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            Synopsis

          

        

      

    

    
      From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes the second book in the Decker Brothers duet, Time Bomb, a firefighter romance.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      My internal clock. It’s the sound I hear when I look in the mirror; it’s all I hear when I go on these blind dates that my friend, Laken Decker, keeps setting me up on.

      Date one was a banker—all about numbers. Kind of boring.

      Date two was nice—until he wasn’t.

      Date three was WHOA! A hot firefighter—Torque Decker—who kissed me like he was trying to steal my soul.

      Date four was not the hot firefighter from date number three.

      I wasn’t looking for another date from anyone—except maybe, the firefighter. Let alone seeing him again when a small fire nearly ignites outside my coffee shop, The Cup.

      Now, I’m burning up with attraction for the sexy man who has captivated me and forced me to look forward to what the future could bring.

      

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      I was uncertain of what to expect when my brother and his wife set me up on a blind date with her best friend. Ophelia Montgomery is way more than I bargained for.

      She speaks her mind, goes for what she wants, and man, can the girl kiss. Her mouth says she doesn’t want more, but her body speaks volumes. She wants me.

      But she won’t call me.

      So I’m the one to make the first move.

      There’s isn’t much I won’t do for her after that first kiss. After the way she melts for me so sweetly. Ophelia is my future, but there’s someone out there looking to take her from me. I won’t let it happen.

      

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Love is a Time Bomb, but we have a lifetime to explore and fan our flames.

      We hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For anyone suffering through those pesky blind dates, this one’s for you and your very own happily ever after!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Ophelia

          

          BLIND DATE #1 – I HAVE REGRETS. STRONG REGRETS.

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know why I let her convince me to do this. I don’t know how I let it happen. But she did it, and here I am. Bored out of my mind all because my best friend, Laken Decker, thinks I need to be as deliriously happy as she is.

      I am happy.

      Mostly.

      Kind of.

      Okay, fine! Not at all. But I’m at peace with my life. I own a cute coffee shop on one of the busiest boardwalks in Jacksonville, Florida, and I just bought my first house— an adorable two-story Tudor with enough bedrooms that if and when I’m ready for kids, they’ll each have their own.

      Sure, it needs some fixing up, but I’m handy, and Laken’s husband is a cop, which means he knows plenty of physically fit guys for the heavy lifting. Hale even volunteered some of them next month for when I pull out the kitchen cabinets.

      I can’t believe I’m thinking about remodeling my home while on a date. Trevor Brown isn’t a bad guy, per se, he’s just kind of boring. He’s been going on and on about interest and the buyer’s market, and he has on a suit, which I think he wore to work today because he arrived late for dinner.

      Thankfully, the meal ends, and I’ll be passing on dessert, even if he chooses to get some. It’s after ten, and I must be up at four to bake the pastries and sweets for the day. I have no desire to stay any longer than necessary.

      “This has been really nice, Lia.”

      “Ophelia.” I hate when people give me nicknames without there being any kind of connection. “I’m glad we got to meet, but I have to call it a night. Four a.m. comes early.” I force a smile while trying to remain civil. The truth is, I can’t stand this man. He’s a condescending know-it-all.

      “Right, sorry. Ophelia is just so old-school. You don’t hear it often.” And hopefully never again from his lips.

      Thankfully, our server, who has been annoyed with him all night, also, she seems to notice that I’m ready to go and drops the check on the table with a smile. Reaching for the clutch purse hanging on the back of my chair, I notice my companion remains motionless.

      I always go on a date with the expectation that we’ll split the cost. Since he chose this place, and it is a bit fancier than I’m used to, I assumed the same would go for tonight. But he makes no move to reach for his wallet or stop me from grabbing mine, and it hits me.

      He expects me to pay the bill.

      If it gets me out of here faster, then I will.

      Flipping the bill over, I check the price and see his shoulders sag with relief when I drop a hundred-dollar bill on the tray and wave for the server.

      “I’ll get your change,” she says, taking it from my hand.

      I shake my head. “Keep the change.” The total is just under eighty dollars, and I want this night over with.

      “Thank you,” she whispers with a tear in her eye, and I get the feeling that twenty bucks is the boost she needs tonight.

      “Thanks for the company, Trevor,” I say as I stand. At least he has the gall to look embarrassed. Pulling out a couple more bills, I stop by where the server is settling our table and slip them into her hand.

      “Oh no,” she chokes out softly. “I can’t possibly.”

      “You can. You deserve it.” Exiting stealthily, so Trevor can’t catch up with me, I make quick work of getting in my car and leaving.

      There was a time in my life when waitressing was all I did to cover the rent, so sparing an extra forty dollars for a woman who had been working hard all night was the least I could do for her. I don’t always have extra cash to hand out, but when I do, I like to pay it forward.

      The drive home takes only a few minutes, and I park in the cramped garage, waiting for the door to finish closing before I get out. Hale has been a bundle of fun to have around, always warning me of ways to keep myself safe and where things could go wrong, so now I stay in my car until the garage door is shut.

      Unlocking the connecting door, I disarm the alarm before kicking off my shoes and resetting it. One thing Hale never had to tell me was to lock my doors. I do it all the time. It terrifies me to think of someone coming in.

      Dropping my clutch on the accent table in the hallway leading up the stairs, I begin unbuttoning my shirt as my phone vibrates with an incoming text.

      Looking at the screen, I laugh out loud.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laken: I saw your lights turn on. He was a dud wasn’t he?

      

      

      

      

      

      I forgot to mention that my best friend lives across the street.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laken: They can’t all be 10s!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Laken: Was the restaurant at least nice? Food good?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Laken: I know you’re reading these.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Laken: ANSWER ME dammit or I’m coming over.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’s so impatient.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ophelia: Food was great, I paid the bill tho.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Laken: Cheapskate. Crossing him off the list.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia: You should cross them all off. This one was a bust, I don’t have high hopes for any others.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Laken: PUH-LEASE! You promised me 4.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia: Where are you even finding these guys? Are the rest boring bankers too?

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s a pause as she types, and the bubbles hang in limbo. I’m betting Hale is doing something to distract her to save me from any more dates. It won’t work, though. Laken is nothing if not persistent. She’ll continue to set me up until I find the perfect guy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ophelia: I’m showering and going to bed. C U in the morn.

      

      

      

      

      

      Placing the device on my dresser, I hop in the shower and let the hot water relax my tired muscles so I can sleep for more than a couple of hours tonight. Maybe they’ll even all be consecutive.

      I don’t know what’s wrong with me. For the last few months, I’ve had such terrible insomnia, and nothing has helped me sleep for any decent length of time.

      Hale and Laken say it’s my lack of a sex life, that my body is protesting the five-year dry spell it’s gone through. Truthfully, at twenty-five, I’ve had one sexual partner, and he was never any good, or maybe we just weren’t any good. But I haven’t been intimate with a man since Sean. I’ve spent the past few years focused on my inherited coffee shop and not much else.

      Sure, I’m lonely. I’d be thrilled to have someone to come home to and love. If he could give me orgasms, even better, but the women in my family have never been all that lucky in love, so I don’t have high hopes.

      Dropping into bed, I ignore the vibration of my phone and turn on the white noise machine, hoping the calming sounds of a Brazilian rainforest settle my mind enough to sleep.

      It works.

      For a while.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Blind Date #2 – There’s something about him…

      

      

      Baxter Cunningham is movie-star handsome. All the women who aren’t otherwise occupied by someone else have spent a considerable amount of time staring at him. He’s a perfect mix of Ryan Reynolds and Vin Diesel.

      Tall, hot, buff, and has a killer smile.

      But it’s his eyes that get me.

      Something is missing in them.

      “You like serving coffee?” Let’s not forget the condescending attitude that comes with his looks.

      “I do. I get to meet tourists, people from town, hear about their adventures; it’s fulfilling.” And far more complicated than he makes it sound.

      “Interesting. What else do you like doing?” A smirk crosses his lips as his eyebrows wiggle, and while I understand it’s a sexual innuendo, I don’t appreciate it.

      “I surf, bake. I’m remodeling my house.” I’m pretty proud of that, too.

      “You’re remodeling?” He scoffs like it’s unbelievable.

      I place my hand over the wine glass as the waiter stops by to refill it. “Yes, I enjoy the physical labor. It keeps my mind occupied.” I regret the words as soon as I say them.

      “I can certainly think of other more enjoyable ways to get physical.” He winks, and internally, I roll my eyes.

      Baxter is a pig.

      I can’t decide if he’s putting on a show or if he’s truly this disgusting.

      Either way, I’m unimpressed.

      I’m not one who likes conflict, but I can’t allow him to keep speaking to me so grotesquely. “Look, Baxter, I appreciate that you are a flirt; however, your ‘jokes’ and innuendos are not to my taste. Perhaps we should call it a night.”

      He appears shocked that I’m not flattered by his remarks before his face slides into one of passivity. “I’m sorry, Ophelia, it’s a bad habit I’ve been trying to rectify. I’d really like to continue with the night. Maybe we could start over?”

      Every instinct in me is saying walk away…red alert…he’s a jerk, but he does look remorseful, and I’ve never been intentionally rude in my life. “Sure, fresh start.”

      Taking in a few measured breaths, I attempt to relax as we look over the menu. “Have you eaten here before?” He glances up at me.

      Garland’s is a cute hybrid restaurant. Fancy in the back, café in the front. “A few times, with my best friend and her husband.”

      “What’s good?” His eyes wander to a passing group of young women, and it’s then I realize this is a waste of my time. But I hold out for now.

      “I personally love their chicken ranch salad with skewered shrimp.” It’s my favorite item on their menu, but we’ve never gone wrong with anything here.

      “Rabbit food? Pass.” And there’s the attitude again.

      Fortunately, my phone beeps before I’m able to respond to his remark. “Excuse me.” I give a polite smile as I open the message from Laken.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laken: Is it a 911 yet? Do I need to come in guns blazing? Well, Hale would.

      

      

      

      

      

      I bite my tongue to hide my delight.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ophelia: It’s a 5-alarm blaze at this point.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Laken: Shoot. I had high hopes for this one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia: Where are you finding these guys?

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t know how she’s done it, but Laken has managed to find the worst guys I’ve ever met.

      “Everything alright?” I glance up at Baxter’s question and give him a reflexive nod before putting my phone away.

      “Yes, just my friend checking in on me. She knows I have an early morning tomorrow and wanted to see if I needed help.” The lie falls easily off my tongue.

      “I see.” Can this be over now? I shouldn’t have given him the second chance. I need to listen to myself more.

      After an hour of eating, making small talk, and avoiding any remotely personal topics, we walk out of the restaurant, where Baxter actually paid. He didn’t hesitate to take the bill from our server and told me immediately to put my wallet away.

      I guess he’s not a complete lost cause.

      “This is me.” I point to my car as the sun is beginning to fade in the sky.

      “I’d like to continue the evening. Maybe go back to your place, open a bottle of wine, get to know one another more.” And there it is.

      “I’ll have to pass tonight. I do have to be up quite early.”

      “To serve coffee?” he scoffs.

      “Goodnight, Baxter.” I choose to ignore his ignorance and just end it here and now.

      “Wait a minute. I bought dinner.” So, he’s one of those.

      “And?” I raise a brow at him.

      “Well, I think you owe me more than a simple goodnight.” I see the storm brewing in his eyes and decide I’m done being nice.

      “I’m not a whore, Baxter. If you wanted food and a fuck, you should have gone to the red-light district. I don’t put out because you bought me a meal. Now, goodnight. I hope to never see you again.” Shoving him aside, I swiftly enter my car, slam the door shut, and lock it as he curses up a blue streak outside.

      Drawing more attention to myself than I like, I start the engine and merge into traffic. I have zero desire to deal with any more men, and I’ll need to put my foot down with Laken.

      I love her. I love that she’s in such a good place and wants that for me as well, but not at the expense of my dignity. If love is in the cards for me, then I’ll find it on my own.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Blind Date #3 – I didn’t put my foot down. Sue me!

      

      

      I told Laken no more. Practically begged her to cancel the rest, but she promised that Hale picked these guys, and he knew them personally. She’s vowing I’ll find my forever with at least one of my two last dates.

      I’m having a mid-afternoon lunch with a firefighter on the boardwalk near my café. Which brings me a bit of comfort because it’s always busy here, and after my last date, I still can’t shake off the unease.

      Dressed in my favorite baby-blue romper with thick straps, adorable heart-shaped pockets, and my hair knotted on top of my head with a bandana wrapped around, I’ve at least tried to look cute. Even my slip-on Converse match. I kept my makeup light with just some mascara, blush, and my favorite bubble gum lip gloss.

      “Ophelia?” Turning around at the masculine voice, I grin when I see Torque Decker, Hale’s younger brother.

      “Of course it would be you.” I kiss his cheek as he bends down to do the same.

      “You didn’t know it was going to be me?” I shake my head. And now I know why. I’d have said no. There’s no way I would chance awkwardness with Laken and Hale when things go bad through some event or another because there’s no way this fine specimen of a man would want anything to do with a girl like me.

      “Neither of them said a word.” A dimple appears when his smile widens, and if not for the fact that it’s already blazing hot, I’d swear I’m blushing.

      “Are you disappointed?” His head cocks as he gently cups my elbow, moving me to the side so we’re out of the way.

      “Worried is the better word for it.” I won’t lie to the man. I can’t stand the idea of having to dodge my best friends because things don’t work out for Torque and me.

      He still hasn’t let go of my elbow. “Why?”

      A horn honks in the distance, causing me to look back. “Truthfully, I don’t want to mess anything up for them. You’re blood; I’m just a friend. I’d be the one avoiding contact because it’s easier.”

      “So you already assume things are going to suck?” His brow furrows and I have the urge to run my thumb along the pucker to smooth it out. Torque takes a step back as he lets me go, shoving his hands in the pockets of his shorts. His white t-shirt pulls tight across his broad shoulders.

      Biting my lip, I release a sigh. See, I’m already screwing things up, and I have no idea how to recover. I’m deeply attracted to Torque, there’s no doubt about it, but I’m as plain as they come.

      “No,” I finally respond. “I don’t. I just have a tendency to shove my foot in my mouth before realizing what I’ve done, and then things just happen to…end.” Crossing my arms, I look away from his penetrating gaze.

      “As it so happens, I’m an expert in dealing with foot-in-mouth situations. I work in a firehouse, after all.” My eyes fly back to find that he’s amused, a charming grin forming across his lips.

      I can’t help but laugh, the tension in my shoulders easing some. Relief settles in the region of my stomach, and I return his amusement. “Fair enough. So did you have a plan for this date, or are we just winging it?”

      “Do you have a preference?” With a hand on my back, he guides me to walk with him. I love summer, and being outside on a perfect day like today is exactly what I need. Torque being with me is undoubtedly a perk.

      “I don’t. The last two dates were planned and went terribly.” His silence has me glancing up at him through my lashes. He looks…feral, and it takes me back. “What? What’s that look?” It’s gone as quickly as it came.

      “Last two dates?”

      They didn’t tell him. Great. “Uhm, yeah, Laken and Hale are in this wedded bliss stage where they want everyone as happy as they are. Since Laken and I spend so much time together, I’m often her target.” I chuckle a little because it’s kind of cute but mostly annoying.

      “And so she’s got you dating?” He doesn’t sound pleased.

      I blow out a breath, and his intensity right now is sizzling hot. “Well…yes. They were disasters.”

      “How?” We stop in line at a hot dog vendor. Torque turns to give me his full attention as one hand gently traces down my bare arm. It shouldn’t be erotic or seductive, but my mouth dries all the same, and I have the urge to lean further into his touch.

      “Trevor was boring. Like I wanted to stab a fork into my hand, boring.” Even thinking about that date bores me to near tears again. “And Baxter was…” How do I explain that one? “Baxter was about as charming as a wall.” That’s putting it mildly.

      “So, no chance for a second date with either of them?” I shake my head. “Good.” I don’t get to ask him to elaborate because we’re next in line.

      He gets a fully-loaded dog while I get the basics with queso on top. Moving to a bench, we sit facing the ocean and eat in silence. I can feel Torque’s gaze on me the entire time. Despite my deep interest in the water, that stare registers like a caress.

      In all the time we’ve spent together in the past, he’s never looked at me the way he has today—with a possessiveness that leaves me breathless and weak in the knees. I want to explore that, but I’m also petrified of what it could mean if I let him in. If I let the walls around my heart crumble.

      Everyone comments on how strong I am, but I often feel as though I’m barely hanging on. I’ve been lonely for a long time. Since moving to Jacksonville, I’ve made a grand total of about three friends. Laken Decker, Hope Burkhart, and Peyton Gamble. But I only know Hope because of Peyton and the close proximity of our shops.

      “Any more dates?” Torque asks as he crumbles up his trash and tosses it in the garbage can.

      Given his previous disapproval of me dating, I know he won’t like my answer. “Uh, yeah, one more, unfortunately.”

      “With who?” His fists clench and unclench as they rest on his knees.

      “No idea. I promised Laken four dates. Two that she set up and two that Hale arranged.” I leave that open for interpretation.

      “So, I’m one for Hale. The next one is from my big brother, too?” I nod. “Probably a cop.” That’s my thought. “Probably from his precinct.” I would guess so. He doesn’t go out without Laken often, and he’s too possessive of my friend to allow anyone to encroach on their time together. Which leaves guys he knows from work.

      “You into cops?” Holding out a hand for my garbage, I pass it to him, and he disposes of it as well.

      “Never dated one.” I leave out the part about not dating since I was nineteen and inheriting my grams’ shop. I’ve been way too busy to even think about it.

      “You into firefighters?” His voice deepens as I stand up and finish off my water.

      I nibble on my lip as he takes a step closer, wrapping an arm around my back and pushing stray hairs off my cheek. “Never dated one of those either.” I’m definitely into at least one of them, though.

      By the time we ended our date, I felt like I’d known Torque for years rather than months. We laughed, we had ice cream, we went on to have dinner, and when he kissed me goodnight, I almost needed his big hose to water me down.

      Never in my years of dating have I been as emotionally or physically attracted to a man as I am with Torque Decker. Which is kind of a problem because it means I’m one hundred percent more likely to have my heart broken when he realizes he’s way out of my league.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Blind Date #4 – He’s definitely not the hot firefighter.

      

      

      It’s been a week since my date with Torque. We’ve texted a couple of times, had a few phone calls, but he hasn’t asked me out again, and I’m unsure if it’s because he knows I still have this last date or not. I would have cancelled if he’d shown the least bit of interest in a second outing with me, but he hadn’t.

      So here I am, sitting across from Detective Maxen Groves, and I have to say he’s blindingly beautiful, and if I had met him first, I might be more interested in him. But Torque has overtaken my mind.

      We’re sitting on the outside deck of a casual seafood place I’ve never been to, and I’m enjoying the atmosphere and company. I believe he and I could be friends.

      “Are you from here?” His piercing blue eyes are warm as he sets his menu down and to the side.

      “No, actually. I moved here a few years ago from Philadelphia. You?” Taking a sip of my water, I observe him. I appreciate that his attention doesn’t stray.

      Neither did Torque’s.

      “Born and raised. Moved to Miami for a few years as a teen, however. Lots of culture there. It was a bit like living in two different countries at the same time.” I’ve heard that before.

      “Why’d you move down there?” I hope it’s not too personal of a question.

      “Parents got divorced, Dad and his mistress went there. I got into some trouble here at home, and my mom thought it would be good for me to stay with him for a while.”

      “Did you like it?”

      A server appears before he can answer. “Have you had a chance to look over the menu?” She smiles between us.

      Maxen seems to wait for me to give my order before he does the same. I like that about him. He’s polite, but there’s an intensity to him that I can’t quite figure out yet.

      “So, what brought you here?” It’s his turn to take a drink of his beer.

      “My grams passed away a few years ago, and she left me her coffee shop.” As sad as I was to lose her, I’ve loved what she’s given me.

      “That the one Hale and Dorian are always bragging on?” His expression is playful.

      “I sure hope so.”

      The rest of the evening unfolds much the same. We chat, laugh, and by the time dessert is finished, we’ve both agreed that it felt like old friends catching up. There’s no attraction between us but a fondness that could have a chance to grow into friendship.

      With a promise to stop into The Cup this week, Maxen kisses my cheek before opening my car door and letting me head home.

      As soon as I’m in the driveway, my phone goes off. It’s Laken. I didn’t give her much about my date with Torque, and it’s driving her crazy. The truth is, I don’t know what to make of it either.

      Maybe he’s waiting on me to ask him out?
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