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          GILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      I pulled into the gravel lot by the park, tires crunching as I eased between two pickup trucks that had definitely seen better days.

      For a long moment, I sat there with my hands gripping the steering wheel, staring out through the windshield at the controlled chaos that was Huckleberry Creek's annual Fourth of July celebration. Red, white, and blue bunting hung in lazy swoops between the ancient oak trees, some of it already drooping in the humidity. Kids careened through the crowd like pinballs, their faces sticky with melted popsicles and painted with temporary tattoos of American flags. From somewhere near the bandstand came the faint, slightly off-key warble of what had to be the Riverside Boys—the same cover band that had been butchering classic rock at every town event since I was in middle school. They were taking their usual enthusiastic stab at Springsteen, and it was just as painful as I remembered.

      The air hung thick and heavy, saturated with the competing scents of barbecue smoke drifting from a dozen different grills, the coconut-sweet smell of sunscreen slathered on overheated skin, and the sharp bite of citronella candles that never quite managed to keep the mosquitoes at bay. It was like being wrapped in a blanket made of summer memories—some good, some suffocating, all of them painfully familiar.

      Two weeks. Just two weeks. You can do this.

      As I got out, the heat slammed into me, sticky and unrelenting, the kind that immediately glued the back of my shirt to my spine. The noise was even louder outside the car—kids laughing and shrieking, the clatter of coolers being dragged into the shade, someone calling for another round of lemonade.

      Everywhere I looked was a snapshot of my childhood frozen in amber. The weathered bandstand with its crooked red, white, and blue bunting that had clearly seen better decades, the same rickety aluminum folding chairs arranged in haphazard rows on the patchy grass, the faded blue tarps slung between ancient oak trees to create pockets of blessed shade. Even the hand-painted banner stretched between two light poles—"Welcome to Huckleberry Creek's Annual Fourth of July Celebration!"—looked like it had been painted by the same enthusiastic but artistically challenged volunteer who'd done it when I was twelve.

      Huckleberry Creek might as well have been sealed in a time capsule. Nothing had changed. Not the paint-chipped gazebo where the mayor would undoubtedly give his rambling speech about patriotism and community values. Not the wobbly card tables where the church ladies would be selling their famous brownies for fifty cents each. Not even the ancient sound system that would crackle and pop through every announcement like it was transmitting from another galaxy.

      The familiarity was bittersweet. I'd loved growing up here. Loved the community and the comfort of small-town living. But Huckleberry Creek had never been enough for my parents, and they'd moved away as soon as I'd left for college. Now I only came back rarely to visit my grandfather and my best friend, who'd moved back about a year ago after her divorce.

      Right this moment, it was Lucy I needed to see. I scanned the crowd automatically, searching for her face.

      I found her son, Liam, instead.

      He was a blur of elbows and knees, a little boy tearing through the obstacle course like he’d been drafted into some miniature, sugar-fueled army. A plastic fire helmet—so battered it must’ve been a year old—was jammed onto his head at a crooked angle.

      “Watch me, Cord!” he yelled over his shoulder, not even slowing down as he wove through a line of cones.

      “I’m watching, rookie!” The call came from a tall guy by the hose-pull station, his tone all mock-serious authority. Ah ha. This would be Lucy's new beau. He looked even better in person than he had in the photos she'd sent me of the two of them.

      I couldn’t help it. I smiled.

      Then I spotted Lucy standing at the edge of the kid zone, laughing at whatever Liam was doing. Jean shorts. A soft blue top that made her look like summer itself. Sunglasses shoved up into her hair.

      My heart did a full-on flip, because she was exactly as I remembered—only now there was something more. Lighter. Happier.

      And suddenly I wasn’t thinking about the heat or my inbox or the million ways this trip could be a bad idea. I was thinking about how good it was to see my best friend like that after everything she'd been through.

      Lucy’s head turned like she felt me looking, and her whole face lit up. “Gillian!”

      She was already moving, ducking around a picnic table like she’d been waiting all day for me to get here. I barely had time to shove my sunglasses up before she launched at me. We collided in a hug so fierce it knocked the breath right out of me.

      “Finally.” She laughed into my shoulder. “I was about two seconds from tracking your GPS and dragging you here myself.”

      “You would.” I hugged her back just as tight. “It’s good to see you in actual three dimensions again.”

      “So much yes!” She pulled back, still grinning, but she didn’t let go as she tugged me toward the tents. “Come on! You have to meet Cord without a screen between you.”

      The tall firefighter from the hose station was waiting beyond the line of cones, a pair of lemonades in his hands and a grin that was steady but also a little wary. Good. That meant he understood that our meeting was important.

      Lucy was practically glowing as she gestured to me. “Cord, this is Gillian Holliday—my best friend and the reason I didn’t become a full-on feral raccoon in high school.”

      “Hey now.” I slid my sunglasses off with a grin. “You were halfway there. I just taught you how to weaponize it.”

      His mouth twitched like he was fighting a laugh, and I tilted my head, assessing. “So you’re the famous Cord. I’ve been hearing about you since the firefighter auction last year. Hottest thing on two feet, according to half the texts I’ve gotten in the last six months.”

      Lucy groaned. “Please stop talking.”

      He offered me one of the lemonades along with a dry, “And you must be the corruptor of youth and keeper of all embarrassing stories.”

      I took the drink and his hand, shaking it firmly. “I like him.”

      Lucy rolled her eyes, but she was smiling so hard I could feel it in my own cheeks.

      “What are you doing in town? You were weirdly vague when you said you were coming.”

      “I’m here to visit with Gramps for a couple of weeks. And obviously, to see for myself what the auction delivered.”

      Her laugh bubbled out, bright and familiar. “Still a menace.”

      I shrugged. “Consistency is my brand.”

      It was easy. Comfortable. As if we’d been on the phone this morning—which we had.

      My phone buzzed again. Work. Because of course. I silenced it before she could see my face.

      “You’re still glued to that thing?” Her lips twitched in amusement.

      “Trying to keep the wolves at bay.” I flashed a smile I knew she didn’t buy.

      Lucy kept talking, her voice a warm hum beside me as we found a patch of shade. Something about Liam’s countdown to this picnic, how he’d been “training” for the obstacle course like there was an Olympic medal in it for him.

      I nodded, listening, but my eyes kept drifting over the crowd.

      It wasn’t only the work hanging over my head making me restless. It was… anticipation. Or perhaps dread. Both, probably. Because there were firefighters everywhere, and no matter how much I told myself this trip was about Gramps and Lucy, there was a tiny, reckless part of me that wanted to know if he was here.

      A challenge to myself. Proof that I’d grown up. That I was long past being that girl who’d let a single summer fling unravel everything she thought she knew about her future.

      So, yeah. I scanned. And I told myself it was simply curiosity.

      I’d nearly made it to the end of my burger when my eyes found another familiar face across the park, over by the bandstand. He was helping haul a table out of the way, one end balanced casually in his grip like it weighed nothing.

      Diego Rivera.

      The sight of him struck me in the chest like a stone dropped into still water.

      God.

      It was as if no time had passed.

      He looked… good. Better than I remembered, which was saying something. Bigger. Broader through the shoulders. And that way he moved—unhurried, completely at ease, like he was in total control of himself and everything around him. I used to envy that about him, that calm, unshakable self-possession.

      My lungs squeezed tight. My pulse tripped. And all at once I was twenty-one again, kissing him in the cab of his old truck, believing for that one wild summer that there might be a different kind of future waiting for me if I was brave enough to grab it.

      He didn’t notice me. And right now? I wanted to keep it that way.

      I forced my gaze back to Lucy before my brain could go completely off the rails. “I should go see Doc before it gets late—check in, let him know I’m here.” I brushed crumbs from my hands like I had somewhere else to be.

      “You sure?” Lucy tilted her head, surprise flickering in her eyes. “Cord will be back soon. And you'll miss the fireworks."

      “Tomorrow, I promise. Tell him thanks for the burgers.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t press. Best friends knew when to let you bolt.

      I hugged her again, tighter this time, then turned and walked fast, weaving through picnic blankets and coolers, not trusting myself to glance back.

      Of course he’s here. Of course, he looks better. And of course, he didn’t come over.

      By the time I slid behind the wheel of my car, my hands weren't as steady as I wanted them to be. I fumbled with the keys for a moment before getting them into the ignition, my fingers betraying the calm facade I'd been working so hard to maintain.

      I checked my phone out of pure habit, the blue light harsh against my face in the growing dusk. More work emails had piled up in the hour I'd been at the picnic—three from my assistant about depositions, two from opposing counsel trying to negotiate settlement terms, and a reminder notification about a client call scheduled for tomorrow morning at eight sharp. Reality, right there on the lock screen in stark black and white text.

      The corporate world didn't pause for small-town Fourth of July celebrations or unexpected encounters with ghosts from your past. It certainly didn't care that seeing Diego Rivera again had rattled me more than I wanted to admit. My carefully ordered life in Chicago was still there, still demanding my attention, still pulling me forward on the trajectory I'd chosen four years ago.

      I started the car, and before I pulled out, I risked one last look through the windshield. The bandstand, the grills, the crowd—he was gone. Or maybe I’d merely lost him in the noise.

      That was for the best. Probably.

      Two weeks. Keep your head down. Stay busy. You can survive this.

      I shifted into drive and pointed the car toward the Huckleberry Saloon.
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          DIEGO

        

      

    

    
      The firehouse smelled like smoke and hot metal, and my shirt still carried the scent of the grill from earlier. Fourth of July never really slowed down. Sure, we’d done the picnic thing, smiled for the town, done our bit for community outreach, but this was the part of the night where we waited for the next dumbass whose celebratory drinking made setting off a roman candle inside was a good idea or the teenagers who set a field—or a house—on fire having a bottle rocket war.

      We all pretty well hated this season until everybody ran out of the fireworks they’d stocked up on for the holiday.

      The bay doors were cranked wide open, letting in whatever sluggish breeze could find its way through the humid evening air. The massive fans mounted high on the walls hummed steadily on their highest setting, their industrial blades cutting through the thick atmosphere and pushing the oppressive heat around in lazy circles that did little more than stir the sweat on our skin. Someone—probably Meatball, judging by the way he’d been complaining about the temperature every five minutes—had dumped a fresh twenty-pound bag of ice into the big red Igloo cooler that lived permanently by the back wall. Every so often I could hear the musical clink of glass against glass as one of the guys fished around in the icy slush for another cold beer or soda, the sound sharp and clear against the white noise of the fans.

      The department scanner mounted on the wall above the dispatch board popped and hissed with its familiar static symphony, the disembodied voices of dispatchers calling out other crews to other parts of Riverside County. House fire on Oak Street. Medical assist on the interstate. Brush fire contained. The voices were calm, professional, routine—the soundtrack of a busy holiday night that we all knew by heart. We stayed half-dressed in our turnout gear, suspenders hanging loose around our waists, boots unlaced but ready to slip on at a moment’s notice, just in case our number came up.

      I’d always loved this in-between time, this suspended moment when we existed in the space between calls. The rhythm of the station felt like something solid and dependable under my feet, like a steady heartbeat that had nothing to do with me personally but was generous enough to let me borrow it, anyway. For a kid who’d spent his entire childhood bouncing from one stranger’s house to another, from one temporary placement to the next, never knowing how long he’d be welcome anywhere, that borrowed rhythm was everything—a foundation I could count on even when everything else felt uncertain.

      It usually calmed me. Tonight? Not so much.

      “So, Rivera.” Twitch’s voice came from behind me, lazy as a cat and twice as dangerous. Not the natural state for Kyle Russo, who barely stopped moving, even in sleep. “You gonna tell us who the redhead was?”

      I pulled at the knot of one bootlace and kept my voice even. “What redhead?”

      Donkey—otherwise known as Powell Ferguson—laughed so loud the sound echoed off the rafters. “Don’t play dumb, man. The one you locked onto like a damn searchlight. Then ran away from. Smooth, real smooth.”

      Twitch chimed in, grinning like the devil himself. “You looked like a kid at a middle school dance, trying not to get caught staring.”

      A couple of the others barked out quick laughs. I didn’t look up. Experience had taught me that looking up only encouraged them.

      Of course, that never stopped the peanut gallery.

      Meatball—Daniel Costello, biggest mouth in the building—stuck his head out from behind his locker door. “Wait, wait, wait. Rivera was looking at somebody? I thought you’d taken some kind of monk vow. Celibacy or something. Isn’t that why we call you Paladin?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Not celibacy,” Captain Rhett MacAvoy—Tater to everyone—put in from the doorway, arms crossed, watching this like it was better than TV. “Vow of secrecy. You know how many years we’ve been trying to figure out what Paladin even likes? If he has a type, apparently it’s redheads.”

      Jarrod Sato—Moose, so named for his long, gangly limbs—who normally only opened his mouth when it really counted, shook his head and added his two cents. “Never thought I’d see the day Paladin got shook.”

      Their laughter filled the bay, bouncing off concrete and metal. Normally, I’d be able to tune it out, let it roll over me. That was the deal. You stayed quiet; they got bored; they moved on.

      But tonight? Tonight I just sat there with one boot half off, feeling every damn look on me.

      The bay door creaked, and a shadow crossed the concrete. Chief Holloway stepped in from the office hallway, coffee mug in one hand, strolling with the ease of a man who’d seen it all.

      “What’s this about?” His eyes cut to me. “Rivera finally blinked at a woman?”

      The place went absolutely feral. My crew turned into a bunch of idiots when they didn’t have anything better to do.

      Meatball practically doubled over, laughing. “Not blinked. Bolted.”

      Tater, always ready to pour fuel on a fire now that he’d sorted things out with his used to be ex-wife, Pepper, leaned back against a locker, arms crossed. “Like she was carrying a hose and a marriage license.”

      The laughter echoed hard enough to make the walls vibrate.

      I tugged my second boot off and lined it up slowly, taking my time, letting them wear themselves out. Then I looked up, completely deadpan. “You’re imagining things. I was watching the grill.”

      Twitch snorted. “Yeah, because the grill has long legs and red hair now.”

      Meatball was still grinning like he’d just struck gold. “So who is she?”

      “Nobody.” Too fast. Too sharp.

      And just like that, they scented blood in the water.

      Donkey slapped his locker shut with a grin. “Ohhh, boys, did you hear that? Nobody. That’s code for somebody.”

      Tater tipped his chin toward me, smug. “Somebody who clearly still has Paladin’s head messed up four hours later.”

      I ignored them, grabbed a rag, and started wiping down a counter that was already clean, hoping the motion would hide the fact that my hands weren’t as steady as I wanted them to be.

      It had been four years since I’d even said her name out loud. Four years of pretending that summer hadn’t carved something out of me I’d never quite filled back in.

      And still, one look this afternoon and I was right back there—twenty-four, raw and stupid, hoping for more than I’d ever had any right to want. Back to those stolen summer nights when she’d sneak out to meet me by the creek, her hair smelling like jasmine and her laugh soft against my neck. Back to mornings when I’d wake up with her curled against my chest, and for just a few minutes, I’d let myself believe we could make it work somehow.

      Gillian Holliday had never been for me. Not really. Her family made sure I knew it without ever saying a word—the way her father’s jaw would tighten when he spotted me at family gatherings, the polite but distant smiles from her mother, the careful way conversations would shift whenever I walked into a room. They didn’t need to spell it out. I could read the writing on the wall just fine. And when she packed up for law school that August, that sealed it. She had a life mapped out from birth, a future carved in stone that didn’t have room for a former foster kid who’d barely scraped by in high school and had gone to the fire academy instead of some high-brow university with ivy-covered walls and seven-figure price tags.

      I’d known it even then, deep down. Known that what we had was borrowed time, a beautiful mistake that would end the second real life came calling.

      I’d made my peace with that. Or thought I had.

      And then she showed up in a sky-blue summer dress that hugged her curves in all the right places, and every single scar I’d built over that old wound split right back open like tissue paper.

      Damn, but she’d looked fucking incredible. More than incredible—she’d looked like every sleepless night I’d tried to forget rolled into one devastating package. The dress was simple, nothing fancy, but it skimmed her body in a way that made my mouth go dry. The color brought out her eyes, made her skin glow in the late afternoon sunlight filtering through the trees in the park. Her hair was longer now, falling in soft waves past her shoulders, and when she’d turned to scan the crowd, I’d caught a glimpse of that smile—the one that used to make me forget my own name.

      Sexy. Confident. Untouchable as ever. And a younger, dumber part of me half wondered if she’d worn that dress for me, having remembered how much I loved those little summer dresses and all the easy access they afforded back when we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. How many times had I peeled similar dresses off her shoulders in the back of my truck, or on a blanket by the creek, or pressed up against my bedroom door in that crappy first apartment I’d had back then?

      But that was ridiculous. Gillian had left Huckleberry Creek in her rearview mirror and never looked back. Whatever reason brought her back to our little slice of Alabama had nothing to do with me, and she’d probably be gone in a few days anyway, back to whatever high-powered life she’d built for herself in the city.

      “Drop it.” The words came out sharper than I meant them to.

      That got their attention.

      It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t angry. Just a little too hard-edged for someone who was supposed to be unshakable.

      Every single one of them stilled for a beat, trading looks over my head. Because if there was one thing about me they all knew? Paladin didn’t get rattled. Not by a call. Not by a fight. And sure as hell not by a woman.

      Until now.

      Meatball leaned back against his locker, grinning like a cat who’d cornered a mouse.

      “This is going to be fun,” he said. “We’ve got ourselves a mystery woman⁠—”

      The alarm bell split the air like a gunshot.

      Instantly, everything else fell away. Laughter cut off. Conversations died.

      Boots slammed back on. Jackets came off hooks. We were moving before the second tone sounded, muscle memory taking over.

      I pulled my coat on, checked my gear without thinking about it, and jogged for the truck. The night outside was a wall of heat, fireworks still cracking somewhere far off, the promise of chaos waiting.

      By the time I climbed into the rig and slammed the door, my head was clear again. It had to be.

      That’s what I did best—lock it down, box it up, shove it somewhere nobody can see.

      Because Gillian Holliday might have walked back into town today, but she sure as hell wasn’t walking back into my life.
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          GILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      By the time the dinner crowd hit full swing at my grandfather’s bar the day after the Fourth, it felt like I’d never left Huckleberry Creek behind.

      The place hummed with a familiar symphony of noise—layers of conversation weaving between the sharp clink of beer glasses and whiskey tumblers, punctuated by bursts of laughter that rose above the low, steady twang of the jukebox spinning something from before I was born. Johnny Cash, maybe, or Hank Williams. Doc never updated his music selection, claiming anything recorded after 1989 wasn’t worth the vinyl it was pressed on.

      The air was thick with scents that pulled me straight back to my teenage years: the sharp bite of wood polish on the old oak bar top, the yeasty sweetness of spilled beer soaking into floorboards that had absorbed decades of similar mishaps, and the smoky char of burgers sizzling on the flat top in the kitchen. Underneath it all lingered the faint mustiness of old leather from the worn bar stools and the vintage saddles that served as bizarre but oddly charming decorations along the walls.

      I’d tied my hair back in a messy ponytail and picked up a scarred wooden tray like I hadn’t spent the last few years buried in classes, corporate merger documents, and billable hours. My feet remembered the intricate dance between crowded tables all on their own, weaving through the maze of chairs and avoiding the loose floorboard by the back corner that had been threatening to trip unsuspecting patrons for as long as I could remember.

      For all its beautiful chaos, this place was home in a way my sterile downtown apartment had never managed to be.

      I dropped off a round of beers at a table, got three hugs and a “Glad to have you back,” and ducked behind the bar to grab the next order.

      Doc was there, exactly where he always was, a wiry, lively presence in his faded Huckleberry Saloon T-shirt. He caught me reaching for the tap and arched a brow. “You remember how to pour a beer, or do I need to put training wheels on the tap?”
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