town as her, or anyone she’s considering…” I shook my head, unable to finish.

      “You’re one loud son-of-a-bitch when you’re pissed,” Knox grinned up at me. “Is your office really as sound-proof as you claim?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” My eyes narrowed. Maybe I’d hit him too hard. “Yes. Soundproof. That way I can do business while I’m here.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      I swung my gaze to Ryker, who shrugged. “He’s trying to tell you that Emerson is in your office upstairs.”

      “She what?” I yelled back at Knox.

      “She got here a few minutes ago.” He stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “I just wanted to remind you that you still love her, that way you didn’t walk in there and royally fuck it all up again.”

      Words. I had…none.

      “Yep, I thought so,” he laughed. “Shower. You smell. Then remember as you castrate yourself thinking that you can’t really have her, that you going back to your crew in California isn’t honoring our fathers, it’s just the grown-up version of running away from home. The home where our crew is under fire. Now, I think Ryker and I are going to take Harper some lunch.”

      “A.k.a., leave you alone with Emerson,” Ryker added as they walked out.

      Emerson was here. Right. Now. I used the adjoining shower and washed the sweat off me as quickly as possible, only taking enough time to toss on a pair of clean athletic shorts before I jogged up the staircase onto the main level. I saw her through the glass of my office on the corner, looking out over the valley beneath us, the home we’d both fought so hard to protect.

      She was so damn beautiful, silhouetted against the mountains, her curves a stark contrast to the peaks above us. She was everything good and right about coming home…where I couldn’t stay.

      God, she had to leave.

      “You can’t be here,” I said, swinging open the glass door.

      She turned to face me. “Well, hello to you, too.” Her mouth dropped with her eyes as she scanned down my naked torso.

      Shit. I needed more clothes.

      “I’m serious, Emerson, you can’t be here. Not right now.”

      “Why?”

      Fuck, now her voice was breathless, and was that—yep—that was her tongue tracing her bottom lip. Blood raced from every possible part of my body to my dick, which was hardening by the second.

      I moved to put my desk between us so she wouldn’t notice. “Because I’m not exactly in the mood for company right now.”

      “You said you never lie to me. Don’t start now,” she recited from our car ride.

      “You want truth?”

      “Yes.” She towards me, stopping at the corner of my desk. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted from you.” She shook her head, those bangs falling in into her eyes, and she brushed them away. “Well, I wanted a hell of a lot more from you, but I’ll settle for the truth.”

      “What more do you want?” Why the fuck would you torture yourself like that?

      “I want you to stay, even though I know you won’t.” Her voice softened.

      It was so simple. So incredibly complicated. My heart slammed to life in my chest. Knox was right. I still loved her. I’d never stopped.

      “What do you want, Bash?” she asked, looking up at me through impossibly thick lashes, her brown eyes open, honest, and sexy as hell.

      “You to leave. Now.”

      The girl I’d loved would have shrunk away, hurt. The woman I was falling even harder for simply raised an eyebrow. “No. Not until you tell me the truth.”

      The truth? “I walked out on you. I chose to join that crew in California because they took a shot on a rookie firefighter, and I did it knowing it would cost me you. That you would never come with me.”

      “Yes.”

      “So instead of asking, I left you sleeping, naked and warm, covered in my scent and my sheets in my bed.”

      “Yes.”

      Images flashed through my mind, how trusting those eyes had been when I’d slid deep inside her for the first time, owning her body the way she’d always owned my heart. The feel of her skin under my fingers, soft, then softer. The feeling of utter completion when I watched her orgasm under me, like she’d been my reward for torturing myself at twenty-one, waiting until she turned eighteen.

      The emptiness of every other piece of ass I’d had after.

      “I fucked other women.”

      She tilted her head. “I fucked other men.”

      A growl rumbled through my chest. “I’m well aware.”

      “Is there some other secret you’re hiding from me, Bash? Or is that the best you have? Are you married?”

      “No.” Hardly.

      “How do I know you’re being honest?” She asked playfully, peeking at where my bare hands gripped the desk to keep them off her. She really had no clue how close she was to being fucked right now, to having that little dress slid up her thighs, and her panties tugged down them. If she did, she’d be running.

      One night with her hadn’t been enough. A lifetime wouldn’t be enough.

      Those thoughts were definitely not helping my hard-on.

      “How do I know you’re not married?” she repeated. “Maybe there’s another woman you’ve made promises to, and you just can’t bear to tell me.”

      I reached out carefully, measuring each movement, and cupped the back of her neck, bringing her close enough to smell the spearmint on her breath. “Are you married?”

      “No,” she shook her head slightly. “You know that.”

      “That’s why I’m not married.”

      “You’re waiting for me to go first?” Her forehead puckered.

      “No. There’s only one woman I’d ever tie myself to for the rest of my life, and since she’s apparently not married to me, it would be impossible to be married.”

      Her lips parted and she went damn near pliant. Fuck. She was all curves and brains and fire, and my control was slipping by the second.  “Baby, I need you to leave.”

      “Why?” she asked again.

      She wanted truth? Fine, I’d give it to her. “Because I have enough pent up anger at this morning’s council meeting that I’d like nothing more than to generally fuck it out, and I can’t touch you. Not after you defended me like that in there. You put yourself on the line for me, for this—” I glanced at the office around us. “And I refuse to use you like that, no matter how badly I want you. You need to leave.”

      God damn it, the woman walked around the corner of my desk, and—fuck me—I turned. She looked down at my very noticeable erection and back to my face, a blush warming those porcelain cheeks. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Emerson? I want to fuck you. Now. I want to slide my hands up your thighs and stroke you until you’re screaming my name. I want to watch you come apart and then do it again while I’m deep inside you—while I’m a part of you.”

      Her eyes hazed over as her breath came in little short pants against my lips. “I understand.”

      This woman was going to be the death of me. “If you stay, I’m taking you. No stopping. No mercy. No talk of me staying.”

      “I have one question.”

      “Ask it,” I snapped. This was ludicrous. I shouldn’t even be entertaining the thought of touching her, let alone vocalizing it.

      “Wanting me—is it all about what happened today?”

      What? “No,” I leaned down until our foreheads nearly touched. “It’s not about want—never has been with us. Want, you can ignore, like a stupid craving for candy. You are a need, like oxygen. And while my control might be frayed because of this morning, it doesn’t affect how badly I need to be inside you. That’s something that hasn’t changed since the minute I crawled out of that bed six years ago. It’s a need I’ve never been able to sate, and having you here—when I can still taste that kiss—is killing me. So you can stay and let me breathe you in, or you can leave, and save us both from the way we know this will end.”

      Her fingers skimmed up the skin of my arms, feather-light, until she cupped my cheeks. “Stay.”

      One word from her lips and my fate was sealed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerson

      

      “Stay,” I whispered.

      “Baby,” he pled, closing his eyes and clinging to that shred of control I wanted to yank away.

      “I know you’re leaving. I’m not asking you to stay. And the truth is I’d rather have you for what little time I get than not have you at all.” I laid my heart bare and prayed he didn’t throw it back in my face. “Bash?”

      He opened those eyes, hazel turning green, and my heart pounded, soared, demanded to be freed from the cage I’d stuck it in when he left.

      “Touch me.”

      A low rumble came from his chest, and he pounced, taking my mouth with open carnality and intent. His tongue thrust in perfect rhythm, mimicking the way he was no doubt going to fuck me, as he filled his hands with my ass, squeezing gently. We spun, the world blurring around me until my back found the wall and my legs wrapped around his waist so that I cradled the very hard erection he was sporting for me. He moved his hands to my face, tilting my head to kiss me deeper, harder.

      I rocked against him to soothe the throbbing I couldn’t ease. Honestly, it hadn’t eased since he’d gotten to town, like my body remembered exactly what he was capable of and was primed, ready for him whenever he said so.

      Well, now I said so.

      Leveraging me against the wall, he ran his hand up my thigh, bringing my dress with it. Thank you, God—I hadn’t worn pantyhose today. As his mouth slipped to my neck, triggering that place just under my jaw that instantly readied me, he brushed over my lace panties.

      Score one for good underwear choices.

      “Fuck, baby. You’re soaked,” he moaned, sending another wave of warmth through me.

      “Only for you. Always for you,” I admitted, tugging on his hair to bring his mouth back to mine.

      He kissed me, swallowing my gasp when his thumb grazed over my clit. Then I tore my mouth away to breathe as he rubbed circles over me, need spiraling, coiling deep inside where I desperately wanted him. “There,” he whispered finding a rhythm that had me leaning my head back against the wall and arching my hips into his hands. “God, you’re beautiful, Emmy. The way you feel under my fingers, so hot, wet…you’re perfect. You’ve always been perfect.”

      He used both fingers to roll my clit, and my back bowed. “Bash!”

      “Fuck yes, just like that,” he praised. “Come for me, Emerson.”

      There was no way. It never happened this fast. But then, it did. The tension winding in me reached a breaking point. He slid his thumb inside me as his fingers worked my clit, and I flew apart, screaming his name.

      God, I’d almost forgotten what this felt like, to truly need someone so desperately you didn’t care about repercussions—to need Bash.

      He moved us to his desk, and my ass hit the cool, polished wood a second before he stripped my panties off. I pulled his shorts down his legs and off, pausing to admire every cut line of muscle he’d developed. “Bash, you’re incredible,” I whispered, letting my fingers trace the fuck-me lines that led to his length.

      “Later,” he promised, silencing me with a kiss. “Right now, I need you, Emerson. Please. God, please.”

      I lifted my arms, a new wave of desire hitting me with his words, his desperation. He unzipped, then gently tugged my dress over my head, his mouth dropping slightly as he took in the matching lace bra. “Perfection.”

      A quick flick of his fingers and my bra joined my dress, replaced by the warmth of Bash’s hands as he cupped the weights, then gently tugged on my sensitive nipples. Then his lips were there, his teeth grazing over the peaks, sucking and tonguing me until I squirmed on the desk.

      “I need you,” I whispered, rubbing my center over his erection as my fingers caressed the line of his shoulders, loving the deep colors of his flame tattoos.

      He groaned. “Next time,” he promised me, standing. “I’m going to lick every curve you have, worship you until you’re coming on my tongue.”

      My hips bucked, his words sending me back into the realm of frenzy. “Now, Bash. Now.”

      He reached into his desk drawer, and a rip of foil later had himself covered and poised at my entrance. “Emerson?”

      “God, yes, Bash. A million times, yes.”

      He thrust home in one smooth movement, pushing through my folds with a delicious friction that had me keening.

      “Oh. Fuck. Me. Baby. Damn. Don’t. Move,” he groaned into my neck as my legs hooked around his hips, the angle of the desk absolutely perfect. “I need this to last. I need more. I need—”

      I rocked into him as he stretched me. “Take me, Bash. Fuck me. Love me. Whatever you need. Just do it now.”

      He grasped my ass in one hand, and my head in the other, kissing me as he began moving, rocking inside me gently and slow at first, beads of sweat forming from holding back. “I missed this. I missed you,” he said with another kiss, and my heart melted as the rest of me burned in the fire that was us.

      His hips swung faster, harder, and I met every thrust, moving with him, against him, anything to get those sounds from his lips, to watch him surrender to me as my second orgasm built. He gave me everything, locking those green eyes on mine as he began to pound into me, sending his hand to gently pet my hyper-sensitive clit. “I need you to come again, Emerson. I need to feel you around me. God, baby, you’re killing me.”

      He pressed gently on my clit and my body clamped down on his as my orgasm ripped through me, deeper, longer than the first one, tearing me from everything I thought I knew until there was only Bash and how much I still loved him. Still needed him. I cried out his name as he thrust once, twice, and then shuddered inside me, leaning his forehead against mine.

      We both sucked in lungfuls of air, trying to calm our racing hearts, our overheated, satiated bodies.

      I hadn’t been a starry-eyed teenager—we really were that damn good together. Even better now.

      “Holy. Shit,” I whispered, leaning my head against his collarbone and kissing the damp skin beneath.

      “My exact thoughts,” he agreed.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      He grinned and swung me into his arms. “Make up for lost time.”

      Then he carried me down the stairs and into the room he’d claimed as his, and did exactly as he promised.
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      The sun was setting when I woke, blinking at the spectacular show of colors through the floor-to-ceiling windows in Bash’s room. I stretched, wincing with a smile at the sore areas of my body that were well-used.

      But I was alone.

      A wave of panic washed over me before I could remind myself that I wasn’t eighteen, and this wasn’t six years ago. Holding the covers over my breasts, I sat up in the massive bed and looked around the austere room. It had to be at least sixty percent bed. Everything was stored in closets that lined one wall, and the desk was bare except for his laptop and a few personal items. This room smelled like us—sex and Bash—but there was nothing of him physically in it.

      And nothing of you…you’re naked.

      I tiptoed out of the bed and snagged Bash’s shirt from the council meeting this morning off the back of his chair. It came nearly to my knees, so at least I’d be covered until I could get my dress from his office. After I buttoned it up, I headed upstairs, checking around the corners for Ryker or Knox like I was a secret agent, but the clubhouse was empty, quiet.

      Once I made it to Bash’s office, I slipped my panties on under the shirt, but he walked in before I could put on my bra. Air filled my lungs, and I realized that I hadn’t really taken a full breath since I’d woken up alone. Regardless of knowing that he hadn’t really left, the fear had been subconscious.

      “Hey, gorgeous.” He set two boxes of takeout down on the desk and came over, wrapping his strong arms around me.

      I laid my cheek against his heartbeat, feeling the steady thrum I’d set the rhythm of my early life to. “Hey,” I said, my voice breaking.

      He cupped my face. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me you’re having regrets.”

      “No, nothing like that,” I said through a watery smile. “You weren’t there when I woke up, and I knew you hadn’t…left, but I guess I didn’t realize how relieved I was to see you.”

      He kissed me, soft, chaste, and lingering. “I’m so sorry I ever did that to you. I knew I was on the short list, and I was so damned scared to tell you. When they called that morning, you were sleeping, and I knew that if I told you, and you asked me to stay, I’d never have the strength to leave. Especially after having the most perfect night of my life. There’s no excuse. I don’t expect you to forgive me—I never did. But if I had it to do over again, shit would have gone down differently.”

      “You wouldn’t have slept with me,” I guessed.

      “Oh, hell yes I would have. I have a ton of regrets in my life, Emerson. Being with you? Never one of them.”

      “Even those six months where you were in college, and I was in high school? And the no sex? And the distance?” To our tiny town, Bash and I were peas and carrots, expected to go together, and no one had batted an eye. But by the time we gave into our feelings, he’d just turned twenty-one, and I still had six months before eighteen. “I knew it wasn’t easy on you, and part of me always thought that was why…”

      His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. “No, never. After Thanksgiving, when we decided to be together, I didn’t look at anyone else. There was no other woman—they had nothing to offer me when I had you. And yeah, waiting to finally get my hands on you? It was torture—don’t get me wrong—but you have been worth every second. Me leaving was never about you.”

      “Then why did you wait to do this until you thought I’d be gone? Why would you never call? Never send an email, or a letter, or a fucking carrier pigeon?” The worrying had crushed my soul, the not-knowing had been worse than waking up alone in his house.

      “For one reason. I knew we’d end up right here. I knew it the moment I saw you again. But it doesn’t change things. I have a life in California. You belong here. You always have.”

      I wanted to tell him that I quit working for Mayor Davis, that I wasn’t going to London, but it didn’t matter, not in those moments. They wouldn’t change the outcome of what we’d done—what we were. It would only make him feel guilty, and while we were short on time, guilt was something we already had in spades.

      “Then I guess we just enjoy what time we have, right?” I asked, a lot stronger than I felt. I’d already agreed not to ask him to stay again, so what was there really left to say about it? He would leave. My life would continue. At least I’d have closure on us. For whatever that was worth.

      “What time we have,” he agreed with another kiss. “It’ll never be enough, you know.”

      “I know,” I agreed, trying to ignore that I’d just walked into loving Bash again. But it was different this time, because I already knew where we were headed. Funny, but I preferred not knowing, the way we’d recklessly given ourselves to each other.

      Bash’s phone rang and we broke apart so he could answer it.

      “Hey, Knox,” he answered, then listened. “Really? Okay. That’s one.” He glanced over to me and then down to my very exposed legs, his eyes darkening.

      “We just had sex 2 hours ago,” I whispered at him.

      “So?” he mouthed back, gesturing at me as if to say, “duh.”

      I rolled my eyes and went to the whiteboard that covered one of the walls in his office. As he talked to Knox, I started to write. Twelve. We needed Twelve.

      Out of the twenty-one children of the original team, four were too young to even consider, and another two were borderline. This was impossible. It couldn’t be done without everyone agreeing, which was pretty much never going to happen.

      “Five minutes? Sure. We’ll see you.”

      My attention snapped back to Bash as he hung up. “Oh my God, where’s my dress?”

      He came up behind me and pulled my ass to his hips…where he was already hard again. “Bash…” I whispered. “Are you even human?” We’d already had sex twice in the last four hours.

      “Limited time, remember?” He said into my ear, sucking lightly on the shell. A tug of desire flared to life in my stomach. Now that my body remembered what lust was, it certainly wanted its fill.

      “Five minutes,” I reminded him.

      He sucked on my neck lightly, and my head lolled to the side. “I hate that he’s coming here when all I want to do is bend you over that desk—”

      I spun and slapped my hand over his mouth. “No. You don’t get to turn me on with that mouth of yours. Not when Knox is on his way.”

      He sighed, looking like I’d just stolen his favorite toy. “Fine. Let’s get those incredible legs covered up.”

      Twenty minutes later, I stood at the dry erase board wearing a pair of Bash’s pajama pants rolled at my waist, and his shirt knotted at my hips while Knox, Ryker, and Bash paced the length of the office.

      “I can call Indy and see if she’d be willing to come back,” I offered, writing her name into slot number eight.

      “It’s still not enough,” Ryker said, running his finger through his short blond hair.

      “It has to be,” Knox argued. We’ll have to do it with nineteen members and stick to eleven legacies.

      Bash remained silent, his thumb playing with the slight dimple in his chin as he glared at the board like he could will it into submission.

      I looked at the three empty spaces we couldn’t fill with possible names and my heart sank. How was this going to play out?

      We had two weeks.

      It wasn’t enough time to pull this off.

      It wasn’t enough time for me to love Bash.

      But it would have to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerson

      

      “I wonder what you would think,” I said quietly, tucking my feet under me as I sat beneath the swaying aspens. “What would you say? I’ve done nothing but make phone calls for three days, trying to track everyone down, and I just don’t know if we’ll make it in time.”

      The trees were turning gold now, a sure harbinger of fall. Usually I adored this time, the way the leaves played with the sunlight and turned the mountains to the gentlest fire. But today those leaves felt like a countdown, as if even nature was challenging us.

      “Would you tell them that this is insane? To restart what took you away in the first place or would you remind me that the team was always our second family?” The wind carried my voice to where I prayed Dad could hear it.

      Up here, just over the ridgeline, I felt closer to him than I ever could while sitting at Aspen Cemetery. His body may have been there, but his soul was here. How ironic that this was where everything started. My gaze skipped to where the tree had been where he’d carved our family’s initials, but it was long gone, just another casualty of the fire. Funny how the wildfire had decimated some trees, singed others, and skipped some groves all together until it got to the town. Then, that bitch had taken everything—every photo album, every uniform, every tangible piece of my father besides the blood in my veins.

      And his memory. Nothing could strip me of that.

      “Here you are,” Bash called out as he came through the small tree line.

      “Hey,” I answered back, my chest tightening and nerves flooding my stomach. What the hell had I been thinking, getting back into bed with him, like my heart wouldn’t let him in as easily as my body? “How did it go with Mr. Hartwell?”

      He sat next to me, propping his elbows on his knees. “Odd to see him as a principal now, but it went well. He said he’ll stand with us.”

      “Good.” Relief washed over me, taking the nervousness with it. Concentrating on the team was easy, it was the other stuff that screwed with my head. “I got ahold of Indy. She’s in.” It had taken a miracle to track that girl down in the backwoods of Montana.

      “Marshall? How the hell did you find her?”

      “A lot of phone calls and even more favors. I may owe someone my first-born child. I’ll let you know.” Not that it will be yours since we’re on fling-status. The incredulous smile on his face was worth every favor I’d called in.

      “Thank you.” He tucked my hair behind my ears.

      “How did you know I was up here?”

      “Your mother.” There was a definite cringe.

      Oh, shit. “And how did that go for you?”

      “I lived.” He blanched. “Barely. She pretty much hates me, not that I blame her.”

      “She loves you. She hates what you did. There’s a difference.”

      “Is that possible?”

      We locked eyes, and that current of energy spun between us so thick it was almost tangible. “Absolutely.”

      Because I’m in love with you.

      Because I hate that you won’t stay.

      He cleared his throat “So, first, I went by your office to find you…”

      I focused on the contrast of gold aspen le. “Yeah, well, I don’t exactly work there anymore.”

      “That’s what I was told.” He waited a second, and then rubbed his hand across his forehead. “If this is about me—”

      “It was the meeting,” I explained. “I walked out after the meeting.”

      “Damn. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I reached over and smoothed the little lines that appeared on his forehead. “Because of that look. How do you feel right now?”

      “Guilty as hell for putting you in that position.”

      “Exactly. I’m a grown woman, and I made a choice. You shouldn’t feel guilty for my decision. It’s mine and mine alone.”

      He cupped my cheek, and I leaned into his warm hand, savoring the way my heart soared and sank all at once in a way that only Bash could manage. “It’s all going to be for nothing. We’re still three slots shy.”

      “We still have ten days,” I reminded him.

      He looked away, and my nausea returned full force.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Ryker and I have both been called back. There’s a fire in northern California.”

      I tried to ignore the icy tendrils of fear that wound their way around my heart. “Right. Because you’re on the same hotshot crew.”

      “Yes. We’re flying out in a few hours.”

      I nodded, pulling my head from his hands. “Okay. Right. Okay.”

      “Emerson,” he said softly. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted to put you through anything like this.”

      “It’s fine,” I answered, forcing a sugar-sweet smile. “Don’t apologize. This is your life. And it’s not like we’re...you know…” Together. No, I wasn’t that stupid. I was one hundred percent in love with him, but I always had been. That was never going to change, and he’d never stay.

      “No, I don’t know.” His tone sharpened.

      “Me either,” I whispered. “But you need to get going. Why would you even hike all the way up here?”

      He picked up my hand and laid a kiss to the palm. “I made this huge mistake once. I walked out on a girl I was madly in love with, and if I had one choice to make again, that would be the one I’d do over. I should have told you, asked you to come with me, asked you to wait… hell, I don’t know. Anything other than what I did. But I was young, and stupid, and didn’t realize that what we had was rare. I wasn’t making that same mistake twice. ”

      Breathe. I took in his words with the air around me and just as oxygen filled my lungs and cleared my mind, Bash fed my soul. But even as I fell harder with every kiss, every word, it didn’t help our ultimate problem. “You won’t stay,” I whispered.

      He shook his head. “I can’t breathe here. All I see is death, and scars, and every single thing I fucked up in my life.” He gestured to the small trees around us. “Even this place. I should see hikes, and campfires, and the hours we spent up here with our families…with each other.”

      “And all you see now is the point of origin.”

      “Yeah.  I see the unattended campfire, the stupid city kids who left it to burn. I hear the call going out, my mother’s voice telling me that we had to evacuate, the sound of her screaming at me through my cell when she realized I’d disobeyed. I hear my father’s frustration that they’d been at that other fire, recalled too late to do anything but give us that precious bit of time. I hear his orders to Spencer. There’s just…too much here.”

      “But there was so much good, too,” I said softly, trying to keep my composure.

      Those hazel eyes swept the ridgeline around us, dotted with carcasses of burned-out trees and the growth of new ones. “There was,” he agreed. “But what’s left of it?  This will always be home, but I won’t spend my life somewhere where all I see is my past.”

      Including me. God, I thought I’d built my walls thicker than that, thick enough to stop the evisceration of my soul those simple words could cause. But there was no armor strong enough to keep Bash out of my heart. Six years, and I was back to being that eighteen-year-old girl, waiting for a phone to ring.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “That I lost you before I ever had you.”

      “Emerson—”

      “No. It’s okay. You told me that we were inevitable, and maybe you’re right. You and I…we’re like magnets, drawn back to each other no matter our past, our mistakes…or our lack of a future. We’re kind of like this place, if you think about it.” I gestured to the trees around us. “Something draws us back to the good, but like you said, the bad will always be there, ready to remind us of everything we lost, and just like this is where that fire started, it’s also the point of origin for our demise. We just didn’t know it.” I blinked back the tears that threatened to overflow, even though I’d sworn that I’d cried my last tears over Sebastian Vargas years ago.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have come back,” he murmured. “I’m doing more harm than good…the team, the town…you.”

      Three days. We’d made it three days of impossibly hot sex and…what? What were we really? How often had I pictured what I’d say if I had it to do all over again? I had two choices: guard my heart or lay it all on the line.

      As appealing as the first option was, I was already too far down the rabbit hole to take it.

      I moved his arm out of my way and swung my knee over his to straddle his lap. That jolt of electricity hit me just like always, the assurance that when it came to chemistry, he was my perfect match. That was the easy part. The rest would be a fight.

      Good thing my father taught me to never back down.

      I cupped his face in my hands, letting his scruff scrape along my palms. “I will never regret you coming home, or any choice I made while you were here, and that’s not dependent on what happens with the team. Our past is complicated, Bash. We have some gut-wrenching pain between us—around us. But we also have so much love. And if you don’t stay, that’s okay. I will hate watching you walk away, but that won’t change how I feel about this.” I kissed him softly, gently sucking his bottom lip. “I won’t be sorry for helping you bring a piece of them back to us.” I pulled back enough to meet his eyes and lost my heart all over again. “I don’t regret wanting you back then, or being with you, no matter how it ended. You were my wildest dream, and for a while, you came true. How could I ever second guess something like that?”

      “I hurt you.” One of his hands stroked down my back while the other buried itself in my hair. “I regret that every day.”

      “But I don’t, not anymore, because I finally realize that it means that what we had was real. I don’t regret a single moment of loving you then…or loving you now.”

      His body tensed under me. His grip tightened, his eyes widening in surprise, then turning dark, fierce. A heartbeat later, he crushed my mouth to his, kissing me breathless, all lips, tongue, and teeth. It was as raw as our emotions, as volatile as the very place our relationship was in. It was everything we were.

      I held him to me and kissed him the way I’d wanted to for years, the way I’d done in my dreams, wishing I’d been able to make him stay. I flayed my heart open and left it in that kiss, knowing that if this were the last time, it would be the best damn kiss of his life…and mine.

      Then I retreated when he sought more, hard and insistent beneath my hips. “You have to go.”

      “For the first time, I don’t give a damn at the moment, not when I have you in my arms.” He looked at me, eyes glazed with need, and I nearly gave in.

      “Fire. You. Ryker. California.” I punctuated each word with a light kiss.

      “Fuck,” he growled. “Why do you have to make it so hard to leave?”

      Because you know this is where you belong. “Come back, and I’ll do more than kiss you.”

      His grin was lethal, panty-melting. “Promise.”

      “On my life. Now you’d better run, Bash. And I mean sprint.”

      “I’ll hold you to it,” he said as we stood. With one final kiss, he took off, and I couldn’t help but smile at the way he hurtled a downed tree. Always a showoff.

      God, I loved him, and admitting it had only thrust my heart higher, flung it faster. But I wasn’t a little girl anymore, I was a woman who knew that the faster it flew, that harder it would crash when he walked away.

      I knew where this would inevitably end—the only piece of Bash I would hold would be the team he’d resurrected.
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      “What do you think?” I asked Knox eight days later as we stood in front of the whiteboard in Bash’s office.

      “I think you might pull this off for him,” he said.

      I looked at the list I’d spent the last week sweating, bleeding, and nearly crying over. It had kept me sane between phone calls, texts, incessant checks of the news just praying Bash was safe. At least containment was underway. He’d be home soon.

      But for how long?

      Bash had already lined up seven experienced hotshot firefighters who wanted on the crew, which left us with twelve names to fill. Even with all the calls I’d made, Indy, Lawson, and the Maldonaldo brothers, we’d had to agree to take Taylor Rose, our youngest member at eighteen to get her older brother, Braxton to agree. The ironic thing? He’d been furious. I would have loved to peek inside those family dynamics. Adding Derek Chandler, our youngest guy at nineteen years old left us short one name. “If he won’t lead the team, who is taking that slot?”

      “He has someone in mind,” Knox said cryptically.

      “And if you build it, they will come…” I mocked. “Seriously. I’ve put my actual ass on the line here, so could you not give me some creepy, prophetic answer?”

      One thing about Knox’s dark brown eyes? They didn’t give much away. He raised one eyebrow and said, “not my slot to fill. Not my secret to tell. And if I tell you, and it doesn’t work out, you’d just be more disappointed.”

      “But it’s not Bash.”

      That must have come out more mopey than I thought, because he put his arm around my shoulder. “Bash doesn’t have the experience to be a superintendent. A captain might even be pushing it. But baby girl, by all that is holy, please do not get your hopes on him staying. He’s never really healed enough to be here for long.”

      “What if I went to him? I mean, not that I expect him to want me or anything, but maybe there would be a chance if I moved to California.” A piece of my soul cried out at the thought of leaving Legacy, of leaving this crew we were trying so hard to make work.

      “Emmy, never doubt for a second how much he wants you. I wish I could tell you how many times he dialed your number but didn’t press ‘call,’ or how many emails, text, letters he wrote without sending.”

      “But he never did. That says something, doesn’t it, Knox?” My chest went tight.

      He sighed. “He’s scared to death of you. Of what you represent, what you mean to him.”

      “His past. I know.”

      “No. You are all that’s left of the home he remembers. You’re his only shot at a second chance, and if he blows it…I don’t want to see what he’d become.”

      “I’m in love with him,” I whispered.

      Knox leaned his head down to mine. “That, my dear Emerson, is the one secret everyone already knows.”

      “It’s not enough to keep him here.”

      “How many times has he texted you since he’s been gone?”

      I blinked. “At least a couple times a day and a few phone calls.”

      “Yeah, that seems to me like he might not be here, but he’s still here. But Emerson, if he sees that name on the alternate list, he will kill you, whether or not he loves you.”

      I shrugged, trying to do the same with my heart to the fact that he’d used the “L” word. “It won’t come to that.”

      “Promise me.”

      I refused to give my word on something I couldn’t keep. If it came between calling out that name and Legacy—and Bash— not getting her hotshot team back…I’d say it, consequences be damned. I looked over our confirmed list and tallied up who had already arrived in town.

      “It won’t come to that.” A small spark of hope lit in my chest, but I was careful not to let it catch fire. Hope was a dangerous little bitch. Hope was what killed you when everything went inevitably wrong. But that little flame was there, stubborn and bright.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Bash

      

      “Damn it, this is at least the seventh message I’ve left for you this week. The least you could do is call me back.” I took a deep breath, bracing the phone against my forehead to get control before finishing. “Please. Yes, or no… just let me know. Our deadline is tonight, man.”

      Running into him at that fire had been a huge surprise—or fate, but either way, it gave me a chance to lay out my proposal and opened the door for him to shut me down. Which he did.

      But I knew under that hard, callous exterior, he was dying for the same thing that I was—a second chance. But unlike him, mine depended on his damned decision.

      I swiped my phone off just in time to see Ryker walk out of the gas station, and tried to get my anger under control. “Fucking hurry up,” I snapped as he climbed into the Rover.

      “Chill the hell out,” he said, shutting the door and clicking his seatbelt. “We’re maybe fifteen minutes out, and she’ll be there.”

      “What makes you think this is about her?”

      “I’ve been your best friend for twenty years. It’s always about her. Even when it’s not…it still is.”

      I pulled onto the state highway toward Legacy, ignoring the posted speed limit. “I…may have fucked up. Again.”

      “You? Never. Pray, do tell.” He kept his voice monotone.

      “You’re lucky I’m driving,” I muttered.

      “Well, you certainly have me as a captive audience. What could you have done to possibly merit a claim like that?”

      “She told me she loved me.” The words tasted sweet in my mouth, like caramel apples and redemption.

      “Okay? She’s always loved you, and you’ve always loved her, and blah, blah, blah. What the fuck is the big deal? She knows you’re too chicken shit to move home, and you know she’ll be miserable anywhere else but Legacy. All your issues are on the table, so what’s the big deal with loving each other? That’s like saying, ‘hey, man, the sun rose today,’” he mocked with a deep-voiced impression that was too close to my actual timbre.

      I opened my mouth and then shut it again, unable to vocally process or admit to what I’d done.

      “Oh, fuck. You didn’t say it back, did you?” He turned slowly to glare at me. “You left her hanging. Again. You let her pour her heart out and played stoic-asshole-of-the-mountain, didn’t you?”

      I nodded once, and he groaned. “For being a tech genius, you’re a giant emotional moron. But it’s not that bad—totally salvageable. She’ll forgive you.”

      “Really? Not that bad? What if it was Harper?” I asked.

      His head swung my way. “Don’t even fucking joke about my sister, or make me think you’re joking. No. No fucking firefighters. She’s been through enough shit.”

      “Right. And I’m the emotional moron.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing, man.” If he hadn’t put it together, I wasn’t about to lay the pieces out. Not when our deadline was tonight, and we all needed to present a united front. What Harper wanted wasn’t my business. Or Ryker’s.

      But Knox on the other hand…well, that was going to be interesting to watch with him moving home.

      I blinked. I wasn’t going to be around to watch. Not any of it. I wouldn’t see the crew operate, wouldn’t be in on their barbecues, their family time. I’d put everything in place, but I wouldn’t watch it grow.

      I wouldn’t be around to see Emerson. To hold her, kiss her, get my hands on her insanely sexy body, hear her laugh…hell, hear what plans she’d cooked up for the team. She’d stepped into a managerial role so easily it was almost like she’d been born for it.

      The team was in her blood too.

      How the fuck was I going to walk away from her?

      Maybe I could come in once a year, just to see how things were going first-hand.

      “Earth to Vargas,” Ryker nearly yelled. “For fuck’s sake.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I got a little lost in my own head.”

      “Yeah, well, as I was saying, you can fix the Emerson stuff.”

      “Really?” I questioned, speeding up another five miles-per-hour. I needed every second I could get.

      “You just need to be honest with her. Tell her you’re in love with her, the mushy shit chicks want to hear.” He shrugged.

      “And what? Fuck her over when I leave again? Come in once a year for a booty call?” She’d never stand for it, and I’d never treat her that way.

      He snorted. “Glad you’ve got it planned out. I hate to break it to you, my brother, but unless you’re prepared to watch the years go by as Emerson finds someone she can love, gets married, starts having little brown-eyed babies with said guy, you’d better rethink that.”

      Emerson. Married. Touching someone else. Curling up in their arms at the end of the night. It was just…wrong.

      No one else knew that she only liked to be held for a few minutes before she went to sleep, but then she wanted her space. No one else knew that spearmint Tic Tacs were the only ones she liked, that peppermint pissed her off. No one else knew how to touch her so that her breath stuttered, her lips parted, her hips bucked. Just the thought of someone else between her thighs—

      “You know it’s the ten-year anniversary for our dads, right?” Ryker asked.

      “And?” I fired back, my brain on overload.

      Those brown-eyed babies? They’d have her exact shade of espresso with those little golden flecks, her brains, her courage…and my build, my hair—because damn it, I was the only one who’d be giving Emerson Kendrick babies. I’d be the only man attaching my last name to hers, sleeping next to her, loving her, fucking her, buying her god-forsaken Tic Tacs. No one else. Just me.

      “Well, you’re going a hundred and ten, and it would just be really ironic if we died today, seeing as we’re supposed to lay wreaths at the memorial, and all.”

      Only Ryker could say that without a hint of panic in his voice.

      I checked the speedometer and immediately eased my foot off the gas, slowing back down to seventy-five.

      “We need to make a stop at the Chatterbox before the Clubhouse,” I said as we pulled into town.

      “Good. I could use some pancakes.”

      I just needed the reality check.
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      “You sure you don’t want any of these? They’re so good.” Ryker offered his half-eaten strawberry pancakes.

      “Nope, I’ve got somewhere I need to be,” I said, glancing at my watch. We only had an hour before the remembrance ceremony started.

      “She’s at her mom’s shop,” Agnes called out as I headed for the door.

      “You are a doll, Agnes,” I answered, walking into the sunshine. Damn door didn’t squeak, but maybe I’d get used to it.

      I looked both ways across Main Street and then ran across the road, sniffing my zip-up fleece as I went. Maybe I should have showered again—I still smelled like the fire I’d just spent the week getting into containment. But if it was between getting a shower and getting my arms around Emerson, I’d take option number two.

      Bells chimed as I opened to door to Kendrick Kreations, and the scent of fresh-cut flowers overpowered me. Flowers rested in displays in the bright space, with a thick counter separating the store from the workshop. Floral wreaths stood from the front of the store to back, and I knew if I counted, there would be eighteen in that order. Love Shack played in the back of the shop, and I could make out Emerson’s mom singing from here.

      “Just a minute,” she called out.

      “I have the last one here,” Emerson said, backing her way through the swinging door, carrying the eighteenth wreath. Maybe I was going to hell for thinking it, but damn, her ass looked spectacular in those black pants.

      “I can take that for you,” I offered.

      She squealed, nearly dropping the wreath as she spun around. The flowers landed safely on the counter as she catapulted into my arms. “I smell like smoke,” I warned her, but pulled her closer in the same breath.

      “I don’t care,” she said into my neck, the sound muffled.

      I looped one of my arms around her ass and the other her back, my fingers tangling in the dark silk of her hair. God, she smelled delicious, bergamot and spearmint hitting my senses like a glimpse of heaven after I’d just spent the last week in hell.

      “I missed you.” I pressed a kiss to her hair and let myself simply feel the moment instead of pushing it away like usual.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she squeezed me tighter.

      Every other fire, I went home to my apartment, ordered a pizza and cracked a beer. Maybe I fiddled with tech or took a woman to bed. I got back to reality.

      But this—holding Emerson, her arms looped around my neck, her legs dangling, her very relief breaking down the last of my walls—this was living.

      I’d never been so glad to have survived a fire.

      The bells chimed, and two men walked in, both in fire dress uniform. Legacy Fire Department. Structure.

      “Hey, Emerson, Bash. We’re just going to grab the wreaths and take them to the memorial.”

      “No problem, Colin,” Emerson answered as I lowered her to the ground. Damn it, all I wanted to do was kiss her. She looped her tiny arm around my waist, surprising me. In a town this small, I was fairly confident everyone knew what we were doing, but she hadn’t gone public about it. Going public meant people assumed, then asked questions. Now I fucking needed to kiss her, to stake my claim as easily as she’d done hers.

      “How’s it going, Colin? Nate?” I asked the two firefighters. They were in the town’s department and had been since they graduated high school a little before me.

      “Good,” Nate answered as he ushered a line of firefighters in to carry the wreaths out. “How’s your mom?”

      “She’s doing great. Denver’s been good to her.”

      “Well, we sure miss her around here. There aren’t as many financial advisors as good as she was—is. Not that I think she’s dead or anything. You know, I’m just going to help them carry the wreaths out.” He awkwardly backed away.

      “It’s okay,” I laughed. “She’s not dead, and she’s still advising. You could call her; I’m sure she’d take you on. She’s got a soft spot for Legacy.”

      “Yeah, okay, I might do that.” He backed out, taking the last wreath with him. “I’ll see you guys down there. And for what it’s worth, I think you have every right to your hotshot crew.”

      The minute the door closed behind him, I kissed Emerson, holding her beautiful face between my hands. I meant to keep it light, but then her arms tightened around me, she gave me a little whimper, and I was done for.

      I tilted her head for a better angle, and she opened under me. Fuck, she tasted incredible, the living embodiment of every dream I’d had for the last six years. Hell, since the moment I realized she wasn’t just another friend.

      We didn’t have time, but I took it anyway, slanting my mouth over hers again and again, keeping her on edge, changing the pace until she was clinging to me. Keep your hands to yourself. We were supposed to be at the ceremony soon, and no matter how desperate I was to get inside her, to feel her walls holding me as tight as her arms, rocking against me, we had to go.

      Damn it.

      “Well, it looks like you two have picked right up where you left off,” Mrs. Kendrick said from the doorway.

      I immediately let go of Emerson like she was in high school and stepped back, but she held onto my hand. “Ma’am.”

      Mrs. Kendrick was basically an older version of Emerson, but Emmy had inherited those brown eyes from her dad, where Mrs. Kendrick openly judged me with bright blue ones. She hadn’t always been so harsh, but I hadn’t always been an asshole, either.

      “Sebastian, please. We’re all adults now. You can call me Marla. Emmy, you left your purse in the back.”

      “Be nice,” she said quietly to her Mom as she passed by.

      Maybe being at that fire would have been safer for my health at that moment. “Ma’am, I know you pretty much hate me, but I’m not—”

      “Oh, enough. I hated you when she was eighteen and heartbroken. But Emerson knows exactly what you’re capable of and still chose…whatever is going on with you two. She’s a fully-grown, capable woman, and her choices are her own. That being said, it would be lovely if you didn’t destroy her again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Got it,” Emerson said, coming through the door with her black purse slung across her chest. “You need to get home and get into a tie…and a shower. Shall we?”

      She offered her hand, and I nodded.

      It was time.
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      One by one, we stepped forward in honor of our fathers, and in a few cases, mothers. We laid the wreaths at the foot of the memorial—the single slab of black granite with all eighteen names etched into it—and joined the other family members at the front of the entire population of Legacy.

      Mayor Davis gave his yearly speech on their bravery and sacrifice, and how they would be proud of what we’ve rebuilt. He looked away from me when I answered that last comment with an arched eyebrow.

      I ran the numbers in my head as I glanced from family to family, and we were tight. Emerson said she had it covered, but I couldn’t see how, not unless he showed up. But it had been ten years since he’d stepped foot within town limits, and I didn’t see him making an exception today.

      “And now, we’d like to have a moment of silence in remembrance of the Legacy Hotshot team.” Mayor Davis bowed his head at the exact moment they died, and the crowd followed, but I couldn’t look away from where my father’s name screamed at me from the monument.

      The bell rang once for each death.

      I didn’t see the crowd around me or register the beauty of the chimes. I was lost, sucked back ten years to the radio call going out.

      Chime. My father’s discovery that I hadn’t evacuated with my mother.

      Chime. Ordering me to get my ass back down the mountain.

      Chime. Charging Spencer with getting me away from the scene.

      Chime. My protests, then outright shouting as Spencer drove us back to town.

      Chime. The radio call that the cold front had moved in. Winds picked up.

      Chime. My father’s voice saying they were retreating to the anchor point.

      Chime. Emerson’s father calling for the rest of the team.

      Chime. Watching through Spencer’s back window as the fire came over the ridgeline, not far from where our Clubhouse was now.

      Chime. The realization that they might not make it.

      Chime. The order to deploy shelters.

      Chime. Spencer cursing, my outright screams, knowing what that meant.

      Chime. The silence.

      My eyes slid shut, trying to block it out, to put that memory behind the iron walls I’d built.

      Chime. Emerson slid her small hand into mine, small tremors making her tiny fingers tremble.

      Chime. I covered that hand with both of mine, and her shaking stopped.

      Chime. Her head found my shoulder, steadying me, grounding me in the present, where I was more than the seventeen-year-old trainee who had gone where he wasn’t supposed to.

      Chime. I was a man now, who’d spent every minute of the last ten years working to rebuild this legacy.

      Chime. I was Emerson’s man.

      Chime. And I was done running.

      Over an hour later and more certain than I’d ever been of our goal, we walked hand-in-hand into the town hall, followed by as many of the citizens of Legacy that would fit in the small space

      The council looked horrified at the audience, except for Greg, who failed at disguising his smile.

      “You ready for this?” Knox asked as we walked down the slight incline of what was quickly a standing-room-only meeting, headed for the front.

      “As I can be,” I answered.

      He laughed. “I wasn’t asking you.”

      Emerson swatted his shoulder. “I’m fine. Worry about your job.”

      “All of my people are accounted for. Yours?”

      She scanned the crowd and shook her head. “Shane Winston is missing.”

      I cupped her face and kissed her softly. “Thank you for trying, but Shane was never going to show. He hates fire, and trees…and pretty much anything outside.”

      “Shit,” she mumbled as Mayor Davis called us to order.

      “Okay, okay, let’s get started,” He said into his microphone, his eyes relentlessly scanning the crowd. “We’re here for the matter of the petition by Legacy, LLC to reinstate the Legacy Hotshot Crew under the following conditions: the full salaries will be the responsibility of Legacy, LLC. The team will follow all federal guidelines to include eighty percent of the crew having at least a year of fire experience,” he turned the page of the petition. “And the town’s stipulation that sixty percent of the Legacy Crew would be blood of the original team, or legacies in name or birth.”

      The crowd mumbled in dissent, and Mayor Davis cleared his throat. “Because this is such an emotional matter, we felt the need to really ensure the support of the families.”

      “Support doesn’t have to be forcing your kids into a career they respect but never wanted,” one woman called out.

      “Vicki Greene,” Emerson supplied.

      “Chris Greene’s widow?”

      She nodded as more complaints were vocalized.

      “Now, now. It’s important to remember that Legacy, LLC agreed to these terms. We’re simply here to see if they’re in compliance.” Mayor Davis loosened his tie. “Are you ready Mr. Vargas?”

      I buttoned my blazer as I stood, taking the podium and opening the manila folder Emerson handed me. She’d put all this together with Knox while I’d been on the job. If not for her, we wouldn’t have even made it this far.

      It was time to see who put their money where their mouth was.

      “There is one addendum to the agreement, but it doesn’t affect these proceedings,” I said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Addressing the insurance and compensation paragraph of section fourteen, we’ve added that all crew members will be insured as full-time, no matter how many months of the year they actively serve. One man’s sacrifice during the summer as a firefighter should never be forgotten, nor his family penalized because he spent the other nine months of the year teaching Legacy’s children.”

      A shout of approval went up behind me.

      I didn’t care about the crowd. That wasn’t a change to appease the masses or gain the town’s support. It was to preemptively correct the wrong that had been handed to Emerson and her mother ten years ago when they’d been denied the payout the rest of the families had received.

      “Accepted,” Mayor Davis agreed quietly.

      One point down.

      “I have seven non-legacy members, all with multiple years of wildland fire experience, whose names you will find at the end of the petition.”

      “Those names are not a matter of our concern, Bash—Mr. Vargas,” Mayor Davis interjected. Smart move, really, reminding me that to him, I’m just a kid.

      “You can call me Bash,” I said with a laugh. “After all, I grew up here. I’m Legacy born and bred just like most of the town here supporting us. I’m blessed to have been successful in my finances, and my firefighting to make this possible, but I’m just the son of Julian Vargas when it comes down to it.”

      Mayor Davis leaned back in his chair.

      That shut the asshole up.

      “Do you have your legacies in order?”

      “If they’ll come stand next to me, I do. Knox Daniels,” I called out, and he stood at my right as always. “Ryker Anders,” and he took the left. Then one-by-one, as I called the names of the kids who I grew up with, they appeared as the adults next to me, ready to stand for our parents, our town, our heritage.

      “Indigo Marshall, Lawson Woods, River and Bishop Maldonaldo, Braxton and Taylor Rose, Derek Chandler…”

      “You’re two short, Mr. Vargas.” Mr. Henry said with a small smirk from the side. Not like it actually mattered to the asshole. It wasn’t like he’d be paying out the insurance.

      I took a deep breath to call the next name, praying he’d showed up, that he didn’t hate me so much that he’d let this fail.

      “Spencer Cohen,” he called from the aisle, walking down to the floor. There was a collective gasp among the crowd, and my head hung in pure, sweet relief. The massive, intense thirty-year-old with much-older eyes took up a spot at the end of the line, his hand raking over his light beard.

      All of the council members sat forward. “Spencer. I’m…”

      “Speechless, Mayor Davis?” he asked. “Me too. But that’s a good thing, because I’ve learned that when you have asinine things to say, you should keep your mouth shut. You tend to just keep talking, and about this issue, you’re dead wrong. You have no more right to deny this crew her name than you did to loan us out to that other fire the day ours erupted.”

      The crowd murmured, finally hearing what I’d known for years. Davis had made the executive decision to send the Legacy Hotshots to a different fire for the pay, thinking ours would be easily handled by the town’s department.

      “Then you denied their requests to return home, until they did on their own recognizance, only to find their deaths saving this town,” Spencer finished.

      What the fuck?

      My eyes swung to Emerson, who shook her head, her mouth hanging open. Ryker, Knox, all the other volunteers all wore the same expression. None of us had known.

      “This isn’t about past events,” Davis argued over the growing anger in the crowd. “That was ten years ago, and wrong decisions were made. We didn’t have all of the information, nor could we tell the future. What we’re doing now is trying to keep those mistakes from happening again. Now, Mr. Cohen, last time I checked, you’re not a legacy, so this is a moot point.”

      “He doesn’t have to be,” I countered. “The wording in the original petition you accepted today says, ‘blood of the original crew.’ Spencer is the only surviving member of the original crew. There is no one in a better place to serve as superintendent.”

      “Was he not the one who left the line?” Mr. Henry asked, his eyes narrowing on Spencer.

      “I did, and I have no regrets,” Spencer said loudly.

      “He did it to save me,” I announced, and the crowd quieted. “I went to the ridgeline that day, and he was ordered to evacuate me. Trust me,” I looked down the line to Spencer, “he would have rather died that day.”

      “Truth,” Spencer agreed. “Now you can rule this whole thing out as incomplete because you’re unwilling to accept me, and risk the entire town coming for you, Davis, or you can trust me like Julian Vargas did, and stop being such an asshole.”

      Laughter erupted, and Mayor Davis’ face turned hydrant red. He started to bang the ceremonial gavel. “Enough! Fine, we’ll accept you, Spencer, but he’s still short.”

      I looked down the list. Shane Winston. Fuck.

      Emerson’s eyes met mine as she rose to stand next to me. “He didn’t come,” she whispered.

      “I know. It’s okay.” The last thing I wanted was for her to blame herself.

      “We have an alternate,” she added, handing me an envelope.

      Who? There was zero chance Harper was going to be allowed to firefight, not with Ryker and Knox ready to kill for her. I opened the notecard as her voice rang out, sweet and clear…and devastating.

      “Emerson Kendrick.”

      “Absolutely not!” I shouted, looking from her back up to the awestruck faces of the council. “She is mistaken. She’s not volunteering.”

      “Yes, I am, Bash,” she said, tugging on my sleeve. “You don’t get to control this. Shut up and let me do this for our town—for you.”

      “You’ve never been a firefighter!”

      “And? You only need eighty percent experience on the crew. With Taylor and I, they still have more than enough.”

      They. Because I could set this all in motion, back it, finance it, fight for it, but it would never be my team, and with one motion, she’d set her roots even deeper into Legacy, killing my plan to ask her to come with me. Fuck. Me.

      I was wildly aware of the crowd, the crew, even the council listening in to our fight, and I wasn’t in the mood to give a fuck. “There’s zero chance I’m letting you near a fire, Emerson. None. You’re not risking your life, or a single hair on your head. It’s not going to happen.”

      “It is!” She may as well have stomped her foot.

      “No way in Hell! I’m not jeopardizing you.”

      “What, but everyone else can? They can all honor their fathers, their mothers by stepping up for this crew, but I can’t?”

      “She has a point,” Ryker whispered.

      “Shut the fuck up and imagine this is Harper,” I said, swinging my finger at him.

      He threw his hands up and backed away.

      Emerson’s eyes spat fire at me, her hands fisted on her hips, more than standing her ground, but mounting a defense I couldn’t beat. “There’s no difference between me and them, Bash.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I’m not in love with them!” Well, shit. That was not how I intended that to come out.
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      Emerson

      

      He loves me. It took me a full minute for that to sink in. “What?” Classy.

      He swallowed, running his hand over his hair. My God, my always-in-control Bash was flustered. “I always have been. I never stopped.”

      “Hey guys,” Knox leaned over my shoulder, “as much as you’re earning huge swoon points from the female population of Legacy, this might not be the right time.”

      I blinked, finally pulling my attention from Bash to see that every eye in the room was on us. Well, as ratings of awkward go, this might be up there with the whole no-clothes-at-work nightmare.

      “Sebastian Vargas,” Bash spoke into the podium’s microphone. “I’m the last name.”

      No. No. No. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to stay here. Instead of securing Bash’s dream, I’d just destroyed it.

      “Accepted,” Mayor Davis said, glancing at me, then back to the petition.

      “You’re still one member off,” Mr. Henry announced.

      “Bullshit!” Mom called out, on her feet at the end of the second row. She gave me a thumbs up and sat back down.

      “You have nineteen members, therefore you are point-four off.”

      “Would you like me to chop someone in half to meet your requirement?” Bash asked, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

      I elbowed him in the side and took the podium. “Emerson Kendrick. I will serve as the crew’s manager under the superintendent…an assistant of sorts.” I looked down the row, and Spencer gave me a single nod, agreeing to the position I’d just pulled out of my ass. “I’m more than capable of passing any test to include a pack test for regulation purposes, and I’m a legacy. What more would you like?”

      “You not on the damned crew,” Bash mumbled.

      I glared in his direction. “I’m not going near a fire, now shut up and let me save you.”

      He wisely shut up.

      “Stop being obstinate, Davis,” Mr. Hartwell called from a few rows back. “They have the approval of this town, and when it comes down to it, you’re a servant of the people. An electable servant at that.”

      Mayor Davis bristled at the principal calling him out but pulled the council closer. They talked amongst themselves for a moment before he said, “we accept your crew, Mr. Vargas.”

      The crowd roared their approval.

      “We request nine months to be fully operational by next fire season,” Bash pushed.

      “Granted,” Davis said, banging his stupid little gavel.

      Bash scooped me off my feet and up against his massive frame, searing me with a kiss that was anything but made-for-public. I ignored the catcalls and kissed him back with every fiber of my being, knowing that nothing could be sweeter than this moment.

      Until reality set in. “Put me down,” I said against his mouth.

      With lowered eyebrows, he did as I asked. “What?—”

      He was interrupted by the congratulations of our crew and the whole of the Legacy population that had made it into the meeting, which allowed me to sneak out the side door.

      Once clear, I leaned against the brick building, gulping in huge breaths of cool air. I’d made him stay. I was forcing him into the one thing he didn’t want, all because he was too scared to let me near a fire.

      And loving me? How the hell did that all fit into this?

      “What are you doing?” Bash asked, coming through the side door.

      “Avoiding you,” I answered honestly.

      “Okay, take it from someone who expertly avoided you for years, it’s not possible in a town this small.” He blocked out the sun, hovering over me and tilting my chin to meet his eyes.

      Maybe this wouldn’t hurt so badly if I didn’t love him so much.

      “Then you should leave. That was always your plan, right? And I just…screwed it.”

      “Yes, that was the plan.”

      “And loving me? Was that just to get me to back off the team?”

      He winced. “That was the truth. I have always loved you, Emerson. There has never been a moment since I recognized what that emotion meant that I didn’t equate it with you. As kids, as teens, as adults…you are it for me. My beginning, my end. My past, my present, and every day of my future, if you’ll just shut off your pessimistic brain long enough to believe me.”

      “But you don’t want to stay here,” I argued, unwilling to even chance the belief that he really loved me. Me loving Bash was one thing, it simply was. But him loving me? That opened me to a world of hurt and destruction.

      “I didn’t. I’d actually planned on asking you to come to California with me.”

      “You did not.” I shook my head. “Don’t you dare play games with me.”

      “Games? Fuck, woman. I take a chance on this—on us— ready to dive in and give it everything I have, and you accuse me of playing games?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time you fucked—”

      “Don’t go there,” he snapped. “The pull between us? That fire that catches and burns us from the first touch? That’s not even a tenth of how deeply, dangerously, completely I love you.”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer, just picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder as he headed down Main Street. Any argument I could have made would have been moot, he’d just keep going, so I kept my energy and gave sarcastic waves to the people who cheered us on as they left the town hall.

      We passed his Rover. Now I was a little worried. Where the hell were we—

      He opened the door to the Chatterbox and marched me straight through the crowd to the back wall. “I’m not in the mood for pancakes, Bash!”

      “Good because we’re not eating,” he agreed, lowering me to slide along his body to the floor. “And for the dessert I’m craving, we’d need to be in private, and you’d need to be naked,” he whispered in my ear, sending rockets of pure lightning through my nervous system.

      Yes, please.

      “Now, look, so I can get you out of here and celebrate with that dessert.”

      He tilted my head and pointed to a freshly carved section of the wall.

      Sebastian loves Emerson.

      There it was, etched into the very history of our town. He’d done it before the hearing, before I volunteered…because he truly loved me. Tears pricked at my eyes, and I tried unsuccessfully to blink them away.

      “No crying,” Bash said softly, wiping the escapees away with his thumbs. “You’ll never cry because of me again, I swear it. Emmy, I knew that if you wouldn’t come with me, I’d have to stay. There was no way I’d be able to leave you behind. Not when you’re the air I breathe.”

      “You’re giving up everything for me,” I whispered.

      “I’m gaining everything because of you,” he argued, pressing a kiss to my mouth. “If Spencer can be here, can tolerate being near me after what I put him through, then I can handle the guilt of having done it. And if I can love you well enough to make up for leaving you, then I can be happy here. I can be happy anywhere as long as I know I’m coming home to you.”

      I leaned up on my toes and kissed him, afraid that my heart my actually explode if I loved him any more at that moment. “You’ll always have me to come home to,” I promised against his mouth.

      “It’s about damn time!” Agnes called out from behind the bar as Bash carried me out of the diner.

      But it wasn’t overdue. Before, we had been too young, neither of us knowing what the world was going to shape us into. Now, we were ready, both realizing that while we’d grown, we still fit perfectly.

      On our way out, Bash kicked the lowest hinge on the door, then yanked it back into position, still managing to hold me.

      It closed with a perfect, high-pitched squeak.
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      Emerson

      

      Nine months later

      

      We needed more couches.

      The Legacy Hotshot Crew, otherwise known as Team Yet-to-be-determined, consumed every available piece of furniture in the great room and then sat on the floor, all glancing around the room, taking stock of one another.

      For some, like the members Bash had recruited from California, it was a new start, a fresh crew in a different state. For the legacies, it was a homecoming almost eleven years in the making.

      “I told you there weren’t enough seats,” I said to Bash, moving my fingers so the mini-blinds snapped closed, obscuring us from everyone outside his office.

      “Order more couches,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist from behind me.

      “Don’t you—mmmm,” I moaned as he set his lips to my neck. “Sebastian Vargas, there are people out there.”

      “Emerson Kendrick, the only person I’m concerned with is the one in here,” he murmured, setting his tongue to my skin. Need crashed through me.

      “That’s not fair. You know that’s my trigger spot,” I whispered, arching so my ass rubbed against his already-hard erection.

      He lifted the bottom of my blouse and spread his palm over my bare stomach. “All of you is my trigger spot, and you think that’s not fair?”

      His fingers slid past the waistline of my shorts, popping the button on his way. “Oh God,” I moaned as they skimmed the band of my panties before plunging into my warmth, rubbing against my clit. “Bash…” I tried to concentrate, but his fingers…God, his fingers… “We have to…the meeting,” I gasped as he pinched me lightly, and then sent his other hand up my shirt to cup my breast under my bra, rolling and tweaking the nipple.

      Damn it, the man knew exactly which buttons to push to swiftly bring me to the brink of an orgasm.

      “We have fifteen minutes. Do you know what I can do with fifteen minutes?”

      “Yes,” I answered as he stroked lower, slipping a finger, then two inside me, using his palm to keep the pressure on my clit.

      “I like it when you say yes,” he growled in my ear, spinning us so I faced his desk.

      “Bash,” I whimpered, reaching behind me to grasp his dick and squeezing gently. “I don’t think we can.” God, I wanted to. I always wanted to. You’d think after being together these last months that the crippling need we had for one another would fade a bit. It had only grown more intense.

      “We can,” he said firmly, stroking my g-spot. My knees buckled, and he caught me, licking back up my neck and pinching my nipple. “But only if you want me, baby. Do you want me?”

      My breath came in increasingly stuttered breaths as he worked his fingers inside me, pumping me, priming me. “I want…I want there to not be twenty people outside the door.”

      “Do you want me inside you, Emerson? It’s a yes or no question.”

      Another pump. Another rub. Pressure coiled inside me, ready to spring, and my body didn’t care that the crew was thirty feet away. “Do you want me?” I asked, turning the tables.

      He pushed me against the desk, bending me over the width before pulling my shorts off my thighs to pool at my feet. “I always want you. I wake up hard for you, I eat my meals wishing it was you, I can hardly wait to get into bed so I can spend my night loving you.”

      If I weren’t already a boneless heap, I would have melted into the desk. He dropped to his knees behind me, kissing each of the globes of my ass, then sliding my thong off to join my shorts. Then he spread me and set his mouth to the very spot I needed him, licking and sucking my clit, then fucking me with his tongue.

      I bit my hand to keep from screaming.

      “No, no,” he said, rising behind me, his shorts falling to the floor from the sound of it. “This office is soundproof, Emerson. I want to hear you scream my name.”

      “Yes, please, Bash,” I begged, knowing he wanted the words. “Now.”

      He lined us up and slammed home, sinking inside me with a perfection I still wondered at. “Bash!” his name ripped from my throat as he started to pound, hitting the very spots that drove me wild. Thank you, God, for birth control. We’d ditched the condoms so long ago that I couldn’t remember what it felt like to be separated from him by a tiny layer of plastic.

      “Fuck. Emerson. Baby, you’re so tight, so fucking amazing,” he said in time with his fierce thrusts.

      “Please,” I keened, pushing my ass back against him with each push. He kept a steady, almost inhuman rhythm, but I knew from the catches in his breath just how difficult it was for him to hold back. “Bash, please!”

      “Do you need me to finish you, baby?” His hand switched from the vice-grip he’d had on my hips to the inside of my thigh, close, but not quite there. “Where do you need me?’

      “Touch me, damn it!” I ordered, not in the mood for his games. Not when he had me wound this tight, this desperate for release.

      He laughed low and sexy, his scruff scraping my ear. “Anything for you,” he said, reaching between us to rub my clit as he pounded into me.

      I tried to muffle my cries, but couldn’t, and when that wave finally crest, pulling me over with it, I screamed his name.

      “Yes,” he hissed, then pulled out, spun me around and lifted me against him as he backed into the huge armchair he kept in the corner. Sitting, I straddled him, taking him back inside me with a gasp as he pushed through my hyper-sensitive folds. “I love you,” he swore, gripping my hair with one hand and my hip with the other.

      “I love you,” I replied. My smile spread slowly, but I began to rise and fall quickly, giving him the speed I knew he needed. Both his hands dropped to my ass, using the incredible strength in his arms to guide my movements faster, harder.

      I rode him until he came, watching his eyes burn green, the look of absolute contentment spreading across his features before he pulled my head to his shoulder so he could hold me. “You are a goddess,” he whispered.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I answered with a laugh.

      “But seriously, Emerson. With all the crew out there? You couldn’t wait until tonight?” He joked.

      I smacked his sculpted chest. “Get dressed and get out there!”

      We tossed clothes at each other, scrambling to put ourselves back together. I tossed my hair into a make-shift bun, but there was no hiding the flush in my cheeks, or the beard-burn on my neck.

      Once we were presentable, we walked into the great room, hand in hand. Spencer stood as we made it to the group. I looked at the faces, some we barely knew, and others we’d grown up with, mourned with, changed with. We’d been burned alive, decimated, rebuilt our town, our team and came back stronger.

      “Welcome to the Legacy Hotshots. As for a team name—”

      “Team Phoenix,” I blurted out. “We’re pretty good at rising from the ashes.”

      The legacies glanced at one another and back to us, all nodding in agreement. Bash kissed me, uncaring that everyone watched. “Team Phoenix it is,” he announced loudly, then whispered in my ear, “We’re even better the second time around.”

      He was right. We were. Damaged and whole, lust and love, and utterly, imperfectly perfect. He looked back to the crew and handed the floor to Spencer.

      “Now let’s get to work.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      Thank you for reading! Keep reading for a sneak peek at the first chapter of Reason to Believe, the first full-length novel in the Legacy series!  It’s up for preorder NOW!

      http://www.rebeccayarros.com/books/reason-to-believe/

      

      If you want more Legacy then read how River was called home to complete the Legacy Hot Shot Team, Ignite is live now!

      

      Want more Bash and Emerson? Keep reading for the short story about how they got engaged: BACKFIRE! My newsletter subscribers also can grab Basket Day: A Legacy Short Story here!

      

      To discuss all things Legacy and to keep up with my upcoming releases join my reader group here!
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      Chapter One

      Knox

      7 Years Ago

       

      I leaned into the fridge and grabbed a couple of off-brand sodas. Alcohol would have been preferable—finals week had been a bitch, but there was zero chance Mrs. Anders would have been cool with it.

      Ryker? Sure. He was twenty-one.

      But I was still twenty for another six months. It was the perpetual curse for having skipped second grade—I was in the same class as my friends but always a year younger.

       “Hey, Ry, can you hand me Vic’s boutonniere?” a light, feminine voice asked from behind me. My pulse leapt in response.

      With robotic movements, I grabbed the clear box with the white rose from the second shelf and stood to my full height.

      I felt her indrawn breath run through every nerve in my body as I slowly turned around, the sight of her making my fingers flex, my grip denting the sides of the flimsy plastic box.

      “Knox.” Her eyes widened in surprise, and she finished my name with that breathless hitch that never failed to kick me in the stomach.

      “Harper,” I answered, somehow forming the word without swallowing my tongue.

      “I…I didn’t realize you were here.” Her long blond hair was up in some kind of soft arrangement that begged for hands to tunnel through it, and her strapless dress—the same blue-green color of her eyes—hugged every damn curve on its way to the floor.

      Harper was no longer the little girl who’d followed us around the fire station as we grew up. She was eighteen, now. A full-grown woman on her way to her senior prom.

      She was also my best friend’s little sister.

      Little sister. That was exactly how I was supposed to think of her, considering I’d spent most of my teenage years in this very house, but my thoughts were anything but brotherly as I tracked the swell of her breasts rising with every breath she took. Her lips were full and glossed, her skin flawless, and her lashes impossibly long. In the past year, she’d gone from beautiful—she’d always been beautiful—to…gorgeous. Really fucking gorgeous.

      And I was staring.

      Speak.

      “Just got back today. I drove in with Ryker.” I slid the boutonniere and the sodas onto the counter and leaned back against it, drinking in the sight of her.

      I wasn’t unaware of the affect she’d always had on me. Oh no, I was all too familiar with it, but I’d kept my hands off Harper for three reasons. The first was that I couldn’t afford to piss off Ryker—he and our best friend, Bash, were the only family I had left besides Gran. The second reason? I had a social and legal rap sheet about a million miles long in this town that proved I was nowhere near good enough to be anything but her friend. The third? I had every intention of becoming a hotshot firefighter just like our dads had been—like Bash already was, and Harper wanted nothing to do with that life.

      Not that I could blame her. It had only been four years since the Legacy Mountain fire burned our town—and our fathers—to ash.

      “Right.” She flashed a shaky smile and shook her head. “I mean, I knew you were home, I just didn’t know you were in our house.” She winced, her cheeks turning pink. “Not that you shouldn’t be in our house. Of course you should. You’ve always pretty much lived here and you’re always welcome, you know that. Heck, you have a key. I just didn’t realize that you were…you know, here.” She finished her babbling and laced her fingers in front of her.

      God, I’d missed her. There was no point fighting my smile. I’d adored that about her—the babbling. To everyone else in our tiny hometown of Legacy, Colorado, Harper was cool, confident, and completely empowered. But when we got within ten feet of each other, she got flustered. Had to admit, I liked being able to fluster the belle of our little ball. Half the time I fucked with her just to get her flustered. She was mine in a way no one else was—to fluster, aggravate, protect, and even adore…but never touch.

      “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She smoothed her hands over the high, jeweled waistline of her dress to settle on her hips. “It’s prom night.”

      “I noticed.”

      She walked forward across the kitchen, reaching past me for the little plastic box. Harper was fucking tiny, a full foot shorter than my six-foot-three height, and even with her wearing heels, I towered over her.

      She glanced at the clock on the stove and swallowed hard. “Almost time.” Her hand trembled as she slipped off the silver elastic around the box and then popped open the plastic buttons.

      Something was off here.

      “Why are you nervous?” I asked quietly, knowing Ryker would walk in any second and she’d clam up.

      Her gaze flew to mine, those blue-green eyes slaying me like no one else’s had in the entire three years I’d been at Boulder. Not that there hadn’t been girls—there were always girls, but none of them affected me like Harper, and it was damn unsettling. If she’d been anyone else—

      Stop it.

      She fumbled the box.

      “Harper, why are you nervous?” I repeated.

      “I’m not,” she blatantly lied, grabbing the boutonniere from the floor before I could. There was still a slight tremble to her hands as she put the box back on the counter, but she straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin, plastering a plastic smile on her face that set my teeth on edge. “It’s nice to see you, Knox.”

      She dismissed me and walked away, heading down the hall.

      Let her go.

      But I couldn’t. Something was obviously bothering her.

      Against my better judgment, I followed her down the hall, then leaned against the open doorframe of the downstairs bathroom as she checked her already perfect makeup and looked over the contents of a small purse.

      “What, Knox?” she snapped, her eyes meeting mine in the mirror.

      “Why are you nervous?” I asked again. “And this time, don’t lie.”

      Her eyes spat fire back at me.

      Flustered.

      “Is it the guy?” I walked into the bathroom, and she retreated, her back bumping against the towel rack in the small space. Then I closed the door and leaned against it. “It’s just the two of us, and I promise I won’t tell Ry, but please tell me why your hands were shaking out there. Prom night is supposed to be fun.”

      Her lips pursed. “The way you had fun with Angie Crawford afterward?”

      I blinked. “How would you know—”

      “I’m not an idiot, Knoxville Daniels.” Her arms crossed under her breasts.

      And there it was—the name no one else dared to call me but Harper threw around like it was hers, and in a way, I guess it was.

      “Okay, well, I had a…good time with Angie,” I agreed. A very good time, where we’d both ended up naked on the edge of Lake Hawkins— “Wait. Do you think this guy is going to pressure you for sex? Because I’ll fucking kill—”

      Her hand was across my mouth faster than I could finish. “Shhh! If Ryker hears you, I’ll die a virgin.”

      Wait. What? I was down with that plan.

      She glared up at me. “I’m not kidding. It took forever to find a guy to take me tonight who wasn’t scared of the three of you, and you are not ruining this.” She slowly lowered her hand. “It’s bad enough that Bash will be there with Emerson, which means I’ll have to avoid my best friend all night.”

      “You’re a virgin?”

      “Hung up on that fact, are you?”

      “Maybe.” Hell yes, I was. Harper talked a good game, constantly teasing Emerson that she needed to jump Bash—who was basically gnawing off his arm, waiting for Em’s eighteenth birthday. “I guess I thought from the way you talked…”

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “That I was experienced?”

      “That you were firmly in charge of your sexuality,” I corrected, knowing how quickly Harper could turn a phrase on me.

      “Oh, I am. I am firmly in control of what I want, and how I’m going to get it. But Ryker, and Bash and…you”—she stabbed a finger in my chest—“scared off almost every single guy at Legacy High before you left for college. You three are like the forcefield of death, so I haven’t exactly had the opportunity, and now I’m going to my senior prom an unkissed virgin with a guy who is way more experienced, according to a quarter of the girls in the senior class, so yeah, maybe I’m a little nervous that I’ll be bad at it, and he’ll know I’m…” She shook her head.

      “A virgin,” I repeated, wondering who I had failed to scare away from Harper. The three of us had been pretty damn thorough in a high school that boasted only a couple hundred students. Wait…did she say unkissed?

      “Why do you keep saying that word?”

      “Because you are.” I shrugged.

      “Not for long. That is the whole dream date, right? Losing it on prom night?”

      I would have believed her bravado if her voice hadn’t hitched and her lip quivered slightly.

      “Not to everyone. You’re supposed to wait until you’re in love. That’s the dream.” And it was what she deserved.

      “And you were in love with Angie Crawford?” Was that jealousy in her tone?

      “No. And she wasn’t my first.” Or my second.

      Harper’s mouth dropped open for a second before she snapped it shut. “How many have there been? Did you love your first?”

      That simple question felt loaded, not only inquisitive, but intimate. “No,” I answered truthfully. “I’ve never been in love.” I wasn’t capable of it. “And my numbers are nothing to aspire to.” If anything, they were evidence to how irrevocably fucked up I was, running through girls like water, always looking for something I couldn’t find, walking out before someone else had the chance to.

      Her posture softened. “Well, at least you’re not an unkissed virgin, right?” She forced a little laugh. “You weren’t nervous on prom night.”

      “Harper,” I whispered, my stomach twisting, hating everything about how she felt right now. “Do you want this guy to be your first…everything?” I ignored the ache in my chest that screamed for her to deny it.

      Her gaze darted to the wall as she offered a little shrug.

      “You’re not supposed to feel like this.” I gently lifted her chin until we locked eyes. She was too damn beautiful for her own good. Too smart, and kind, and fiery, and fucking perfect. Whoever the hell the guy was didn’t deserve any part of her. Not that I did either. “Kissing…sex isn’t about getting it over with. It’s about mutual need, and want, and desire. It’s about craving something—someone—so badly that there’s no other option than to get your hands on them. If you’re lucky, it’s about love and using your body to communicate, not just take. If you’re this nervous, then don’t waste something as precious as your first kiss—your first time—on some guy whose only quality is not being scared of Bash and Ryker.”

      “Or you,” she corrected.

      A primal jolt of protectiveness I had no right to feel surged up my spine. “Yeah, well, he should be scared of me. If he does one thing you don’t want him to, I’ll fucking destroy him—Bash and Ryker be damned. All you have to do is call, and I’ll be there to end him.”

      No one was going to touch her without her wholehearted participation. Shit, I didn’t want anyone touching her, period, but that wasn’t my call. It didn’t matter that every instinct in my body suddenly demanded I lay some kind of claim on the one woman I wasn’t allowed to want.

      “Show me,” she whispered.

      “My number?” I reached into my back pocket for my phone.

      “No. Show me…the want, the need. Kiss me.”

      Fuck. Me. Every muscle in my body locked as my attention shifted to her mouth. “Harper—”

      “What’s one little kiss? You’ve probably had thousands.”

      One kiss was everything if it was with her.

      Logic warred with my instincts, and the selfish asshole I was overpowered every rational thought. I wanted that kiss. I wanted to be the first to feel how soft her lips were, to hear whatever sounds she’d make. I wanted to show her how good a kiss could feel, how it was a complete act all on its own. I wanted to be the man she compared every other guy to after this moment, and that wasn’t right.

      “Please? I won’t tell anyone,” she promised. “Just…show me. Because I know you can, and what if I never feel it, and what happens tonight…I just…I trust you.” She smiled. “You’re Knox.”

      Oh shit. The want morphed into the kind of need I couldn’t deny, not with her looking at me like that. The impossible transformed into the inevitable in less than a heartbeat.

      You can’t.

      “Harper…” I took her face in my hands, my thumbs lightly stroking across her cheekbones. “It’s not a good—”

      She surged on her toes, slamming a kiss onto my mouth. It was hard, close-lipped, and over before I could react. She pulled back, looking up at me with apprehension and wide eyes.

      “You kissed me,” I said slowly. She’d given me her first kiss. Me. Not the guy currently on his way to pick her up. Not anyone at school. Me.

      Mine.

      “I did. And now, I’ve been kissed.” Her shrug was all for show.

      “No, you haven’t.” Fine, I was going to hell, because there was no stopping this. That quick little peck had been the first trickle of snow that signaled the oncoming avalanche. All I could do was hold on and hope we both survived as I slowly lowered my head toward hers, giving her an eternity to pull away. “Not yet.”

      She sucked in a breath, and her eyes fluttered shut a second before I kissed her, brushing my lips over hers like we had all the time in the world. She was even softer than I’d imagined.

      She sighed and I kissed her again, lightly sucking on her lower lip and letting my tongue glide over the plump flesh. I’d never taken such care with a girl, measured and savored every single motion and reaction. Then again, I’d never kissed Harper.

      “Knox,” she whispered, leaning in for more.

      I gave it to her, kissing her a little deeper, running my tongue over the seam of her lips. Pure heat shot through me, singeing my nerves, burning the sound of my name on her lips into my memory. She gasped, and I sank inside her mouth with a groan, my fingers sliding back into her hair.

      My tongue rubbed along hers, tasting something sweet I couldn’t place. She caught on quickly, swirling and stroking as she melted against me. Fuck, this was perfect—damn near divine. I turned us until she was pinned to the bathroom counter and brought our bodies flush.

      She moaned, her arms twining around my neck to pull me closer.

      Oh God, that was too good. It was all too good, too much.

       It had to stop.

      Her tongue found its way into my mouth, and all thoughts of stopping flew out the window. She explored and stroked, and I sucked her deeper, wanting her to mark me, to lay claim in the way I was desperate to with her.

      In some bizarre way, this felt like my first kiss too.

      Her nails bit into the back of my neck, and I nearly lost what self-control I had. I wanted those nails raking down my back, leaving tiny red trails on my bare skin. I wanted Harper. Only Harper. I wanted her under me, her thighs around my hips, her back arching as I made her come. My dick throbbed at the thought of how hot she’d be when I slid inside her, how I’d teach her how to move. How she’d teach me how to love.

      Taking control of the kiss, I leaned into her, letting her feel exactly how badly I wanted her. She rolled her hips back against mine, and a low rumble sounded from my chest.

      The tether of my control frayed, and I took her mouth like I wanted to take her body, with long, sure strokes. Our tongues twisted and tangled, until the kiss turned from a slow, sensual exploration into a wildfire of pure, scorching need. I cradled her head, tilting her for a deeper angle, knowing if I moved my hands in the slightest, they were going up her dress to discover if she was just as molten all over.

      She nipped at my lip, sucking it into her mouth, and I couldn’t hold back my groan. She was softer than silk, and everything I wanted—and couldn’t have.

      Ever.

      This was madness, and it had to stop.

      I slowed the kiss, drawing out every ounce of pleasure from the simple connection of our mouths. Then with one last, lingering caress of my lips, I lifted my head.

      “Harper.” Her name was a reverent whisper as I leaned my forehead against hers.

      “Knoxville.” She sighed. Her hands traced my cheeks, her fingers grazing over my finals-week stubble.

      “Now you’ve been kissed.” It took every ounce of self-restraint I had not to kiss her again.

      She nodded slowly, her fingers brushing her swollen lips. “Is it always like that?”

      “Like what?” I could hardly think, how was she putting sentences together?

      “As necessary as air? Like you’ll die if you stop? Like the ache will burn you alive?” She reached for me.

      I took two giant steps back, putting my ass against the wall. I had to get out of this bathroom before whatever was left of my control snapped.

      “Is it?” she asked again, her eyes glazed.

      I should have lied—should have told her that a kiss was just a kiss. But I couldn’t. Not when the last few minutes had just thrown my entire world off its fucking axis, not when my gravity shifted from the center of the earth…to her.

      “No.” It was the most honest and damning word I’d ever spoken. Heavy footsteps sounded above us, coming down the stairs. Ryker. My stomach pitched. He was going to kick my ass if he found us like this, and I’d deserve it. “And it can’t ever happen again. Not between us.”

      Even if he busted my lip over what had just happened it would have been worth it.

      Her entire face fell. “What? Why?”

      Because you’re dangerous. Because you have the power to rip me apart. Because you’re everything I’ve ever wanted and nothing I deserve. Because there’s something broken in me that even you can’t fix. Because you’re Ryker’s little sister. Pick one.

      “Because it can’t,” I finally answered and then flat-out fled the small room.

      I walked quickly down the hall and found Ryker standing in the kitchen.

      “Dude, where did you go?” he asked.

      “Bathroom,” I answered.

      “What’s all over your face?”

      I swiped my hand over my mouth. Tiny specks of shiny glitter. Harper’s lip gloss. “Nothing.”

      Ryker looked at me strangely, but my gaze snapped to the kid coming in from the living room, walking with the kind of fake swagger that I normally would have laughed at, but not now. Vic Donaldson? Was she fucking serious? He’d been a punk as a freshman, and my guess was nothing had changed since I’d graduated. Fucking asshole. Asshole in a tux…because he was taking Harper to prom.

      My Harper.

      Not yours. Well, not his either.

      I was in the kid’s face in two seconds flat, using every inch of my height to stare him down. “You know who I am?”

      He glared up at me but nodded. Good to know my reputation was still intact.

      “You see my face?” I pointed just to be sure he was following.

      “Yeah, man, I see it,” he snapped, but the blood drained from his face.

      “Good. Because if you touch her without her express, whole-hearted, sober consent, or if you so much as think of hurting her, this face will be the last thing you see as I put you in the fucking ground. Got it?”

      “Whoa.” Ryker stepped closer, his forehead puckering.

      “Do. You. Fucking. Understand. Me?” White-hot jealousy pumped through my veins.

      “Got it,” the kid finally said.

      “Knox,” Harper called out behind me.

      I stared Vic down for another few seconds, until he knew I’d carry out my threat, and then I turned around to face Harper. Confusion put two lines between her eyebrows, and her lips were still bee-stung from our kiss.

      The same lips Vic was going to try to kiss later.

      Nausea rolled through my stomach.

      “Why?” Harper asked.

      We both knew she wasn’t asking why I’d just threatened to murder her date.

      “Because you’re Ryker’s little sister.” It was the only answer that would keep her heart intact, keep her safe from me.

      Devastation washed over her features so fast I thought I imagined it before she straightened her spine and forced a smile. “Got it. Vic, shall we?”

      “You look hot,” the guy said with about as much charm as a drunken frat guy.

      “You kids ready? I found the camera!” Mrs. Anders said as she came down the steps.

      I anchored my feet next to Ryker in the kitchen, wishing my soda was tequila, while Mrs. Anders took pictures. My jaw clenched as Vic put his hands on Harper’s waist and pulled her close. The empty can crumpled in my grip. This was wrong.

       With each second, something wild inside me grew louder, meaner, more irate, until it was screaming, clawing at my guts to get out, to be heard, demanding I throw Vic out on his ass and take Harper myself.

      Do it.

      Maybe Ryker would understand. Maybe he’d wish us well. Maybe the whole reason I could never commit to anyone at school was because I’d just been waiting for…Harper. Ryker was my best friend—my family. He knew I’d never intentionally hurt her.

      Intentionally.

      Twenty years of friendship was on the line, but this was Harper. My Harper. Even if she wasn’t mine, I was hers. So what, maybe I wasn’t worthy of her, maybe I’d fuck us both up in the end, but maybe I wouldn’t. Maybe the chance was worth the risk.

      “Knox?” Ryker asked quietly as we watched Harper and Vic.

      “Yeah?” I put the crushed can on the counter and prepared to make my move.

      “You’re my best friend, and I consider you my brother. So, I’m only going to say this once.”

      “Okay?” My gaze narrowed as Vic tucked Harper in against his chest.

      “That list we keep? The one where we all get to name a girl that no one touches?”

      “Yeah?” Bash had created it and named Emerson as his girl years ago. The penalty for touching a girl on the list? Immediate excommunication from our friendship, not that Ryker or I had cared enough about someone to call dibs, though.

      “I’m ready to name my choice.” My usually laid-back friend’s voice went flat.

      I looked my best friend in the eye and saw his expression go damn near glacial.

      “My girl is Harper.” He said the words quietly, with an eerie calm that told me there would be no mercy given.

      That instinct-driven wildman inside me who craved Harper more than air roared as Ryker’s words sliced through my emotional jugular. Pain like I’d never known shredded my insides, tearing through every cell until I expected to find myself standing in a puddle of blood and regret.

      “Do you understand?” he asked, his brow lowering.

      He’d never asked me for anything, not in all the years we’d been friends, but this wasn’t a request. It was a demand. A line. An ultimatum.

      My gaze found Harper’s briefly before she turned for another picture. She was someone I’d never deserve. Hell, Ryker knew me best. If he’d somehow seen what was in my eyes and still didn’t think I was good enough for his sister, then I wasn’t.

      “Knox?” he prompted.

      I stood completely still, silently screaming as Harper threw me one last look, Vic ushering her out the door. The screen door slammed with brutal finality, and my heart stuttered, then slowed as the possibility of what could have been bled out right there on the kitchen floor.

      She’d never be mine.

      “I understand.”
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      Want to see the sparks fly when these two reunite seven years later?

      REASON TO BELIEVE releases 4/26/22!

      Preorder Now!

      http://www.rebeccayarros.com/books/reason-to-believe/

      

      If you want more Legacy then read how River was called home to complete the Legacy Hot Shot Team, Ignite is live now!

      

      Want more Bash and Emerson? Keep Reading for the short story Backfire! My newsletter subscribers also can grab Basket Day: A Legacy Short Story here!

      

      To discuss all things Legacy and to keep up with my upcoming releases join my reader group here!
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