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      The fire season was back.

      And Quintin Stockton was glad as hell, because he didn't like his life when he wasn't riding the high of jumping out of planes into raging forest fires to try to save what he could.

      Only a few minutes until they were airborne, and he was ready to go, on more levels than one.

      Adrenaline humming, he had just finished his gear check when someone stepped onto the plane and slammed a hand down on his shoulder. He spun around, then grinned when he saw his brother-in-law, Colin Hart, standing behind him. Colin was a legend in the smokejumping world, and any time Colin was working a fire with him was awesome.

      They often worked on different crews, but on the big fires, smokejumpers from all areas of the country came together.

      This particular one was big and dangerous, sweeping through California, getting dangerously close to homes and neighborhoods.

      He gave Colin a fist bump as the tall, muscular man strode onto the plane. "You're on this one?"

      "No. I'm here to get a suntan. You?" Colin set his gear down as the rest of the team began to filter onto the plane.

      "Flowers. I'm here for the flowers."

      Colin raised his brows. "I'm not gonna lie. I like flowers, but I never saw you as the flower type."

      Colin was right. Quintin wasn't the flower type. Actually, he wasn't the type to notice things that were about pretty colors, lovely scents, and delicate beauty. But Quintin grinned anyway. "Yeah, I'm going to make some wildflower bouquets. I was thinking purple and pink ones would look great together."

      Quintin was still getting to know the Harts, who had become family when his brother Maddox had married their sister, Hannah. There were nine Harts. Quintin had met Brody and Keegan Hart a bunch of times, and he knew Colin from smokejumping. The Harts were about loyalty and family, and that was how the Stocktons operated, too. The difference was, most of the Stocktons had settled down now. Only Quintin and his missing brother Caleb were still single. The Harts, however, were all still single, with a recent exception. "I heard Brody got snagged."

      Colin grinned as the other members of the team began to board the small plane. "He's been in love with Tatum since we were teenagers. I'm glad they reconnected." He looked over at Quintin. "He needs her."

      Quintin heard the words Colin hadn't said. That he was glad he didn't need anyone. Quintin felt the same way. He and Colin had talked about it before. The plane rides into flames needed conversations about things that weren't life and death. Things that calmed the mind from what they were about to encounter. Things like how they weren't a fit for the domestic bliss scene that had claimed most of the Stocktons.

      The bottom line? He and Colin needed to jump.

      And jumping wasn't a lifestyle that fit with a wife and kids.

      When they jumped, they might die. They both knew it, and they'd accepted the risk, because it was what made them whole.

      Chase, Quintin's older brother, had never fully understood it. He was domesticated, a husband and dad. A family guy. And Colin?

      Quintin glanced over at the Hart sibling as he did the final check on his gear. Colin was the kind of man you didn't want as an enemy. He was loyal to those he cared about, but he carried with him a sense of underlying aggression and threat, as if he were always ready for the enemy to come out of the darkness and attack.

      Quintin got that. He had an enemy too…only his was inside him. Always there. Always ready to attack. Held at bay only by the kind of danger that took all his focus…like smokejumping.

      The team settled into their seats as the plane started up.

      Colin dropped into the seat next to Quintin, leaning back. "How's it going, brother?"

      Quintin grinned. He liked the Harts, and he liked that they were family now. They were good people. Yeah, they had a rough past, but that's why the families worked together. Because the Stocktons had shadows, too. "Good. Glad to be here."

      "Me, too." Colin stretched. "You need to come to Vegas to see Tatum sing. She's incredible. And her tour manager is pretty sweet." He grinned. "Maybe ask her out. Date a nice girl for a change."

      Quintin laughed softly. "You know I never date nice women. I stay away from any woman who might get emotionally attached."

      "I hear ya." Colin crossed his ankles and closed his eyes. "You ever think about it, though? Settling down? Like your brothers? Because seeing how happy Brody is has got me thinking."

      Surprised by the question, Quintin took the time to consider a thoughtful and truthful response. "I love being an uncle," he said. "I see my brothers and how they take care of their families. I can't do that and still have my career. And I need to jump."

      Colin slanted a look at him. "Why do you need to do it?"

      Quintin didn't want to go into the fact that he couldn’t sleep if he wasn't exhausted enough. That the rush of saving forests and homes and people was what kept him going. That deep in remote forests, surrounded by trees that were counting on him for survival made him whole. "I have a hero complex."

      Colin laughed. "You'd look great in red tights and a cape."

      "Right? I tell my brothers that all the time, but they don't believe me." Quintin straightened his leg and flexed it. "See that quad? It's a thing of beauty and deserves red spandex tights. They have no vision."

      "Maybe they have perfect vision, and they know that seeing you in red tights is something they can never unsee."

      Quintin grinned. "Just so you know, I've dressed up as a Christmas elf more than once for the Rogue Valley Christmas festival. Tights and all."

      Colin raised his brows. "You're serious."

      "Damn straight." He eyed his brother-in-law. "You ought to come to Christmas some year. We always have extra elf outfits, and since you're basically an honorary Stockton, I could probably get you in."

      Colin chuckled. "Thanks, but I'll pass. I like Christmas at home." He raised his brows. "Unlike you, I like being home when I'm not jumping. My family makes me whole."

      Quintin couldn't argue with that. Even though he lived ten hours from Rogue Valley, the town would always be his home. But it was a place he didn't want to be, because the past was too dark, and the present didn't fit him.

      Quintin leaned forward, his forearms braced on his thighs as the plane took off. The engine was loud, the kind of loud that settled deep in his gut and made his very bones vibrate.

      He breathed into it, feeling the energy begin to swirl inside him, amassing power and focus. This was the moment when the monster inside him settled. The only moments when it retreated into a space so distant that Quintin didn't even sense it anymore.

      He let out a breath, relaxing as he let his mind and body attune to the mission ahead.

      It wouldn't be long. They were taking off as close to the fire as they could get.

      The occupants of the plane were silent, all of them quiet today. Sometimes the rides were loud and raucous. Today? No.

      Quintin glanced up, checking the faces of the people who he was going to rely on for his life, who were going to put their life in his hands over the upcoming grueling hours. Five of them he knew. Four of those were excellent. One was inexperienced, but strong. Four of them, he didn't know, which was unusual.

      There weren't that many smokejumpers in the country, and he'd been jumping a long time.

      "I'm Quintin Stockton," he shouted over the roar of the plane.

      Beside him, Colin opened his eyes, and he could feel Colin's attention on the unfamiliar faces.

      One of them raised a hand. "Zach Wright. I'm the medic. From Boulder Creek, Montana."

      Quintin nodded. "Nice to meet you."

      The second one looked over. She was slight, but powerful. Strong. "Jasmine Rose," she shouted. Her brown hair was in two French braids, but her upturned nose and cheekbones made her look more like a runway model than a jumper.

      Quintin almost grinned. Being a smokejumper was one of the most dangerous and physical jobs in the world. He liked that her name was so soft and feminine. It was a good reminder that even in the shit, there were good things. Like his brothers, and their wives, and all his nieces and nephews. Things he would never have, but he liked that they were a part of his life.

      Jasmine's gaze flicked toward Colin, then slid away. Nothing was said between them, but Colin's relaxed pose stiffened slightly.

      Quintin looked back and forth between the two of them. Was there a history between them? Colin was so damned reclusive and threatening that Quintin would have been shocked to think of any woman letting him get close to her. And equally unexpected was the idea that Colin would let anyone besides his family get anywhere near him.

      But there was definitely something between Jasmine and Colin. He was going to have to ask his brother-in-law about it when they had a moment.

      Quintin raised his brows at his brother-in-law, but Colin ignored him, keeping his gaze on the other two newcomers across the plane. "Who are you?" Colin shouted over the noise of the engine.

      One of the men answered. "I'm Adam." He jerked his thumb at the man sitting next to him. "Carlos."

      No last names.

      No hometowns.

      Nothing.

      Quintin and Colin looked at each other, and he knew Colin had also noticed the lack of information and reticence. Teams bonded. That's how they stayed alive.

      But there wasn't time to pursue it, because time was up.

      Quintin rose to his feet, and Colin did the same. He noticed that Colin moved protectively toward Jasmine, putting his body between her and Adam and Carlos. Colin didn't look at her or speak to her, but yeah, they definitely had something going on.

      Quintin was going to give him shit about that when they landed, because that's what brothers did.

      They lined up by the open door, parachutes strapped and ready, gear loaded up.

      Quintin moved up and slammed his hand down on Colin's shoulder. "See you on the ground."

      Colin lightly thudded Quintin's back with his fist. "Have fun, Fly Boy."

      "Always." Adrenaline surged through Quintin as he moved to the door, holding onto the edges. Looking down, he could see the orange flames surging below, and thick, black smoke raging.

      Only crazy fuckers jumped into that kind of chaos.

      Crazy fuckers who had nothing to lose.

      Like him.

      Quintin grabbed the edges of the door and threw himself out of the plane. The air caught him, jerking him like a plaything meant for nature's amusement, but he quickly took control of the situation, adjusting his fall so he was the one who owned the moment.

      He breathed in the rush of air. He let the wind charge over him. He let the darkness inside him get ripped away by the freefall.

      He glanced up and saw Colin and Jasmine were both out, as were the others. Everyone flying. Hovering in that moment when peace and solitude were all that existed. For a second, a millisecond, it was that moment of peace that eluded Quintin in all other times of his life.

      This moment of peace was what carried him through all the other moments in his life, the ones where the past tried to strangle him.

      Silently, he counted, controlling his flight as he watched the ground below, calculating where to land where he wouldn't burn up on impact.

      He pulled his chute, and the familiar pressure jerked him to almost a stop. His descent slowed, and he began to search for his landing in earnest…and then, suddenly, he heard a sound from above that made his gut turn over.

      He looked up sharply, and then swore when he saw a tiny rip in his chute.

      Tiny, but battling the pressure of winds powerful enough to destroy.

      Adrenaline took over, and Quintin went into recovery mode. He'd trained for this. He knew what to do. Intense focus took over. Survival was all that mattered. Commitment to his brothers not to ruin their day by dying.

      One Stockton brother was missing.

      He wouldn't be the next.

      The next few minutes went by both egregiously slowly and at lightning speed. With each gust, the rip fought to hold on, and lost the battle a little more.

      The ground was coming up fast. Faster than Quintin wanted, but not so fast that he had no chance. He braced himself as he neared the ground, angling his body as he'd trained.

      He skimmed past a rock outcropping, twisting to get his body out of the way. He almost made it, except his left leg slammed into the rock.

      He hit hard. Pain exploded through his leg, the kind of excruciating pain that told him that more than one bone had broken. Shit.

      He braced himself as he hit the ground, tumbling and sliding across the forest floor, ruthlessly thrown about by the chute as his left leg dragged behind him, useless. Painful beyond what he'd ever felt before.

      He knew he'd broken it. Not just broken. Shattered.

      Every inch of being dragged across the bumpy ground was beyond hell.

      Quintin fought to get the chute off, but he couldn’t brace himself with his useless leg. Wind whipped his chute, dragging him right toward a cliff. Son of a bitch. He finally jerked the release and freed himself, grabbing a root as his chute shot over the cliff and out into the smoky air.

      Quintin's injured leg was dangling over the edge, gravity trying to pull him over.

      He swore, hanging on, trying to get his weight back onto solid land, but the pain in his leg was paralyzing, making it impossible for him to move.

      Shouts echoed, and he turned his head to see Colin sprinting toward him, moving faster than a man his size should be able to run. Quintin grinned. The man looked so damned worried. Family was a bitch, right? It made you care, and he could tell Colin was worried for him.

      He wasn't going to lie. He was all right with the fact Colin was there. Quintin trusted very few people with what mattered. His brothers. Their families. And now, the Harts.

      The Hart brother in question was running hard, but at that moment, the dirt beneath Quintin began to give way, and he slid further over the edge.

      Shit.

      Colin wasn't going to get to him in time.

      Quintin thought of his brothers. He thought of all they'd endured at the hands of their alcoholic, abusive father. He thought of how hard he'd fought to get out of the hellhole he'd been born in.

      Was he going to give up that easily? Shoot over a cliff because he was in too much pain to hang on?

      No chance. He wasn't going to die today.

      With a loud roar, Quintin hauled himself back over the top of the cliff, throwing his body onto solid ground. He landed hard, and the pain was almost paralyzing, but it didn't matter.

      He'd made it.

      He wasn't dead.

      Not yet.

      Colin crouched beside him and grabbed him under the arms, dragging him further away from the cliff's edge. "That was dramatic." But his gaze was on Quintin's leg as he set him down.

      "I know. I like to be the center of attention." Quintin rolled onto his back, fighting to catch his breath against the pain. In the sky above him, smoke was thickening, threatening the trees and the forest. "How does it look?"

      "The fire?"

      "My leg." He had a feeling his lower leg was bent the wrong way, but he was taking his time looking at it.

      Colin paused. "It's pretty."

      "Well, yeah, I'm a pretty boy. You can't date me, though. I'm holding out for the woman of my dreams."

      Colin laughed softly. "On the brink of death, the truth comes out. You're a romantic."

      "I'm not on the brink of death. You're the romantic." He took a breath, willing the pain away. He had no time to hurt right now. "We need to splint it."

      There was no way out of the fire right now. Quintin had no chance but to get his ass on his feet and hold his own for the next forty-eight hours. If he couldn’t, he'd die out here, or others would die trying to protect him.

      Neither was acceptable, and smoke was already swirling around them.

      Jasmine reached them and dropped to her knees. "Oh, God. That's bad." She touched Quintin's arm. "Do you have someone we should call? A wife? Girlfriend?"

      A wife. No. No wife. No one to worry. No one to sit up worrying that he wasn't going to come back. Well, his brothers would care, but that was different. "Nope. I'm one of those solo warriors."

      "Good." She smiled. "No spouse could handle what we do."

      Quintin met Colin's gaze, and he knew that Jasmine was speaking the truth. Quintin had to jump to stay sane, which meant that the domestic lives his brothers had could never be his.

      No matter how much a part of Quintin might burn to have the families that his brothers had found, he could never have it, because smokejumping was everything. It was all he had. Literally.

      Zach, who was hopefully a great medic, ran over and crouched next to him. He swore. "Shit, Quintin. You might never jump on that leg again."

      A split second of terror surged through Quintin, quickly followed by a raw, unyielding determination. "No," he growled. "I'll be fine. Splint it, and let's go."

      He had to keep jumping. It was all he knew. All he cared about. All that mattered.

      He didn't have a choice about whether to do it.

      Smokejumping might kill him someday, but without it? He would die a whole lot faster.

      Jumping wasn't over for him.

      He simply wouldn't allow it.

      But when he met Colin's gaze and saw the grim expression on his brother-in-law's face, he knew he was in trouble.
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      Too many months and surgeries later, Quintin leaned on his steering wheel and ground his jaw as he stared up at the icy walkway to his brother Chase's Wyoming ranch house.

      Ice.

      He was wary of ice.

      For years, he'd been jumping out of planes into forest fires, one of the best smokejumpers in the country.

      He'd taken down more than a few forest fires, consulted on others, and charged into many burning buildings and barns.

      He'd faced down his raging drunk dad when the bastard was waving a baseball bat around that could kill the skinny teenager Quintin had once been.

      He'd done it all.

      Nothing stopped him. Nothing scared him. Nothing held him back.

      And now…ice made him nervous.

      Quintin swore under his breath. Screw that. It had been a long few months, but ice?

      He could handle ice.

      With a low growl, he shoved open the door to his pickup truck, but he paused before putting his left foot down on the ground, taking the time to make sure the driveway was clear.

      He hated that he had to do that. He hated that he had to live like that. And most importantly, it scared the living hell out of him that his shattered leg was taking this long to heal.

      This latest surgery was his last chance. He was only a few weeks post-op, so too soon to officially tell, but yesterday, the doctor had told him that the leg wasn't making the progress that he'd been hoping for.

      Game not over…but the walls were closing in.

      The driveway looked like it had snow only, no ice, so Quintin carefully set his boot on the ground, and then balanced as he eased his way out of the truck. Anything that shifted his weight off balance was dangerous, and getting out of his jacked-up pickup fit that bill.

      The doc had tried to get him to switch to a sedan.

      No chance.

      Holding onto the door, Quintin braced himself against the truck as he shut the door. He'd just let go when the front door of the house flew open, and his nephew ran out onto the front steps. He was wearing a red Santa hat and green elf slippers. "Uncle Quintin!"

      The youth sprinted down the steps, and Quintin didn't have time to brace himself as J.J. threw himself into his arms. Quintin caught him, but the quick movement sent sharp pain shooting up his leg. He willed himself to keep his balance, cradling the youth against his chest to keep the child safe as Quintin fought to stabilize them. "Hey, J.J."

      J.J. looped his arms around Quintin's neck and beamed up at his uncle, oblivious to Quintin's struggle. The youth's bright blue eyes were wide with delight. "Ten days until Santa comes. It's hard to be good for that long."

      Quintin laughed, even as sweat beaded on his brow from the pain. "Want to hear a secret?"

      J.J. nodded. "I won't tell."

      "You can tell Alexander and your parents. No secrets from them." Alexander was a little boy that Chase and Mira had recently adopted after almost a year of fostering. "Here's the thing." He shifted the boy to his right hip and started to limp up the walkway. "I was never good as a kid. Santa doesn't care. He'll come anyway. It's cool."

      Granted, Santa had never visited Quintin as a kid, but it hadn't been because he'd been bad. It had been because his dad had been an abusive, alcoholic bastard who didn't give a shit about his nine sons who had wound up on his doorstep.

      A legacy that had haunted all nine Stockton brothers long into their adulthood. Most of his brothers had found their way out of it, to a certain extent.

      Quintin? Not so much.

      J.J.'s eyes widened. "Really? Santa will come anyway?"

      "I swear it. You're all set." Quintin had never been around kids before his brothers had started getting married and adding to the family, but he'd found that he liked being around them. Mostly because his brothers' kids had the childhood he'd never had, and he liked seeing kids who were growing up safe, loved, and secure.

      J.J. stared at him. "I don't think my mom and dad know that Santa comes even if you're bad. I better tell them."

      "Yeah, you definitely should let them know. Tell them that I told you. Then they'll know it's true."

      "I will!" They reached the top step, and J.J. squirmed to get free.

      Quintin braced himself, then carefully set the youth down. The moment J.J.'s feet hit the ground, he took off, shouting for his parents and Alexander. Quintin dragged his sleeve across his brow, wiping away the perspiration from the pain, then followed J.J. into the house.

      The massive family room was cozy and inviting, and a fifteen-foot Christmas tree stretched up high beneath the vaulted ceiling. It was decorated beautifully, with as many handmade ornaments as store-bought ones. The lights were twinkling, and the silver garland glittered.

      He let out his breath. It was a hell of a tree.

      Silently, he limped across the family room and touched one of the branches. The pine was supple, and he leaned in to smell it. Trees called to him. He'd spent his career saving forests from fires.

      And that career might be over, thanks to a rip in his parachute that had resulted in four breaks in his left leg.

      His fingers tightened around the branches as the grim thought shot through him, and he quickly shoved it aside.

      No. He would be back there. He would be on a plane by the time the next fire season rolled in. End of story. Because that was all he had.

      "It's from Rollins Tree Farm," Chase said behind him. "Just like Ol' Skip used to get."

      Ol' Skip had been the man who'd run the ranch that the Stocktons now owned. He'd been the one to teach a bunch of rogue teenage miscreants about horses and hot dinners and things like Christmas trees and feeling safe. He'd caught a couple of the Stocktons vandalizing his barn, but instead of calling the cops, he'd put them to work mucking stalls. And then, the rest of the brothers followed suit.

      Quintin would never forget riding in the back of Ol' Skip's pickup truck and heading to Rollins Tree Farm to pick a Christmas tree. His first Christmas tree ever. It was one of his few good memories of Christmas as a kid.

      He'd later even worked there for the Christmas rush during high school, both to be around the trees, and to be around the Rollins family.

      If it hadn't been for Jim Rollins, Quintin would never have believed that a dad could be a good man, and that parents actually protected their kids, supported them, and were even nice to them.

      And he recalled, with vivid clarity, their daughter, Emma. Sassy, irreverent, and completely willing to give a rebellious slacker a hard time when he deserved it.

      He smiled, thinking of Emma. Nerd Girl, he'd called her. Mostly to tease her, but also to hide how damned impressed he'd been with how smart she was. A year older than he was, she'd been so out of his league and yet, at the same time, somehow, they'd forged a bond over Christmas trees, wreaths, and poinsettias.

      He brushed his fingers over the branches one final time, then turned to face his oldest brother, Chase. "It's a good tree."

      "Yeah. It's a little tall, but that's what the boys wanted." Chase looked like a dad. Yeah, he was wearing jeans and he was still fit, but his t-shirt had a cartoon of Rudolph wearing a cowboy hat and riding a horse, and he was wearing plaid, fleece slippers. A man that Quintin felt like he barely knew anymore. But Quintin had come back for Christmas because Chase had asked him to return.

      "Glad you could make it," Chase said, the truth evident in his tone.

      "You told me it was a family emergency, so I'm here." Quintin generally tried to make it to the Stockton family Christmas, but he hadn't felt like it this year. He'd been spending all his time in the gym, trying to keep his body going, fighting off the desolation threatening to take him. "What's up?"

      Chase grinned. "You."

      Quintin frowned. "What are you talking about? I'm not having an emergency."

      "Have you been drinking?"

      Quintin stiffened. "I don't drink alcohol. None of us do, because of Dad."

      Chase nodded. "Good. What about pain killers after the surgery?"

      "I didn't even fill the prescription. I'd never take that chance." Not a single one of his brothers had ever tried even a drop of alcohol or any drug. Ever. Being the kids of an addict had taught them lessons they didn't need to repeat.

      Chase let out a breath. "Good. I was worried."

      "That I'd drink or start messing with drugs? I'd cut off my arm before I'd go down that road. You know that. We're all that way." He frowned. "Is that the big emergency? That I'm turning into an addict?"

      "We're all addicts. Or at least, that's how we have to live life." Chase gestured to the couch. "Sit down."

      Quintin limped across the room and sank down onto the huge couch. The room had enough couch space to seat at least twenty people now, which still wouldn't be enough if the whole family was here, especially if some of the Harts showed up, which they tended to do, often unannounced. "What's going on?"

      Chase sat down across from him and leaned forward. "Dad lost his shit when my mom died. She was the one who put him over the edge. Yeah, he was always a bastard, but her death was the one that unleashed the monster."

      A cold shadow gripped Quintin. "Are you saying I'm turning into Dad?" The thought was chilling. Chilling. Chase was the oldest Stockton, the one who remembered and experienced things the others hadn't. Chase was the one who had put his body between an abusive drunk and his little brothers again and again and again over many years.

      Quintin owed him everything.

      "No. Hell, no. You're not Dad." Chase rested his forearms on his thighs. "But I've watched you over the last six months since your accident. You're not in a good place, are you?"

      "I'm fine." Irritation prickled through Quintin. "Is that why you brought me home? For an intervention?"

      "Your career was everything to you, which means you lost what mattered to you most," Chase said. "You gotta find something else. Something that matters to you. Something that drives your soul."

      Resistance flooded Quintin. "I'll be back in the air again."

      "And if you're not?"

      "I will be." He had to be. "This is about trying to get me back to the ranch, like everyone else, right?"

      Chase had a dream of all nine of the brothers, plus the sister they'd recently learned about, all living on the Stockton ranch. The only two holdouts were Quintin and Caleb, who had disappeared a decade ago. "This ranch isn't my dream, Chase. It's not."

      Chase's jaw tightened, but he nodded. "I accept that. But what I don't accept is my brother living in hell."

      "I'm not living in hell."

      "You're on your way." Brutal honesty undercut with the kind of love and loyalty that would never die, no matter what.

      Which meant it was impossible to be mad. He could, however, disagree. "I'll make it back." Quintin stood up. "If there's no family emergency, I'm going back home." It was a ten-hour drive, but he was used to staying up all night. "I'll schedule physical therapy for the morning. Try to get some extra time in."

      Chase rose to his feet. "Christmas is in ten days."

      "I know that." Quintin started limping toward the door, cursing at his uneven gait. "Happy Holidays."

      "Stay through Christmas. Take a break. Things are good here. Talk to Logan. He went through what you're going through. He'll have good advice."

      "He wanted to leave his job. I don't. There's a difference." Quintin opened the front door and looked back at his brother. "I'm glad you're happy. I'm glad you guys have all found domestic bliss. Truly. But jumping out of planes into forest fires is what I was born to do. I've found my place." Even as he spoke, he felt the throbbing in his leg, but he shoved it aside. "Don't be the guy who tries to shut down others' dreams so he can have his."

      Chase's jaw flexed, but he nodded. "I'm trying not to do that," he said. "But you're still hurt. You can't go back to work today or tomorrow, or even next week. And Christmas is a shitty time to be alone when things aren't going well. Stay for a while."

      Quintin closed his eyes for a moment, pausing to control the urge to shout at his brother to back off. There was so much rage inside Quintin. Rage that had been a part of him his whole life.

      Rage at his dad. Rage at his mom for dying and leaving him and Logan with the abusive drunk. Rage at his brothers for finding a domestic life that he didn't fit into.

      And now, on top of all that, he had so much rage at his injury. At that landing where he'd heard the snap of his bones, where he'd felt pain that he knew he shouldn't be feeling.

      Rage sitting in his living room, fighting off the excruciating pain that he refused to abate with painkillers, while his teammates continued fighting the battles that he used to lead.

      That he was born to lead.

      "Quintin?" Chase sounded concerned.

      Screw that. Quintin didn't need pity or sympathy.

      He opened his eyes, and stared into his brother's bright blue eyes, the Stockton blue eyes. Blue eyes that he'd been looking into his whole life. Blue eyes that belonged to every single Stockton, with the except of him and Logan. He took a breath, and his resistance to Chase faded.

      The Stockton brothers had been a team for decades. The nine of them who stood by each other, who never let anyone else in, who had brought in their sister as soon as they'd found out about her. Chase was his brother. His foundation. His roots.

      But now…loyalties were spread around wives and kids and friends who had become family.

      Quintin didn't have a place here anymore, not the way he used to. And the only way he would was if he grabbed himself a wife and a couple kids, and started riding an ATV around the ranch again, dealing with horses.

      He didn't want that. He wanted to jump. To stop fires. To be the hero that no one except his team even knew about.

      "Quintin," Chase said again.

      But at the same time…Chase was family. Quintin took a breath. "What?" he asked, but his voice was quieter now. Less resistant.

      "Stay."

      "I don't want to." But even as Quintin said it, something inside him protested. His brothers were here. They were his core. His foundation. They had literally held each other up as kids. Taken beatings for each other. Carried each other to Ol' Skip's ranch for help or food, or to hide out when it got too bad.

      And without his career to hold onto, Quintin was spiraling in a way he hadn't experienced in a very long time.

      And it scared him.

      It scared him because he knew what blood ran in his veins, what he had the potential to become. Chase knew it too, or he wouldn't have asked about the alcohol and the painkillers, or made the reference to their dad.

      The thought stopped Quintin. Chase would never have made the comparison to their father lightly. For him to bring it up, to mention drinking… Quintin looked at his brother. "I seem that bad to you?"

      Chase nodded. "Yeah. You do."

      Quintin let out his breath. Chase had always been the one to hold them together. He respected his opinion. "I could stay for a day or two, I guess."

      A smile flashed across Chase's face, but it was the stark relief in his eyes that hit Quintin hard. Chase was deeply worried about him…which was telling.

      Quintin could lie to himself about how bad he was, but apparently, he couldn’t lie to his brother.

      "You want to stay here, or in the River House?" Chase asked.

      "Neither." The River House had ten bedrooms, but it was filling up with kids and wives and the Hart siblings, who had claimed the Stocktons as family when their sister had married a Stockton. The only Hart he knew well was Colin, because he was also a smokejumper. But Colin made him think of the life he couldn’t lead right now, so he'd stayed away from him as well.

      But he wasn't about to intrude on Chase's family and set up camp in his house. "What about the bunkhouse? Is that available?"

      The bunkhouse used to be where the brothers crashed back when Chase's house was small, and there were no women around.

      Chase nodded. "Yeah, it's still there. Mira actually fixed it up, so it's pretty decent."

      "Great. I'll stay there."

      "You still have a key?"

      "Yeah."

      "Breakfast?"

      "Nah. I'll crash. I've been driving all night. I'll see you later on." He gave his brother a quick hug, then stepped outside, breathing in the icy air. Christmas.

      "And by the way?" Chase stopped him.

      Quintin looked back at him. "What?"

      "You will suffer forever for telling two young boys that they didn't actually have to be good for Santa to come. We were using that very strategically as a parental survival technique."

      Quintin grinned. "I didn't tell two boys. I just told one. I'm completely blameless."

      "You're an ass. But I still love you."

      "Back at ya, big brother." Quintin pulled the door shut behind him and stood on the front porch for a moment. The ranch was covered in a blanket of white snow. There were garlands wrapped around the railings on the front porch. A giant wreath was on the door behind him, with a huge red bow. Wreaths were on every window of Chase's house, and on the doors of the barn nearest the house.

      There was even a snowman in the yard, with a cowboy hat, a lasso, and a snow pony.

      A couple of pickup trucks were parked by the barn, and he recognized them as belonging to a couple of his brothers. Were they in on the intervention attempt by Chase?

      He didn't want to hear about it.

      Didn't want to go in there and chat.

      He was just tired. So damned tired.

      Quintin limped over to his truck and climbed in, half tempted to turn around and head home. Maybe he'd just sleep for the day, then head out tonight.

      Relief settled through him. Yeah, he'd do that.

      Because Christmas with his family didn't fit in his headspace right now. It wasn't where he was.

      Never had been, actually. He'd never learned the big deal about Christmas, and he was too damned drained to fake it. Working at the Rollins Tree Farm had been about the trees and the Rollins family.

      Never about Christmas.

      So, yeah. Nap, and then out of there.

      The Stockton family Christmas would have to go on without him this year.
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      "The back door is unlocked," Emma Rollins whispered as she tested the doorknob. Her knees were frozen almost completely solid from crawling through the snow for the last twenty yards, but it was worth it. "We're going in."

      Her son Ethan stood next to her. "I don't want to."

      She bit her lip against the wave of frustration and sadness. Where was the little boy who used to laugh and play? She was going to get him back, which is why they were here. Doing this. Fighting back against the last six months. "You want Grandma and Grandpa to brag about beating us the entire time we're here? Grandpa is so annoying. You know he'll wear his 'I'm a champion' shirt and matching hat."

      The corner of Ethan's mouth quirked. "You think he'd make me wear that 'My grandpa is faster than me' hat?"

      "Of course he will. You want that?"

      Ethan finally grinned, the first hint of a smile she'd seen in far too long. "No."

      "Then let's do this."

      "All right." Ethan crouched next to her, his little boots already covered with snow. He'd crawled too, but his snow pants had handled the mission far better than her jeans. They were both wearing Santa hats and the heavy parkas needed for mid-December in Wyoming. "What if the alarm goes off?"

      "The alarm hasn't worked in twenty years." She grinned. "And if it does go off, we'll jump out and scare the daylights out of them when they come running to see who broke in."

      Ethan's smile widened, showing his two missing front teeth. "Okay."

      "And if the alarm doesn't go off, you remember the plan?"

      He nodded, then pretended to lock his lips and throw away the key.

      "Good man," she said, hope racing through her. This was the Ethan of old, the Ethan who lived life with a sparkle and sass. Please let this work. She was banking everything on this trip, on the decision she'd made without telling her parents or Ethan. "I'll take you on a mission with me any day." She pulled off her snow-covered gloves and shoved them in her pocket. Then she pulled off her mini backpack and opened it. "Arm yourself."

      He reached inside and pulled out his Nerf gun. She did the same, and they both checked to make sure that the foam darts were loaded. They each put a spare handful of ammunition in their jacket pockets, and then donned a pair of plastic goggles.

      His had green lenses, and she'd chosen pink ones. "Ready?"

      He nodded, and a little giggle snuck out.

      Tears filled her eyes at his giggle. He was laughing. She swallowed her emotions and assumed the role of Nerf Gun assassin squad leader. "Silence, comrade. Onward we go." Still on her knees, she gripped the doorknob and twisted it. The latch lifted, and she eased the door open ever so slowly.

      They both leaned forward to inspect the dark corridor of the back hallway. The morning sun did little for the windowless hallway, and the lights hadn't been turned on. Nice and dim. Perfect for stalking.

      Boxes were stacked all along the walls, some of them open, but most of them still sealed. A couple benches were stacked with Christmas blankets with the price tags still on them, and there were dozens of pairs of hand-knit mittens piled on top.

      Her throat tightened at the familiar sight. Home always felt so good whenever she returned, but this time, it felt different. It meant so much more. How close she'd come to never being able to come back here to see her dad, to never sneaking down the hall to assault him again. One breath, one moment, one thing going differently, and they wouldn't be here today.

      "No one's there," Ethan whispered.

      "The coast is clear," she agreed, trying to swallow her emotions. "Let's move." She held the door as Ethan crawled under her arm, and then she slipped in behind him, carefully easing the door closed. She put her finger on her lips, and he did the same.

      Then Emma let him lead the way down the hall, trying to keep from laughing as he hunched over, trying to make himself invisible. Voices drifted from the business office, voices she recognized. Her parents, Kathi and Jim Rollins, were heavily immersed in conversation.

      The floor creaked under Ethan's foot, and they both froze.

      The voices continued without pause.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/authenticity-playground-logo-sRGB-84-70.jpg







OEBPS/images/authenticity-playground-logo-sRGB-206-70.jpg
AUTHENTICITY PLAYGROUND





