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      Crap, I’m gonna be late!

      The tires of my truck squeal on the pavement as I turn onto Main Street toward the Deepwood Mountain Library. I’m still in my station T-shirt and pants because there wasn’t time to change into something more casual after my last call.

      Mrs. Cafarelli and her husband are probably still at Mercy General getting checked out after their fender bender on Route 12, but they're fine.

      Shaken up, sure, but fine.

      The call ran long because Mrs. Carafelli insisted on telling me about her granddaughter in Bozeman who's "just lovely and single," while I was trying to help her into the ambulance.

      Any other day, I’d have taken that number without hesitation. Today, all I could think about was a room full of six year olds waiting for me to read them a book about a speedy little fire truck.

      Six months ago, if someone told me I'd be stressed about disappointing a bunch of first graders, I would've laughed in their face.

      I mean, Aiden Vale doesn't do Story Time at the library. He does late nights at the bar, early mornings sneaking out of women’s bedrooms, and just enough heroic firefighter shit to keep his reputation intact.

      Except here I am, damn near speeding to make it on time.

      I jump out of my truck and push through the library's back door a little too hard, earning a sharp look from the librarian in a supply room nearby. I flash her my best apologetic smile—the one that usually gets me out of trouble—and she softens immediately.

      Some things never change.

      Truth is, I signed up for this gig for all the wrong reasons.

      Volunteering to read to kids at the local library?

      This place is a prime hunting ground for single moms looking for a hero type, lonely librarians who've read one too many romance novels, and maybe even a hot teacher or two.

      Plus, it makes me look good to my captain, and in a small town like Deepwood Mountain, reputation is currency.

      And yeah, I've gotten plenty of numbers.

      I'm not going to lie.

      But somewhere along the way, something changed. The kids started being the point, worming their way into my heart. I like the way they light up when I walk in, hang on every word when I do the voices—and I do great voices—or how they scramble to sit next to me, like I'm a celebrity.

      I'd never admit it to my buddy, Chevy. But Thursdays have become something I look forward to, and that's something I never expected to apply to an activity that doesn’t involve alcohol or a woman.

      I round the corner toward the children's section…

      …and run right into someone.

      My shoulder catches her square, and suddenly there's a bag hitting the floor, a clipboard clattering against tile, pens rolling everywhere.

      "Shit—sorry—" My hands shoot out automatically, catching her by the arms to steady her, and that's when I actually take a look.

      She’s got amazing eyes…they’re a deep, rich, cocoa brown, big and expressive, framed by dark lashes.

      Then the rest of her registers in a rush—long ebony hair pulled back in a messy braid, a few loose strands falling around her face. Her full lips are parted in a small gasp and her cheeks are flushed pink.

      She's pretty in this quiet way that catches me completely off guard. Not done up, or even trying. Just...naturally beautiful. The kind of pretty that would be easy to miss if you weren't paying attention.

      And hell, I'm at attention—I mean, paying attention.

      She's small. The top of her head barely reaches my chest, and I'm suddenly aware my hands are still wrapped around her upper arms, the warmth of her body searing through the fabric of her cardigan. She's soft everywhere I'm hard with curves that her modest clothes can't quite hide, and believe me, I'm looking. Her sweater buttons up to her collarbone, but my brain is already imagining what's underneath it.

      Down, boy. You're in a library. About to read to children.

      She also smells incredible—like honeysuckle on a summer night. It hits me right in the chest and somewhere considerably lower.

      "I—I'm okay," she stammers, and her voice is a little breathy. Those dark eyes dart up to meet mine, then away just as quickly. "Sorry, I wasn't watching where I was going."

      "Pretty sure this was all my fault." I don't let go of her arms. I should. "I usually take a woman to dinner before I sweep her off her feet."

      It's a standard line, delivered with my standard smirk. The one that usually earns me a giggle, a hair flip, maybe a coy "oh, stop" that's really an invitation to keep going.

      She blushes harder.

      That blush is something else. It starts in her cheeks and blooms down her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of her cardigan…and now I'm wondering just how far down it goes and if her whole body turns that pretty shade of pink when she's flustered. Or aroused.

      Christ, Vale.

      But she doesn't respond playfully or give me an opening. She just takes a small step backward—out of my grip—and crouches down to gather her things.

      "I’m fine," she says quietly, not quite meeting my eyes. "Really."

      I crouch down with her, picking up pens and a clipboard that has what looks like a lesson plan attached to it. Our fingers brush when I hand it back to her, and she pulls away like I've burned her.

      Mine tingle. Damn.

      She's not playing along with me, or flirting in any way.

      And I have no idea what to do with that.

      I stand when she does, and now I'm noticing other things…the way she tucks those loose strands of hair behind her ear, the small silver studs in her earlobes. The way her chest rises and falls a little too quickly—like maybe she's not as unaffected as she's pretending to be.

      "You're heading to the children's section, too?" I ask, because we're standing at the entrance that leads there.

      She nods. "I'm here with my class. For Story Time."

      Something clicks. "Wait…you're Miss Mahoney? Your class talked about you non-stop."

      Her eyes finally meet mine, and there's surprise there. "I had the flu the last time they came out. A sub brought them. How do you know my students?"

      "I'm the guy who read to them." I can't help the grin that spreads across my face. "Aiden Vale, Deepwood Mountain Fire Department. I'd shake your hand, but I've already knocked you over once today."

      That earns me a small smile. Barely there. But I see it.

      "You're the firefighter who does Story Time?" She sounds skeptical. Her gaze travels over me—the uniform, the biceps and pecs I know look good in this T-shirt—and something flares in her eyes before she shuts it down.

      Oh, she's definitely not as unaffected as she wants me to think.

      "In the flesh." I gesture toward the children's section. "After you, Miss Mahoney."

      She hesitates for a second, then walks past me. I fall into step beside her, close enough to catch another hit of that honeysuckle scent and notice the sway of her hips beneath her skirt.

      It's a modest skirt. Hits just below her knees. But those curves underneath it are criminal, and I'm pretty sure modesty is only making it worse…making me want to peel back all those layers and see what’s⁠—

      "The kids really love you," she interrupts my train of thought, and her voice is warmer now, less guarded. "They talk about Mr. Aiden all the time. Oscar drew a picture of you last week."

      “Yeah?” That does something to my heart. He’s the kid that’s here every weekend with his grandfather. I’ve come out on the weekends for surprise visits when I have time. “Was I putting out a fire? Saving a cat from a tree?"

      "You were reading a book." She glances up at me, and there's a softness in her eyes that wasn't there before. "He said you’re his favorite reader and firefighter."

      My heart goes berserk in my chest. He said that? I don't have a clever response. For once, my silver tongue fails me.

      We reach the children's section and a chorus of little voices erupts.

      "Mr. Aiden's here!"
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        * * *

      

      I do my thing…high fives and fist bumps all around and a special handshake with Oscar that we've been perfecting. The kids are already gathered on the colorful rug, bouncing with energy, and I settle into the reading chair like it's a throne.

      But I know exactly where Miss Mahoney is standing.

      Off to the side, near one of the volunteers. Her arms are crossed over that clipboard she's still clutching and she’s watching me with an expression I can't read.

      I grab today's book, Flash the Fire Engine, and launch into it…complete with dramatic voices and sound effects. When Flash zooms through town, I make the siren sound and the kids lose their minds.

      I'm good at this. I know I'm good at this. But every few pages, my eyes drift to Miss Mahoney.

      She's kneeling next to one of the kids now, a little boy who looks anxious, fidgeting instead of paying attention to the story. Her hand rests on his shoulder, and she's leaning in close, saying something that makes him nod and settle. The kindness in her face, the patience—it's the sweetest thing I've seen all day.

      She catches me looking and drops her gaze immediately. That blush creeps back up her neck.

      I stumble over a word, like some amateur, because I'm too busy staring at a pretty elementary school teacher instead of reading about a cartoon fire truck.

      Get your shit together.

      I finish the book strong, snapping it closed with a flourish that makes the kids cheer.

      "Mr. Aiden, do you drive the big red truck?" One little boy asks.

      "Sometimes.” I smile. “When they let me."

      "Have you ever been in a real fire?"

      "A few. But I always wear my special gear to keep me safe."

      "Mr. Aiden?" A little girl with pigtails raises her hand. "Are you married?"

      I laugh. "Nope."

      "Do you have a girlfriend?" She continues.

      "Also no."

      "Miss Mahoney doesn't have a husband or a boyfriend either!" Oscar announces loudly. Helpfully. God bless ’em.

      I glance over at her. She looks like she wants to melt into the floor, her face the color of a ripe tomato.

      "You should ask Miss Mahoney on a date!" A third kid chimes in, completely earnest. "She's really really nice, and she smells good."

      Can confirm, at least on that last point, kid.

      The adults in the room are trying not to laugh. My shy little teacher has her hand pressed over her eyes, shaking her head. She's mortified.

      I should change the subject. Save her from the embarrassment.

      Instead, I grin—full wattage, cocky as hell—and say, "Maybe I will."

      The kids erupt, cheering and clapping. Her face has moved past tomato into something closer to fire engine red.

      It's adorable.

      And I'm so screwed.

      As Story Time winds down, the volunteers take over to set up for the craft activity, and the kids migrate toward tables covered in construction paper and glue sticks. I hang back, watching Miss Mahoney talk to one of the librarians about getting her class organized for the bus back to school.

      There's something warm and genuine about her that's different from the women I usually go for…different in a way I can't quite name.

      I run a hand through my hair, nervously. When did I start doing that?

      The librarian moves away, and I make my move with a casual stride and easy smile. Miss Mahoney’s spine straightens as I approach, her chin lifting slightly.

      Like she's bracing for impact.

      "So," I say, stopping in front of her, close enough to see how flawless her dewy skin is. "We never actually did the formal introduction thing. I'm Aiden, but I didn’t get your first name.”

      "Beth." Her voice is steadier now than it was in the hallway.

      "Beth," I say. I like how it sounds. Simple. Sweet. It suits her. "That's pretty."

      Her lips press together. She's fighting a smile or a grimace—I honestly can't tell.

      "Listen," I continue, turning up the charm to full blast. The eye contact, the slightly lowered voice, the attention that makes women feel special. "I meant what I said to the kids. I'd love to take you out sometime. Get coffee, grab dinner—whatever you want. How about you give me your number and I'll call you?"

      I've done this a hundred times. A thousand. It always works.

      Beth bites her lip. I watch her do it, that small white press of teeth into soft pink flesh, and my mind goes places it definitely shouldn't in the middle of a library.

      "No," she says.

      I blink. Um, did she just…"Sorry?"

      "No, I don't think so." She says it politely. Gently, even. Without malice or attitude. Just...certainty. "But thank you for asking. And thank you for reading to the kids today. They really do enjoy it."

      She gives me a small smile and then she's turning away, walking toward her students, leaving me standing there like an idiot.

      What just happened?

      I watch her go. Watch her crouch down to help one of the kids with his shoelace, her braid falling over her shoulder. She laughs at something another kid says—that soft, warm laugh I suddenly want to be the cause of.

      She said no.

      Women don't say no to me. That's not arrogance, it's just fact. It's been my reality for as long as I can remember. I've got the face, the body, the job, the charm…the whole damn package. Women give me their numbers and their time and, eventually, access to the most secret, delicious parts of their bodies.

      But Beth Mahoney, with her dark eyes and her soft cardigans and her blush that I can't stop thinking about, turned me down flat.

      Can we say, rude?

      So why does it only make me want her more?
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