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      He’s happy as a lone wolf

      

      Firefighter Luke Trainer loves his family, but that was where he drew the line. He had no interest in opening himself up to the pain of loving anyone who doesn’t share his blood after the hell that was his childhood. Luke’s carefully controlled life seemed on track. That is, until Quinn Harper came home and wreaked havoc on his heart.

      

      She’s beautiful, distant and wanted to be left alone, which suited him just fine. Then her father’s barn burns down, and a series of accidents suggest that something is off with the Harper family and he finds himself wanting to keep her safe.

      

      Luke gets news that the mother who left when he was a child is dead. She leaves a younger brother that he and his brothers must step in and claim. The life that he’d carefully built for himself was imploding fast. But the one person he found himself turning to constantly was Quinn.

      

      She’s got no time in her life for love

      

      After joining the air force at eighteen, Quinn worked hard to become a fighter pilot, a goal she’s had since childhood. There was no time for boyfriends or fashion, or the things her old school friends had been doing. Dedication and focus was how she lived her life.

      

      She hadn’t planned to go home to Ryker Falls. Her life was the air force, but when her father has an accident, she knows it’s time. Time to reassess what she’s realized. Quinn wanted a place to call home, and someone to share it with.

      

      Finding the sexy Luke Trainer still there had been a surprise. The man had turned his life around, but like her, she knew beneath the surface there were demons. When they are continually thrown together, she realizes that in Luke she’s found something she never knew she was missing. Someone who understands her.

      

      As their spark of attraction flares into a fully fledged inferno, Quinn and Luke are facing a scary, uncertain future. Will forgiveness allow them the chance to make things work? Or will the scars and danger of the past keep them apart forever?
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      Luke Trainer stuffed his hands in the pockets of his uniform pants as he walked down the main street of his hometown Ryker Falls.

      Fall was here with a vengeance, and the air had a bite to it. That and the scent of pumpkin spice that meant every young woman in town pulled on those furry head bands and boots that looked like they could do a five-day trek through the mountains in thick snow.

      “Hey, Miss Marla.”

      “Hello, Luke. I’m just doing a quick recce on the competition, but I think we have the best window display this year.”

      “My money’s on you.” The woman, her sister, and her niece owned the local tea shop. A tea shop wasn’t something you expected to find in a small town like this, but it worked. Plus, it had the best lemon and blueberry scones around.

      “You’re such a sweetie.” She patted his cheek. Her pumpkin-colored pants suit and boots in green leather shouldn’t have worked, but always did on a Robbins sister.

      Halloween brought out the true crazy in this town. Shop owners competed for the best window displays, and the locals for the home and yard that looked the best. Kids ramped up that excitement by dashing about the place shrieking at the displays and entering shops in the hopes that candy was already on offer.

      “Well, hell, if it isn’t the last man standing,” a big man holding two spray cans said. He had one foot on a ladder, bracing it for his girl who was seated above. Standing beside him was a pony wrapped in a plaid blanket. In any other town, that might appear odd.

      “Hey, Monica.” Luke scratched her behind a long ear. “Where’s your duck?”

      “M.D. is not big on being social.” Nash Winter sprayed an arc of pumpkin color along the base of the glass. The pony had arrived on Nash’s doorstep with a duck and never left.

      “Can’t say as I blame him. And what was that last-man-standing comment about?”

      “You’re single.”

      “Hi, Luke,” the girl sitting on top of the ladder said.

      “And now you two are loved up, you’re suddenly a little ray of sunshine aren’t you, bud?”

      Nash gave him a wide smile that reached all corners of his face. “It was always in me.”

      “Why are you doing that?” Both were decorating Mrs. L’s window. Luna was perched on the ladder, and Nash was below. “Don’t tell me, let me guess.” Luke raised a hand as Luna opened her mouth. “She’s too mean to pay someone to decorate it, and Rory was busy?”

      “On the money—or not, as it turns out,” Luna said. She had a spray can in one hand and a lot of orange paint on her fingers.

      She’d come to Ryker to visit a friend and fallen for the grumpiest asshole here. The man at her feet. She had honey-blonde hair and a pretty face and was a social media influencer who ran a company worth a considerable sum of money. Luke liked her, even though he didn’t understand what she did.

      “Do either of you actually know what you’re doing?”

      “No,” they both said. “But you get what you pay for, which in this case is nothing,” Nash said.

      “Fair to say she’s not winning the comp then.”

      “I heard that, Luke Trainer, and I’m winning this year. The prize is a month’s supply of those chocolate pain thingies from Albert and two dinners at A.S. Plus, Ted’s throwing in a night for two at the lodge.”

      “Pain au chocolat,” Luke corrected her at the same time as Nash. “Who are you taking for the sleepover?”

      Mrs. L’s smile was sneaky. “A lady never kisses and tells.” She gave her window a look, nodded, then headed back inside.

      “I think she’s got her sights on you,” Nash said. “Being the last man standing and all.”

      “Fuck off, there are plenty of single guys in town.”

      “But none are the assistant chief of the Ryker Falls Fire Department and hot,” Luna said.

      “You can’t call him hot with me standing here!” Nash looked outraged.

      “Where is that rule written?” Luna asked.

      “I-It’s a given,” Nash spluttered.

      “Oh, now my day just got a whole lot better,” Luke said. “Thanks, Luna, you’re pretty hot too.”

      Luna giggled, Nash growled, and Luke thought his job there was done, so he walked on after giving the pony a final scratch, leaving them arguing.

      “What I didn’t add was no one is as hot as you, Nash Winter.”

      Luke looked over his shoulder in time to see Nash pluck Luna off the ladder and kiss her.

      “Loved-up people are nauseating,” he muttered. He was surrounded by them, and normally he didn’t mind it—in fact he loved seeing those closest to him happy. But lately it was getting harder to stomach. Possibly because his aunt, sisters-in-law, cousin, and friends had asked him when he was going to find that special someone and settle down.

      Never, he’d wanted to reply. Instead he’d simply smiled and said, “Soon.”

      Yawning because he’d pulled two double shifts already this week, Luke headed into A.S., his brother’s bar. Apple Sours had been Joe’s first step into becoming the man he was today. Strong, loyal, and a brother he could always count on.

      “Hey, Em. Joe in?”

      “Sure, he’s working the bar tonight.”

      Nodding, he headed that way.

      The place was filling up. Tourists visited Ryker year-round, so the businesses thrived. They’d recently renovated in here after a lot of debate. The Trainer family liked to debate and generally interfere in each other’s lives. This had been no different.

      Piper, their cousin, had said Joe needed more of a statement with wall colors. She’d suggested teal and tan accents with a wood-paneled feature wall. Joe had gone for cream walls with deep blue trim.

      “Luke.”

      He nodded to those who called his name. When you were born and raised in a town, you were on nodding terms with most people.

      The bar was a huge slab of wood a friend had made for Joe, and it was where he and his family had spent many hours talking and hanging out.

      “Bro.” His big brother was behind the bar. Dark like all the Trainers, Luke and Joe were the most alike.

      “What’s with the face?” Joe added, reaching over to slap his hand.

      “Nothing. Just been a long few days, and I’m on call. So a coffee and burger would be good.”

      “Okay, I’ll put your order through.” Joe shot him a look, then headed away to do what he’d said.

      Joe was one of his people. Luke had a handful that he trusted, and yeah, in recent years that had expanded, but the nucleus of his support centered around his brothers, his cousin Pip, and his aunt Jess.

      The beeper on his belt went off.

      “Well, fuck,” he muttered. “Save it, Joe. I got a call out!”

      “Come in after!” Joe’s words followed him.

      Luke ran out of A.S. and up the street to where he’d parked his Jeep. He did a U-turn and headed toward the station. He was there in minutes. Pulling into a parking spot, he leapt out.

      “What’s up, Milly?” he said to the dispatcher.

      “Harper place. Shelly Harper said they have a fire in one of their barns.”

      Luke grunted something and ran to his locker to pull on his gear. Minutes later, he was in the driver seat of the fire truck, and they were heading out of Ryker Falls.

      “Ten minutes,” Mani was saying into his phone from beside him. “Tell her we’ll be there in ten.”

      He turned into the drive of Harpers’ Berry Farm and put his foot down on the gas pedal. To the left and right he saw the land the family owned. Ivan Harper had an airstrip and often took tourists on private tours. They also had lots of goats.

      “What’s the deal with the goats?”

      “Not really sure,” Luke said. “But apparently they’ve always had goats on Harpers’ Berry farm for as long as it’s been here.”

      He saw the flames as they passed the long, low homestead.

      “At least the barn isn’t close to the house,” Mani said as Luke drove as close as he could.

      Four of them were in the truck. Luke jumped out and ran with Mani while the others got the gear ready.

      “Oh thank god! Ivan’s in there. Him and Quinn!” Shelly Harper screamed at Luke as he approached. She was crying and wringing her hands.

      “In the barn?”

      “Yes.” Her word was choked on a sob. “Quinn is home. She went in there when the fire started to find her father.”

      Running around the burning building, he noticed the rear hadn’t caught yet but didn’t think the roof would hold for long. He only had minutes.

      “Luke!”

      He turned to find Mani on his heels.

      “I’m going in,” he called. “Get the hoses working!”

      “That roof isn’t going to last!”

      “Yeah, on it!” Running in through the opening, he yelled, “Quinn!”

      The flames were catching fast, especially with the piles of hay and wood stacked in there. Calm settled over him. It was always like this when he walked into a dangerous situation. All his training took over, and he focused on what needed to be done.

      “Ivan!”

      He heard coughing to the left and headed that way. He found two people. Ivan Harper was lying on his side with a little dog licking his face, and Quinn was trying to pull him to his feet. Both were coughing as the smoke cloaked them.

      “Get out!” Luke told her. “I’ve got him.” He grabbed one of Mr. Harper’s hands and bent to lift him, then hoisted him over a shoulder.

      “Move it, Quinn!”

      She grabbed the dog as Luke heard the creak of the roof and knew he only had seconds.

      “Faster!”

      She ran with him on her heels. They burst out of the barn just as the roof collapsed.

      The noise was loud in the night air as Luke lowered Ivan to the ground. He hauled in a deep breath as he eased the man onto his back.

      “I’m okay.” Ivan’s cough was more a ragged exhale. “Sit me up.”

      He did as he was asked. It was then he noted the full leg cast.

      “You okay, Luke? Ambulance is on its way,” Steph, another of his crew, said.

      “Look him over, then get him to the ambulance,” Luke said.

      “Quinn?” Ivan rasped. “Help my girl, Luke.”

      Luke did as he asked and found Quinn sitting with her head between her knees.

      “I got her, Steph, you get Mr. Harper to the house.” Luke dropped down beside Quinn.

      Her eyes went to his. Dark, he thought, but as the light wasn’t good he couldn’t tell the exact color. Last time he’d seen this woman she’d probably been in grade school, seeing as he hadn’t put in much time at high school, and was still wearing those pigtails her mom loved. The truth was he couldn’t remember much about her, because Luke had been one of the bad Trainer boys, that everyone avoided.

      “You okay, Quinn?”

      “Dad?” Luke held her down as she tried to rise.

      “He’s okay and getting checked over. You got any burns?”

      She shook her head. “I want to see him.”

      “Just take a minute to get your breath, then I’ll help you up.”

      She inhaled, then exhaled with a cough.

      “You sure you’re not hurting anywhere, Quinn?”

      “No. I need to go to Dad.” She got to her feet.

      “He’s okay.” He tried to push her back down, but she resisted. “Steph is taking him to the house. The ambulance should be arriving any second. You need to sit and rest.”

      “I have to go to him.” She was quick and slipped out of his grip before he could stop her. Luke didn’t follow, instead moving to check progress in putting out the fire. Steph was with her father, and she’d check her over before the ambulance arrived.

      He and the rest of his crew worked in dousing the flames and finally managed to get it under control.

      “You got this now?” he asked.

      “Got it,” they yelled back.

      He left two crew to check for hot spots and headed to the house. When he reached it, he found the ambulance had arrived and Mr. Harper was seated inside. One of the paramedics was with Quinn a few feet away.

      “How’s she doing?”

      “Okay. Some smoke inhalation but good otherwise. No burns,” the paramedic said.

      Mrs. Harper was standing a few feet away, her gaze going from her husband to her daughter.

      “They’re going to be okay,” he said, moving closer.

      “I can’t thank you enough for saving my family, Luke.”

      “Your daughter had it covered, I just helped.”

      “She was not strong enough to get Ivan out.” She looked close to tears. “If you hadn’t come, I don’t know what would have happened.”

      “Does Ivan have crutches?” Luke asked Mrs. Harper.

      She clamped her lips into a tight line. “He has crutches but seems to think he can hobble about without them.” Mrs. Harper moved closer to her husband when he called her name.

      Luke looked at Quinn, who was watching her parents walk away. The paramedic was back at the ambulance so she stood all alone now. She wore a military cap with the word “Quinderella” on the back. Curls came through the opening and poked out underneath. It topped her outfit of jeans and a sweatshirt, and on her feet were tan leather boots.

      “Things are under control, Luke.”

      “Thanks, Mani.”

      Luke took off his helmet, and shrugged out of his heavy coat, then moved to stand in front of Quinn. Shock was setting in; he could see the signs. She was shivering. Her knees seemed to give out, and she fell onto her butt.

      “Hey, Quinn, you doing okay?” He crouched before her.

      “Yes. Thank you for saving my dad.”

      “You’d have got him out.”

      “Maybe.”

      “He’s going to be okay, Quinn.” Her face was pale and smeared with dirt, but there was no mistaking what lay beneath that dirt. Quinn Harper had grown up pretty, he thought as his pulse kicked up a beat.

      “I’m Luke Trainer. You probably don’t remember me.”

      No reaction came over her face to suggest she remembered the reputation he and his brothers had had.

      “Thanks for helping us.” She held out her hand, and he took it. It was slender inside his; he shook it gently.

      “Let’s go check on your dad.” Luke reached for her.

      “I got it.”

      “Sure you do.” He picked her up and helped her stand. “But after something like that, you have to be a bit rattled.”

      He put her height at about five foot seven, as she came to his nose and he was six foot three.

      “I don’t get rattled easily, but thanks anyway.”

      “A person who can be calm in the face of crazy is a treasure,” Luke teased her.

      “Thanks.”

      “I can see the girl you were in that face. Just the pigtails missing these days.”

      She winced. “I hated those pigtails.”

      “Yeah, well, we all have stuff from our youth we don’t like.”

      Her eyes skimmed over his face, and he knew she was remembering who he’d once been. “I remember you had a left cheek dimple, and I have a right one. Miss Marla used to call us her dimple twins.”

      “I’d forgotten that,” Luke said.

      “Plus, you still have those eyes.” Quinn’s words came out fast, running over each other as if he made her nervous.

      He studied the dimple that bracketed her mouth. His did the same on the right, and he’d always hated it. On her it looked real nice though.

      “Eyes?” He nudged her toward the ambulance and kept pace.

      “Really green, and long lashes that seemed a crime for a boy to have,” she said.

      “I’m trying to work out if that’s a compliment or not.”

      She snorted.

      He went back to check on the fire briefly and walked around the now incinerated barn. What had started the fire? Heading back to the ambulance, he spoke to Mr. Harper.

      “You doing okay, Mr. Harper?”

      “Thank you, Luke.” He held out a hand. “You saved my life, and that of my daughter.”

      “Quinn would have got you out.”

      “She would have.” He nodded.

      “How did the fire start?” Luke asked.

      He looked down at his feet.

      “Mr. Harper?”

      “My husband is forgetful sometimes,” Mrs. Harper said.

      “I didn’t start the fire, Shelley.”

      “Now, Ivan—”

      “I did not start that fire,” Mr. Harper said in a stronger voice. “I know I’m getting older, but contrary to what you think, my mind is not going. I know I didn’t start that fire.”

      “If you say so, dear.” His wife patted his arm.

      “Perhaps it was a spark from something?” Luke asked, his eyes moving between the Harpers.

      “Dad.” Quinn joined them. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      “We’ll talk about it now.” Mr. Harper looked from his daughter to Luke.

      “What’s going on, Mr. Harper?”

      Quinn closed her eyes briefly, and Mrs. Harper looked in pain.

      “Nothing.” Mr. Harper sighed.

      He didn’t know what he was missing, but he knew tension, and there was a tone of it vibrating from the Harpers.
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      The day after the fire, Quinn Harper was seated in the kitchen of her family home talking to her mother. Correction: her mother was talking, and she was listening.

      She’d been home before, but not for this long. A month, she’d planned for. She was wondering if she could withstand her mother’s attempts to make her into a more suitable marriage prospect for a man—any man, Shelly Harper wasn’t fussy. Just someone who would help her daughter produce grandchildren.

      “I’m telling you, that fire was your father’s fault, Quinn.”

      “You don’t know that, Mom.”

      “I do know it. Just as I know the fall he took was his fault.”

      The call saying Ivan Harper had fallen down a ladder, broken his leg, and knocked himself unconscious had scared Quinn because she couldn’t remember a time when he’d done something like that in her lifetime. She’d been due to take leave and had come home as soon as she could. Finding her father looking older and weaker had shocked her. It had also reminded her that she had not been home nearly enough over the last few years.

      “Your father needs a checkup, Quinny. He’s working too hard or something more sinister is happening,” her mother said. “I said as much when he was in the hospital after the fall, but your father dismissed it and said I was overreacting to the doctors.”

      Which, if Quinn was being honest, her mother was a superstar at.

      “He is forgetting things and accidents are happening. We need him to get into the doctor and have some tests.”

      As she’d been on this subject for some time, Quinn made an agreeing sound and bit into the walnut and maple syrup cookie she’d stolen from the tray that had just been taken out of the oven.

      “These are good, Mom.”

      Her mother managed a quick smile before she started buffing the glass on two cabinets vigorously. It was a point of pride to her mother that you could eat off any surface in this kitchen, including the white tiled floors.

      Thinking about her rooms back on base, Quinn knew that some of her mom’s compulsive neatness had rubbed off on her.

      “That fire was started from a spark off the welder, Quinn.”

      “Dad says otherwise.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He is not himself. All these things are just him becoming forgetful.”

      “Tell me about these things?”

      “Your father falling down the steps. Broken machinery. The plane had a mechanical issue that he said he fixed but didn’t. I could go on, as the list is long and growing.”

      “How long have they been happening, and why am I only hearing about them now?”

      “There was nothing you could have done from where you were, so there was no point worrying either you or Matt.”

      “Mom, we’d rather know what’s going on. Dad seems the same to me—”

      “He’s not.” Shelly Harper slapped the bottle of glass cleaner on the bench with a snap. “He needs to go to the doctor and have a checkup. You need to talk to him and get him to see a doctor before something else happens.”

      Her mother’s face looked tight with worry. It was not a look she wore often.

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      “He’ll say he’s done nothing wrong and that he’s not sure how these things are happening, but seeing as they occur after he’s been working on something, it can only be him who is responsible.”

      Her father was stubborn and pigheaded, another trait she’d inherited. But he’d never been careless. She would have to talk to him, if only to work out what was happening. Maybe he did need a checkup?

      “He needs that checkup now before something else happens.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      Shelly Harper wore her usual frilly apron and looked like she’d stepped out of the pages of housewife 101, 1960s-style. Which wasn’t a bad thing. Quinn had never known her mother to change either her hair or fashion since she’d been old enough to take notice.

      She was also one of the most astute people Quinn knew. If anyone thought the Harper business interests were run solely by Shelly’s husband, they were sadly mistaken.

      She was a woman with a spine of steel and determination that had seen her drag Quinn to ballet practice every week for five years, even though her daughter had begged, lied, and hidden in the barn to avoid it. If the woman set her mind to something, it happened.

      She loved her mom, and the fact that she was happy with who she was. Shelly loved her life. The problem was that she kept interfering in Quinn’s. Kept telling her she needed to do more to attract a husband and give her grandbabies.

      For two women who shared blood, they could not be more different.

      “Just don’t hassle Dad, Mom. You know what he’s like. He’ll dig his heels in and refuse to see the doctor.”

      “I don’t hassle people!” She looked genuinely shocked at the very idea, which was ironic considering her life had been spent herding her children in the direction she felt they should take. They’d both rebelled, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t pivoted and come at it from a different angle.

      “Right, of course you don’t. My bad.”

      “At least you’re home now and can help him. In fact, maybe you should stay.”

      “I have a career in the United States Air Force, Mom, that I can’t just walk away from.” Quinn ground her teeth. She wasn’t telling her mother that she’d actually been thinking about a change lately. Feeling like it was time to return closer to home. She loved what she did, and had achieved everything she’d set out to, but lately she’d been wondering if it was time to come home. Well maybe not home, but closer to her parents. Quinn had been thinking about buying a place of her own. Somewhere to put down roots.

      “Surely you are ready to come home. You’ve done what you set out to, and no one was more surprised than me that you actually got to fly those jets,” her mother said. “Especially considering your inability to remember or organize anything. I mean, just the thought of you up there flying that little plane with all those flashing lights and buttons is terrifying.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom, but I’m actually quite good at what I do.” She wasn’t getting into this again. When and if she decided to settle down it would be her choice alone.

      Captain Quinn Harper had worked hard to achieve what she had. Her mother, however, hated what she’d chosen to do, because it stopped her settling down and giving her grandchildren.

      “I know you are.” Her mother waved a hand. “It’s a relief your bosses could let you come home to help. But then I’m sure they have plenty of good strong men to help out while you are here.”

      “Mom, there are plenty of female fighter pilots.” Quinn sighed. “We don’t need good strong men to watch over us, believe it or not.”

      “It wasn’t an insult.”

      “Sure as hell sounded like one, and considering you are a strong woman, it is insulting when you stay stuff like that.”

      “Don’t cuss. And it wasn’t meant to be. I’m just saying it’s time for you to start your family.”

      Quinn respected her mother but rarely did she understand her. They were different people.

      “I don’t want a husband or a family. I want to be the best damned fighter pilot I can be.” The words came out calmly enough, even if they’d been delivered through her clenched front teeth.

      This particular conversation had been on repeat since she joined the Air Force and trained to be a pilot. Her parents had come to the ceremony when she became a captain, and her mom had spent most of her time admiring the men dressed in their uniforms and telling her that when she was done with this, there was the farm to come back to and some lovely young men in Ryker Falls for her to make friends with if she didn’t find a husband here.

      The Harper family had been growing berries for years. Quinn and her brother had grown up working. Their father also ran charter flights for tourists. He’d taught his children to fly from the day they were old enough to learn. Quinn had loved flying from that day on.

      “Of course you want a family, and yes, you’ve done well, Quinny, considering you couldn’t tidy your room and didn’t like school very much.”

      It was like she was fourteen again and the recipient of a Shelly Harper lecture, which ranged from disappointment for something or having her slothful tendencies highlighted.

      “I was young. I am now older and clearly learned to be tidy and study.”

      “I don’t mean to sound surprised, but you have to admit it’s a shock, considering.”

      Considering she had once been a bit of a slob. That her room had been a mess, and her grades below average. It had been her small rebellion against her mom’s exacting standards. She’d done the bare minimum in her room until she’d been told to clean it or else.

      “I had a few learning issues too, if you’ll remember, Mom.”

      Quinn had struggled to understand why nothing in school came easy for her like it did some of her classmates. But after the day she’d watched a documentary on fighter pilots with her dad, everything had changed. She’d known what she wanted to do with her life.

      She’d spent hours in her room rewriting notes as a kid. Rewriting and memorizing, determined to learn like others could. Still, it had been a struggle until Miss Sarah, one of her teachers, had realized she needed help, and had worked with her solidly for a year. She’d got it then. Simply having someone put time into her had opened the door in her brain, and the knowledge flowed in.

      “Matt’s work is likely to get him another award,” her mother said, moving on to the next subject. One of her favorites.

      Quinn was the youngest Harper. Her older brother was traveling the world making documentaries about global warming. She was proud of Matt, he was doing good, and his work was outstanding. However, what she wasn’t happy about was having him thrown in her face constantly.

      She was a fighter pilot, goddammit!

      “We’re very proud of him.”

      And here we go, Quinn thought.

      “It’s nice to be proud of your kids, Mom. We could be out there selling drugs or committing felonies, but no, we’re both working hard to give you and Dad something positive to brag to your friends about.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her mom’s sarcasm radar had never been sharp. She was stirring the ever-present large pot simmering with something that smelled really good on the stove.

      The huge farm-style kitchen had two windows that faced the mountains. The decor in here had not changed much over the years. The odd painting or utensil, but it was basically as it was the day her mother had moved in. Gingham half curtains, round solid table, and six chairs. White floor and walls, with cherry accents in seat cushions and containers on the bench.

      “Matt and Andy are coming home for Christmas again this year,” she said, continuing on her favorite topic, her son. “It would be good if you came too. Your brother would love to see you, and you owe him that. I’m sure they will be making their engagement announcement soon.”

      Your brother, Quinn thought. Not, “we would love to see you.”

      “I don’t owe Matt anything, Mom.”

      Shelly Harper was a good mom; it would be wrong for Quinn to say otherwise. She’d been spoiled with birthday parties and sleepovers. Been given an awesome prom dress and all the trimmings that went alongside it. She couldn’t fault being raised in this house, but she’d always felt like she was number two in the Harper sibling pecking order with her mother. Her father had told her that was because her mom didn’t understand her. They were identical to look at but a million miles apart in every other way.

      Blonde, although her mom’s hair was now dyed, about the same height, with brown eyes. There the similarities stopped.

      Shelly Harper loved gossip, belonged to several groups so she could do just that under the guise of knitting, baking, or pottery. She was all about community, and still baked for the school bake sale even though her kids were no longer in attendance.

      “He’s your brother. Of course you owe him a Christmas together. It’s been years.”

      Quinn sighed. This wasn’t a discussion she’d ever be able to win; past history had told her that.

      “You need a haircut and perhaps some new clothes while you are here too, Quinny.”

      “I’m happy with the way I look and my clothes, thanks, Mom.” Quinn picked up the newspaper folded neatly on the table and opened it. She raised it so she couldn’t see her mother.

      “You dress like a fourteen-year-old boy. No man will find that attractive.”

      “I do all right,” she muttered, shoulders hunching. “And I don’t want a man to find me attractive.”

      “Doing all right is not going to get you a husband, and that is a ridiculous statement. Of course you want a man to find you attractive. That Luke Trainer is a nice man.”

      He was a nice man. Hot too. Her memories of him had been of an angry, sad boy; now he was an incredibly hot firefighter.

      “He and his family have turned their lives around. He’d be a nice husband for you.”

      “Mom!”

      “I’m just saying that it’s time, Quinny. Your biological clock is ticking.”

      “Oh my god, woman. Stop.”

      Her mom was sure that Quinn would never be happy with her life until there was a man in it. The fact that she had worked hard in a male-dominated world did not factor into her mother’s barometer for success. A man and children in her life, however, would.

      “I don’t want a husband, and I love what I do. I have a position in a previously male-dominated world. I am very good at what I do, and maybe you need to realize that.”

      Her mother shot her look that said she didn’t believe that Quinn was happy without a  band on her finger, then went back to stirring her pot of delicious-smelling goodness.

      “I could make you an appointment to visit my stylist while you are here. She’d fit you in, as I’ve been a client for a long time.”

      Quinn had been in some tough and dangerous situations in her life. Flown missions that would make her mother’s carefully styled hair stand on end, and yet this conversation was more exhausting. She needed air. “This conversation is done. I’m going to check on Dad.”

      “All right, but think about what I said. Now, I have to pop out to deliver something, but I’ve made a pie for your lunch. You and your father just need to heat it up. I’ll be back soon.”

      “I can feed us, Mom.” The woman was exhausting.

      “Take the goats their food.” Her mother pulled out a bucket from under the sink, ignoring her words, and handed it to her.

      Quinn bolted out the kitchen before her mother could actually book her an appointment for the promised makeover, clutching the bucket.

      The house was single-level and sprawling. The walls were white—her mom liked white, as it looked clean, then she could chuck a whole lot of color about the place in the trimmings, as she called them. They had rooms themed with color.

      The living area where they watched TV was the green room. Green blinds, green floor rugs and pillows. It was a place Kermit would be happy to live in. She and Matt had called it the sinus infection room when they were teenagers.

      Walking down the long wide hall, she passed framed pictures of their lives, starting as babies and on. The one of Quinn smiling when she’d become a fighter pilot made her smile now. That had been one of the proudest moments of her life.

      Passing the red-themed office that she and Matt had nicknamed the boudoir, she left the house, stepping onto the wide verandah.

      The Harper land went to the right, and a long drive to the left. Her cell phone rang, and she dug it out and looked at the caller ID.

      “Hey, Matt.”

      “Hey, baby sister. How’s it going back there?”

      “Okay.” Quinn walked off the steps and headed for the first shade house. “I’m just heading to feed the goats.”

      “So tell me the truth now.”

      She loved her big brother, and he loved her. And that was the kicker; he was mom’s number-one child, and yet she couldn’t hate him, because he was just such an awesome guy. He’d flown in especially for every big event in her military career.

      “Mom thinks I need a makeover.”

      Matt laughed.

      “It’s not funny. I’m sure she’s booking me an appointment with her stylist as we speak.”

      “You’ll look cute with any haircut, even scalped.”

      “Extremely amusing.”

      “You know I’m really proud of you, don’t you, Captain Harper? My baby sister is the shit.”

      Quinn laughed. “Thanks. Mom’s just spent the last hour telling me I need a husband and children. And if I didn’t love you, I’d hate you because she’s been going on about how important your work is and how I need to come home for Christmas because it would be nice for you.”

      Matt swore.

      “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay. For Christ’s sake, does she even realize what you’ve achieved? What you do?” She could hear the frustration in his voice.

      “I think she does, but she wants grandchildren. Maybe you and Andy could have one, and that would take the pressure off.”

      “Not happening yet,” he said firmly. “How’s Dad doing after his fall?”

      “Not so good.” She went on to tell her brother what else had been going on.

      “And they didn’t tell us?”

      “Dad thinks they’re just accidents, and Mom thinks Dad’s mind is going and he needs a checkup.”

      Matt exhaled.

      “Dad doesn’t seem any different to me, Matt. But the accidents have definitely been happening. I need to tell you about the fire now.”

      “What fire?” Matt’s voice rose.

      Quinn explained it to him, and her brother cursed and hissed some more.

      “I saw the smoke and ran in to get to him, and he was trying to put the flames out with a sack.”

      “Jesus, Quinn, you could have both been hurt bad or worse.”

      “I know. I need to talk to him about it. See if he will get a checkup. Maybe things are getting too much for him. Mom said if they didn’t get better, they may have to look at selling the farm.”

      “I can’t imagine that place not being in our lives,” Matt said.

      “I know. Guess who one of the firefighters was?”

      “Who?”

      “Luke Trainer.”

      “No way.” She could hear the disbelief in her brother’s voice. “I thought those Trainers would be doing twenty to life about now. That asshole father of theirs being the contributing factor there.”

      “Yeah, well, seems like not so much. Anyway, I need to go and check on Dad, then I’m going into town, so I’ll call you later with gossip.”

      “Okay. And don’t worry about Mom. She loves you really, and keep me updated about Dad. Take care, sis.”

      “Mom would love me more if I wore dresses with lace and provided her with a son-in-law and babies.”

      “Exactly, so get to it. Okay?”

      “Asshole.”

      “Love you,” Matt said and cut the call. She went to find her father.
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      “My hands will be stained for days.”

      “Yeah, must be hard on you, seeing as you’re so soft,” Luke said to Jack, the middle Trainer brother.

      They were on the grass that doubled as the go-to place in Ryker for most things from displays to events. At Christmas there was a huge tree with lights, and today was all about pumpkins. They were carving them, and they would then be lined up for people to judge.

      “Do you notice a lack of parental supervision?” Jack asked, making a show of looking around them for Joe and Pip and their partners.

      “They’re tucked up inside drinking coffee, while the uncles are shouldering the pumpkin-carving burden.”

      Their nieces, Ella and Grace, and nephew, Benji, had asked them to help create pumpkin masterpieces. Luke suspected they’d been put up to that. Blake had stayed with Dylan, as he had a cold.

      “Uncle Luke?”

      “What’s up, Gracie? Other than the fact your uncle is going soft, that is,” Luke added throwing pumpkin innards at his brother.

      She was the eldest of his nieces and nephews and the leader of the pack in every way. Bossy and demanding, she was held in check by Dylan and Pip, her parents. Her uncles, however, tended to let her do what she wanted.

      “That boy there said I was ugly and he didn’t like my boots.”

      Luke followed his niece’s pointed finger to where Lindel Tanner stood beside his son, Marley. He tensed. Lindel Tanner had been a shithead when Luke was in school. A bully and a shithead, he amended.

      “I told him he was uglier, and then his daddy said I was a nasty little girl.”

      Gracie’s lip quivered. Today’s outfit was a dress in pale blue with a face on it—he couldn’t remember the name—woolen tights, and black fur-lined boots. Her jacket was lying on the ground beside him. Her woolen cap was standing on top of her head and doing nothing to keep her ears warm, as her mother had intended when she’d put it on. Luke reached up and tugged it down.

      “Okay, well, that wasn’t very nice. I’ll go have a chat with him, but first, why were you over there anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be helping your pathetic uncle Jack make his pumpkin look good enough to even get a vote?”

      “Ella and I are helping you, Uncle Luke, and Benji is helping Uncle Jack.”

      “Gee, that’s exciting for me then.”

      Jack snickered, knowing that a girlie pumpkin was in Luke’s future.

      “I wanted to go and see what everyone was doing and say hello.” Grace’s face was sweet and innocent. Anyone who didn’t know her would be fooled. Luke did know her.

      “So you didn’t go over there to check out the competition and maybe make a few comments about yours being better than theirs?”

      Her eyes went to the toes of her boots.

      “Here’s the thing, Gracie. You can think stuff all you want, but you need to keep the bad words inside your head. It’s not going to get you anywhere in life if you’re mean to people.”

      “I wasn’t being mean; I was being honest. Their pumpkin’s eyes are too close together.”

      Jack snickered again. “I know a few humans like that.”

      “But if that honesty comes out mean, it’s best you don’t say it.” Luke ignored his brother. “In fact, don’t say anything. Then you’re not lying either.” This parenting crap was hard, and she wasn’t even his child. “You gotta try to be nice. I get some people are not nice back, but you should walk away when that happens.”

      “Do as I say not as I did,” Jack muttered.

      “Not helping.” Luke glared at him. “Got it, Gracie? Being mean is not cool.”

      She muttered something under her breath.

      “Saying ‘fuck’ under your breath is still saying it. And you know only adults get to say that.” It was hell keeping a straight face when he wanted to laugh like Jack was.

      “Daddy says that. He says adults earned the right to swear, even if they shouldn’t do it in front of me.”

      “Well there you go, then. Plus, saying words like that out loud will get you in even more trouble.”

      She sighed.

      “Do you think you owe Marley and his dad an apology?”

      Her big eyes looked at his for long seconds, and then she nodded. He watched her drag her feet over to where Marley and his dad were. Watched in case that shithead Lindel didn’t accept the apology, because if not, he’d be on him in seconds. Grace came back frowning.

      “How’d that go for you?” Luke asked.

      “I said sorry, and Marley’s dad said ‘the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.’ I don’t understand that though, ’cause I’m not a tree.”

      Luke got to his feet. “You stay with Uncle Jack now, sweetheart, and work on our pumpkin. I’ll be right back.”

      “Whistle if you need backup. I’ll be watching.” Jack’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. Anger darkened the green depths. Luke felt it, but he kept his expression calm for the kids.

      “Will do. You look after these three.”

      The thing about a reputation in a small town: it was really hard to shake, even years later. Most people had moved on from the days when Joe, Jack, and Luke were bad boys. Some still held grudges. Lindel and his parents thought they were a whole lot better than Trainers even now.

      “Lindel.”

      The man got to his feet. He was one of those bull-necked guys. Not overly tall, but solid. He and Luke had ignored each other since school; seemed that was about to change.

      “Don’t appreciate you telling my niece the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree when she’s trying to apologize to you, Lindel.” He kept his voice down so the man’s son didn’t hear what he was saying.

      “She didn’t understand.”

      “I did, and I didn’t like it.”

      “Luke!”

      He saw that Mrs. Harper was heading his way.

      “Don’t ever speak to me or mine with anything but respect again, Lindel. I hope we’re clear on that? Because we may be going with respectable these days, but we still have that whole other side to our natures to call on if need be.”

      “You threatening me, Trainer?”

      “No. Just telling it like it is.”

      The man didn’t say anything more, just went back to helping his son with his pumpkin. Luke walked away.

      “Hey, Mrs. Harper. How’s your husband and Quinn doing?”

      “They’re fine, dear, thanks to your heroics. I just wanted to bring you these. Quinn insisted I make them for you as a thank-you for saving her life.”

      “Ah, thanks.” He took the container she thrust at him.

      “They’re pumpkin and chocolate chip cookies.” She smiled. “Quinn wanted to make sure you got them while they were warm.” Her hand patted his arm. “She’s shy and wanted me to deliver them.”

      She wore a velvet tracksuit in seal fur gray. Her feet were in running shoes. Basically a standard outfit for some of the older members of the community.

      “You be sure to let her know if you like them.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. Luke didn’t know Quinn, but she hadn’t struck him as someone who would want him to have cookies as a thank-you. Odd, he thought. But then who was he to judge, seeing as he now had cookies, even pumpkin-flavored ones.

      “Must dash, I need to get back. She’s so good and helpful, my daughter. Always overworking. I need to get back so she takes a break. She’ll have tonight’s dinner already prepared.”

      This entire conversation was odd. Why was she telling him this stuff?

      “Hey, Mrs. Harper.”

      “Oh, hello, Jack. Can’t stop. Quinn wants to go shopping later. Hair, nails, that kind of thing.”

      “Nice. You both have fun,” Jack said.

      The brothers watched her walk away.

      “That woman is always immaculately dressed. She makes me feel like I just had a return trip from Oz with Dorothy in the tornado,” Jack said, taking the container from Luke and opening it.

      “They’re pumpkin and chocolate chip.”

      “Get out. Why ruin a cookie like that?” Jack took a bite and hummed. “I retract that statement. They’re amazing.”

      Luke took one. They were.

      “I have no idea what that was about.”

      “She’s interested in you as a future son-in-law.” Jack was talking with his mouth full. “She’s cut from the same resolute cloth as Mrs. Howard. You’re single, Quinn must be single, thereupon you make an excellent husband prospect for her.”

      “Is thereupon the word for the day?” Luke asked.

      “Rory picked it this morning.”

      “Nice.”

      “Are they cookies?”

      Jack held out the container, and Grace took one.

      “Give one to Benji and Ella, Gracie.” She took the three Jack handed her, and he watched her run to her cousin. He also saw the tongue she poked out at Marley.

      “That girl.” Luke sighed.

      “She’s got spunk, bro. We just need to channel it. She’s actually a lot like Pip, considering they don’t share blood.”

      “True, and back to the Harpers. No way is she trying to set me up with her daughter. We don’t even know each other.”

      “And I repeat, cut from the same cloth. Mrs. Harper is friends with Mrs. Howard.”

      “So?”

      “So she will be telling Mrs. Harper how she plans to get more grandbabies and helping her plan to get some of her own.”

      Luke looked at his brother while he ate another cookie. “That’s just messed up.”

      “If you want my advice, don’t even look at Quinn Harper.”

      “Done.” Luke thought that would be a shame, as the woman was interesting and cute. But he didn’t want anyone, especially her or her mother, getting the wrong idea. Luke may love the family he had, but he had no plans of making one of his own any time soon.

      “What did you say to Lindel?”

      “Not much. Just reminded him of his manners.”

      “Nice.”

      “Hey, Pearl.” Luke took the bag the elderly woman handed him.

      “It’s for the kids to decorate their pumpkins.” One of the seniors in town, Pearl was into fitness like many of them were. She wore caramel-colored leggings, pink leg warmers, and a zip-up jacket that looked like it had been worn by one of the pink ladies in Grease. On her ears were fluffy pink ear warmers.

      “Nice outfit.”

      “You either have style or you don’t, boy.”

      “Never a truer word spoken,” Luke agreed.

      “Need to go. My nephew has decided to visit for the first time in his worthless life.

      Luke watched her walk away, ate another cookie, and looked at the others carving pumpkins. The competition would be stiff.

      “One o’clock,” Jack said softly.

      Luke looked and found Quinn wandering through the pumpkins. He turned his back and dropped down beside Grace and Ella, who were discussing their pumpkin.

      The problem was, he wanted to look at her because she was cute. This was his first good look at her in daylight. Jeans, navy sweater, and a down jacket. She had on a cap again. On her feet were tan boots. She stopped every few feet to chat with a kid and inspect the pumpkin they were carving before moving on. He caught a smile as one of the kids spoke to her.

      Nice, he thought.

      “White, Uncle Luke. Gold ears and horn,” Ella stated, drawing his eyes back to her.

      “So not a scary one with teeth and squinty eyes?”

      “We want a unicorn one,” Grace said.

      “Sounds reasonable,” a voice above him said.

      Quinn had reached them. No big deal; he could be polite. No one was dragging him down the aisle, for pity’s sake.

      “Grace, Ella, this is Quinn. You remember Jack, I’m sure. The loser of the Trainer clan. With him is my nephew, Benji.”

      “Hi.” Her smile was small, but it still notched up her sweetness.

      “We’re making a unicorn pumpkin.” Grace added a bounce to the words.
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