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IT ONLY TAKES A SPARK to flame

Firefighter Cooper Talbot doesn’t believe in fate or coincidence. But when he trips over a black cat into Josie Young, of all people—the instigator of a horrible prank in high school—he’s having second thoughts. The sparks flare between them. A sure sign he’s losing it; Cooper’s not ready for commitment. Yet he can’t help feeling something special for sweet, sexy Josie. The signs all point to her being The One, but Cooper wants to make his own destiny. When he makes a mistake that might end them before they truly begin, he can only hope fate—and Josie—will give him another chance.
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PRYOR, PENNSYLVANIA

“There’s nothing you can do. Your destiny is written.”

Cooper Talbot pinched the bridge of his nose and counted to ten. Slowly. “Hannah, do you or do you not have an emergency?” He stood in the entryway of his sister’s house, looking around and sniffing for any sign of gas or smoke. 

A black cat slunk by him, its tail crooked in contentment as it watched an all too familiar scene—Coop being manipulated by his tricky older sister.

Fortunately, he’d taken this call on his way back from lunch with his buddy Max, so his brother Jaden wasn’t witness to Coop’s weakness. Granted, Coop and Max hadn’t suited up to combat a fire, but just showing up at all proved what a sucker he was for believing anything his wacky sister said.

Hannah lifted the back of her hand to her forehead and let out a loud sigh. Next to him, Max tried to stifle a chuckle. And failed.

“Not a word,” Coop growled.

“But she’s so good at it. And man, she’s hot.” While Max wiggled his brows and flirted with Hannah, Coop watched Mephisto, her cat, jump onto the kitchen table and wobble when it rocked. He made a note to get his brothers to stop by and fix up the rickety thing—the spot where, in her spare time, she supposedly held séances, tarot card readings and other bullshit sessions for the poor saps who believed in that nonsense. 

“Hannah, cut the crap already. Seriously? You’re still playing at being psychic? Honey, we come from a long line of firefighters and artists, not hippie spirit guides. You ain’t the Long Island Medium, and this ain’t Jersey.” He snorted, and even Max laughed in agreement.

“Mark my words, boy,” she shrieked in a voice loud enough to rival a banshee. “You’ll find your fate at...” she paused, no doubt trying to come up with something mystical sounding. Her gaze flashed around her place, and Coop crossed his arms and waited. “...the wrong address.”

“Interesting. What else can you tell us?” Max just had to prod.

She winked at him. “A black cat will help you along.”

“Convenient Mephisto happens to be black,” Coop muttered and glared at the cat winding around his sister’s legs.

Unfortunately, she continued, “And something else, something I can’t see clearly now, will seal your—”

“Doom?” Max interrupted with glee.

“Future,” she corrected. Then she walked over to Max and grabbed him by the arm. “My, you look bigger today than you did a few weeks ago. You’re really bulking up, sweetie.”

Coop groaned. “Quit flirting with Max. We have to get back to work.”

Max stared at Hannah a little too intently for Coop’s peace of mind and smiled. “Actually, we’re not in a rush. We just grabbed lunch, and as soon as we get back we’ll be washing the engine. A few more minutes won’t kill us, Coop.”

Truth be told, Coop wasn’t in a hurry to return either. But he didn’t feel like dealing with any more of Hannah’s nonsense. Plus, his brothers had a made a point of telling him that if he wanted Hannah to stop taking advantage of him, he needed to put his foot down with her.

Then she turned her laughing gray eyes on him, and he caved. As usual. “Hell. Give us a few cookies and we could stay a little longer, I guess.”

She clapped, like a friggin’ two-year-old, and fetched them a plate of triple chip cookies—Max’s favorite. Go figure.

He and his brothers were going to have to have a talk with Max before long. Hannah might be female, flirty, and—from what the guys at the station said—sexy. But she was off limits. Period. Just the thought of his sister even thinking about a guy in a romantic way gave him the heebie-jeebies.

“So why do you think Coop won’t commit?” Max asked Hannah as he finished one cookie and started on another. “It’s a popular topic down at the firehouse.”

“It is not,” Coop snapped. 

Max talked over him. “Man, these cookies are amazing, but now I’m thirsty. Can I get something to drink, sexy?” 

“Anything for you, baby.”

Coop groaned. “Stop. My ears are bleeding.”

Hannah ignored him. “I’m not sure why little brother runs scared. It’s not for lack of interest.” Hannah studied him, and he did his best not to squirm. Man, he hated when she called him her little brother. Especially because of all his siblings, he truly was the youngest. By minutes, but still. 

“He fills out the uniform well,” she said. “Heck, all of you do.” Coop and Max worked at the same fire station on the same crew, along with Jaden, Coop’s brother. His brother Ben also worked at the station but on another engine, with Harrison being the freak cop in a family of firefighters. 

They liked to tease that everyone loved a fireman, but no one loved a cop. His dad got a big kick out of that one too, because he’d been the sole firefighter among his brothers, who’d gone the police route. Nothing like a man in uniform, his mother liked to tease, trying to placate all her boys. Yeah, right. 

“I get plenty of interest,” Coop agreed as Hannah moved to the fridge to grab Max an ice-cold glass of milk. “Especially with guns like these.” He flexed and smirked at Max, who frowned back at him. The bastard was jealous Coop could lift more and had just that morning. “I’m too busy with work to—”

“Not too busy last week to hook up with Shelly,” Max said under his breath.

“Oh please. Like you should talk—” He stopped himself as Hannah raised a brow at him. Damn girl had ears like a bat.

“Who’s Shelly?”

“No one. Seriously. And we didn’t hook up.” He glared at his bigmouthed, soon-to-be ex-best friend. “Not technically.”

Max frowned. “How—”

“Please.” Hannah interrupted with a grimace. “I don’t want the details.” She bent down to lift Mephisto in her arms. “Look, Cooper, I just want you to be happy. Dating bimbos with large breasts and not much between their ears might make Coop Junior happy, but it won’t fulfill the real you.”

“Coop Junior?” Max asked.

“You know.” Coop’s face felt on fire as he pointed down at his crotch. “Jesus, Hannah. Just stop talking, would you?” He grabbed a handful of cookies, then jerked Max to his feet. “We gotta go.”

“Bye, Hannah.” Max smiled as Coop dragged his sorry ass out the front door.

Coop heard the cat meow and Hannah mutter something about him being a stubborn jackass. Then he was driving the engine back to the firehouse, finally able to relax.

“Your sister is F-I-N-E fine. Just think, bro, we’re going to be related soon! Mr. and Mrs. Max and Hannah Nystrom.”

“Shut up, moron. You can barely handle me, let alone my brothers. You think any of us will let you actually do the sick things you fantasize about—with our sister?”

Max let out a sad sigh. “For Hannah, I’ll sacrifice anything. Even my poor, sexy, under-used body. I’d happily surrender to Death by Quad for one taste of yon maiden’s sweet lips.”

Coop tried not to laugh, but hell. Max could be as melodramatic as Hannah.   

“Death by Quad.” He huffed. “We outgrew that name years ago.” Being one of four quadruplets—the Talbot Quad—Coop had led an interesting life. But at twenty-nine, he thought he might finally be getting beyond being a Talbot clone. And he could be getting past it, if Max and every other guy at the department would let it lie. Probably didn’t help that three of them worked in the same place, but the city was only so big. And they were legacy—their father had worked at the same station.

“Yeah? Well, your reputation follows you.” Max’s eyes crinkled, and his smile grew sly. “It all started with ‘The Incident’.”

Coop glared at him before focusing once more on the road. “That happened back in high school. Let it go, man.”

“No way. Not when—”

“Let it go, or so help me I’ll tell Hannah about the time you took the Brooks sisters out, together, for a private hour in your hot tub.” Coop’s evil grin must have done the trick, because Max slumped in his seat and stared out the window. To rub it in, Coop added, “And I have pictures. Remember, I’m the Talbot who always gets even.”

Max flipped him the bird, and Coop laughed. Everything was once again right in the world. Now if he could just get Hannah to stop with all the woo-woo nonsense.

***
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JOSIE YOUNG FINISHED up for the day and walked to her car with Miranda Fenton, her best friend, roommate, and fellow teacher. “We need to stop by the store on the way home. I used the last of the milk this morning.”

“Sure thing, teach.” Miranda smiled. “Teach. Who the hell thought it would be a good idea to give us degrees and the ability to influence youth?”

“Someone on drugs, surely.” Josie grinned, fired up her sleek Mustang, and drove them to a nearby supermarket, speeding just a little. 

Walking through the aisles with Miranda, she noticed plenty of men giving her friend a second glance. Gifted with long legs, a tiny waist, and killer boobs, blond and beautiful Miranda Fenton was a popular girl and one of the most well-liked teachers at their school. Josie could hold her own, but next to Miranda, she usually felt like yesterday’s leftovers. 

“Can’t you tone it down?” she griped as she grabbed a quart of milk.

“Easy, there, Ms. Crabby.” Miranda pulled down some creamer, then forced Josie to wait while they added a roll of cookie dough, pudding, and several chocolate bars to their haul. “Okay. Now we can go.”

Several dollars poorer and once more in the car, Josie hotfooted it home. “Nice sugar you bought there.”

“I know. What can I say? I was hungry.” Miranda chomped on a candy bar while Josie gained five pounds from merely smelling the chocolate.

She liked herself just fine, had no issues being a redhead or for being a bit top-heavy compared to the rest of her body. She had boobs and hips and had to work like a demon to stay in shape, but she did. Not that it had gotten her any dates recently. In a town the size of Pryor, she’d have thought she’d have her pick of eligible gentlemen. But of the eighty thousand plus citizens, it felt like most of the men were already engaged or married, and the others were either gay or had eyes only for Miranda.

She might have hated her best friend if Miranda hadn’t been such a generous and good-spirited soul. That and her friend had a hint of meanness Josie understood. She could never trust anyone who smiled all the time.

“Okay, spit it out. You’re in one of those moods. I can tell.” Miranda crossed her arms and waited.

Josie let out a loud groan. “I can’t help it. My birthday is tomorrow.” 

“I know. The big two-seven. Three more years until you’re past your prime.” Miranda, who’d turned thirty earlier in the year, chuckled. 

“I just... I feel like life is passing me by. I love my job, and I love living with you, don’t get me wrong. But I’m so—”

“Lonely? Sex-starved? Pathetic?” 

“Gee, I’m feeling so much better for having shared.”

“I get it. Trust me, I do.” Miranda nodded. “Yeah, guys look at me a lot. I’m hot.”

“And so modest.”

“But they don’t see me for me,” Miranda added. “I know, this isn’t about me. It’s about you. I’m just saying I feel your pain. You want my opinion? Josie, honey, you need to change things up a little. Stop playing it so safe and cut loose.”
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