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			Chapter One

			“I call dibs on first shower!” Kincaid shouted.

			“Dude, no. You had dibs last time,” Ward complained.

			Stephanie Díaz chuckled to herself as she watched her fellow firefighters fight over who got to wash off the ash and smoke smell first. Sometimes it paid to be one of the only female firefighters in the company. 

			Not all the time, of course. She’d had to fight and claw her way to prove she belonged here. 

			A lot of men still didn’t think women could be first responders. What a bunch of sexist bullshit. She was just as good—no, she was better at her job than most of the men she worked with.

			On days like today, when they were all hot, dirty, and sweaty from putting out a fire and there were only five shower stalls to eight firefighters, she was glad there was a separate bathroom. Technically it was for her and the one other female firefighter their station employed. It used to be the chief’s office and private bathroom, but when the station hired her and Vanessa Torres, Chief Jeffords moved to one of the empty storage rooms so the women could have privacy.

			She breezed by the men, who were still arguing, silently thanking departmental scheduling that she and Torres rarely got put on shift together. A lovely hot shower all to herself. Pure heaven.

			“I didn’t realize you were keeper of the shower chart, Ward,” Kincaid said.

			Stephanie shook her head, commenting as she passed, “You better let Ward go first, Kincaid. If you don’t, he might get bored waiting and try to make dinner. Then we’ll be crouching over the porcelain throne all night.”

			Ward scowled, crossing his arms over his chest as he glared at her. “That was one time, Díaz. And it wasn’t my fault we got food poisoning—the eggs were bad.”

			She scoffed. Everyone knew Ward couldn’t cook for shit. “They weren’t even fully cooked. The yolks were runny.”

			“They were over easy,” he protested.

			“They were gross.”

			“They were, man,” Kincaid agreed. “Super gross.” 

			“Fine.” Ward threw his hands up in surrender. “When it’s my turn to cook, I’ll just bring in takeout from now on. Happy, everyone?”

			“Dude, unclench and go shower,” O’Neil said. “I’ll start dinner and take second cleanup.”

			“Thanks, man.” Ward slapped his fellow firefighter on the shoulder, glaring at her and Kincaid before heading toward the station’s small locker room. 

			Stephanie made her way to the women’s locker room. As she started to open the door, she felt a hand on her arm. Pausing, she glanced up to see Ward. He grinned. That smile made half the women in Denver drop their panties—according to the firehouse bragging—but not her. Her panties were firmly intact.

			Working in the firefighter field, she stood side by side with a lot of very muscular, very attractive men. But they were all simply coworkers. Mixing work and pleasure was never a good idea, especially for her. Been there, done that, got the trashed reputation to prove it. She didn’t want anyone here thinking she’d slept her way into a job. She had worked her damn ass off to get where she was, and she deserved respect. 

			After her transfer four years ago, she had vowed never to get involved with another firefighter again. So what if Eli Ward looked like one of those surfers on that lifeguard show her mom used to watch? All blond hair and sky blue eyes, with a body kept in excellent shape by the demanding physical aspects of the job. And okay, he was funny, too, when he wasn’t being an ass.

			But he was her friend and coworker.

			End of story. 

			Rule number one in the “surviving in a male-dominated career” Díaz handbook: No dating or sleeping with coworkers. She couldn’t go through the rigmarole again—the gossip, the name-calling, the not-so-subtle jeers from her “friends.” After all this time, the memories still left a sour taste in her mouth.

			“What, Ward?” She mentally chastised herself for being so abrupt with him. Not his fault her mind had wandered to the darkened corners of her memory. 

			He dropped her arm and took a step back. “Jeez, no need to bite my head off, Díaz.”

			She sighed, the high of the call fading as exhaustion set in. “Sorry.” She rubbed her hand over her eyes. “I’m just a little beat.”

			“Hey.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “You did great out there. Kicked that fire’s ass.”

			“Fires don’t have asses.” And she had done great. They all had. Ward included, though she’d rather eat his runny eggs than admit that fact.

			“Always literal, Díaz.” He chuckled. “That’s why you’re so funny.”

			She shoved his shoulder, unable to hide a smile. This was why they were friends. He always knew how to pull her out of a funk. 

			“Shut up and tell me whatever it is you wanted to say. And quickly, before Kincaid takes all the hot water.”

			“Chief wants the two of us in his office after we clean up.”

			His matter-of-fact declaration woke her up a little. “Huh, did he say why?”

			Ward shook his head. “Nope. Just that he has something he wants to talk to both of us about.”

			Weird, but what the chief wanted, the chief got. “Okay, thanks.”

			She turned and headed into the small office/locker room, shutting the door behind her. Chief had added some old lockers and left a few chairs in there. There was only one shower, but since she and Vanessa rarely were on shift together, it worked. As she stripped, hanging up her jacket and pants and tossing her dirty T-shirt and jeans in the hamper, her heart started to pound. What could the chief want? If it were just a meeting with her, she’d assume he wanted to talk about a schedule shift or some volunteer opportunities he would ask her to head up. 

			Or maybe—her heartbeat kicked up with hope—something about a promotion. 

			She’d been working her butt off for years. Always reaching toward her goal: to be the youngest female fire chief in Denver. Every time a man in her life told her it was an impossible dream—and a shit ton had said it over the years—it just drove her to succeed. As a woman, she had to work twice as hard as her male coworkers. As a Latine woman, she felt she had to work twice as hard as her white female coworkers, which meant Stephanie was working four times as hard as everyone around her for less recognition. And she’d be damned if she let anyone’s doubt in her abilities get in her way.

			Her parents had worked so hard to give her every opportunity growing up. They cheered her on when she got her degree in fire science. They supported her move to Denver when things went haywire at her old station. She would get that chief position one day.

			She hadn’t been able to achieve her goal before they passed, but she knew, wherever they were, they were still watching, still cheering her on. She wouldn’t let them down.

			She stepped into the small bathroom, turning on the shower in the small upright stall and stepping inside. The water pressure wasn’t great, since the guys were showering in the locker room next door, but it was hot and clean. 

			She grabbed the bar of soap from the dish and lathered up, washing away the soot and grime from a hard hour of fighting a blazing inferno that almost destroyed an entire building. Thankfully, the place had been abandoned, so there were no casualties. The only people who’d been injured were the drunk jackasses who thought it would be a good idea to set off illegal fireworks in an empty strip mall. And those jerks deserved all the fines and penalties coming their way. If the fire had spread to the stores still in operation just a block away, they could have killed someone.

			Assholes.

			It wasn’t even July yet. Where were these dicks getting fireworks? And why Americans celebrated their independence by blowing shit up, she’d never understand. She hoped the chief didn’t want to talk to her and Ward about working the Fourth of July fireworks display this year. She’d done it the last four years, and she deserved a damn break from what firefighters liked to call the worst night of the year.

			She frowned at the thought. It couldn’t be that, because the Fourth of July schedule had been set months ago. If someone needed a sub, they would have come to her directly. So what could it be?

			Grabbing the shampoo, she squirted a generous amount into her hair. The white suds covered her dark strands as the smell of clean, minty soap replaced the smell of smoke. Normally she didn’t go for scented things, but she kept a bottle of mint shampoo at the station. It was the only thing that could knock out the overpowering smell of fire remnants. Damn smell clung to hair and skin like nothing else. She’d tried every scent she could think of to get rid of it: rose, lilac, lavender, sunflower. All they did was make her smell like a flower garden…on fire. 

			It wasn’t until Ward tossed her a bottle of mint shampoo and said in his cocksure voice, “Try it now, thank me later, dude,” that she’d finally been able to get rid of the smell. She had thanked him, reluctantly and in a mumbled voice, because she hated it when he was right. Now she smelled like a stick of gum after a call, but she’d take it. No one liked being a walking reminder of fiery destruction—even the chief smelled of mint after attending a call. She wondered if that’s who Ward got the tip from.

			Her nerves shot up again, thinking about the chief. Her body tensed with the need to rush to his office and find out what the hell he could want to see her and Ward about. They weren’t in trouble, were they? No. Chief wasn’t coy about letting the team know when they screwed up. If she had done something wrong, he would have brought her in immediately after they returned from the call. The thought did nothing to quell her anxiety. She was still anxious to hear what Chief Jeffords had to say.

			Apparently, she wasn’t the only one. 

			When she headed into the station’s small kitchen, she saw Ward leaning against the counter, his damp hair slicked back, dressed in a fresh pair of jeans and a Denver Fire T-shirt. The same exact thing she and all their fellow firefighters were wearing. 

			Kincaid and Jamison were grabbing plates and silverware from the cabinets, and she assumed some of the guys were in the shower, since she didn’t see Turner anywhere. O’Neil stood at the stove, cooking something that smelled delicious, but her stomach was in such knots wondering what the chief could want, she doubted she’d be able to eat a bite of whatever dinner her coworker was preparing.

			“Hey.” Ward straightened when he saw her enter the room. “Wanna grab a bite first?”

			She shook her head, nudging her chin in the direction of the chief’s office. Ward nodded, a relieved expression crossing his face. 

			He made his way over to her as the rest of the men carried on with their duties.

			“You ready?” he asked when he reached her side.

			“Let’s do this thing.” She held up a fist, and he bumped it with his own.

			Together, they made their way down the hall to the chief’s office. Ward reached out a hand to knock. A gruff “come in” sounded from inside the closed door. Stephanie took a moment to make sure her shirt was tucked in and no flyaway strand of hair had escaped her tightly coiled bun. Ward simply waited, having worked with her long enough to know she always liked to present her best foot forward to their superior officers, even if he did have a smirk on his face while he did it. 

			Wouldn’t hurt the pretty boy to check his own appearance. The T-shirt he was sporting was so wrinkled it looked like it’d been sitting in his gym bag for a week. Could the man take nothing seriously?

			She curled her lip. “Wipe that look off your face and open the door.”

			Ward just grinned bigger. “I don’t have a look.”

			“You have a look.”

			“Whatever you say, Díaz.”

			Ward opened the door and motioned for her to go first. 

			She walked into the room, stopping in front of the chief’s desk, hands behind her back at attention. Ward, however, had a much more…relaxed attitude when it came to superiors.

			“You wanted to see us, Jeffords?”

			Would it kill the man to address their chief with his title? She knew they were like a family here, but the chief still deserved respect for the hard-won position he’d worked for. Never mind that he always told them to just call him Jeffords; she would never feel comfortable dropping the chief title when speaking to him.

			“Yes.” Jeffords motioned to the two chairs facing his desk. “Have a seat, please.”

			She sat on the edge of her chair, spine as straight as the firehouse pole. Ward, meanwhile, sprawled out in his chair, leaning back, legs spread wide as if the guy didn’t have a care in the world. Probably didn’t. She’d never met a person with fewer worries or cares than Eli Ward. She envied it as much as it annoyed her.

			“As you know, the department is encouraged to participate in fundraising events throughout the year.”

			Yes, and they were always so ridiculous. “Date with a Firefighter” auctions. The silly—but extremely popular—calendar they did each year. Standing at the People’s Fair every summer with fire hats held high for donations as people snapped pics with them. Ridiculous, but effective strategies to get money not only for the station but other charities around the Denver area.

			“This year we’ve been chosen for a brand-new type of charity event.”

			A tiny whisper of unease crept up the back of her neck. That sounded…ominous. “Sir?”

			The chief cleared his throat. Shifted in his seat. A sinking feeling settled in her gut. Oh no. What outrageous schtick were they going to have to perform this year? She’d never understand why public services weren’t better funded. A lot of the smaller towns in Colorado didn’t even have paid firefighter positions. Their departments were all voluntary.

			“I’ve been approached by a production company—”

			“Production company?” Ward straightened in his chair. “Like TV?”

			She scowled at his interruption but had to admit her curiosity was piqued, too. What the hell would a TV company have to do with funding and charity?

			“I believe they said they were a local web show.” Chief shook his head. “Whatever the hell that means.” 

			The chief grabbed a paper on his desk and handed it over. Ward took it before she could. Leaning over his shoulder, she read the words on the page.

			“A first responders’ reality competition?” She looked up, jaw dropping open with shock. Whatever she expected, it hadn’t been that. She didn’t even know a thing like that existed.

			“Yes,” Chief confirmed. “The producer said she has what they call a million-views idea. They’re putting together teams from all the areas of first responders. Police, EMTs, firefighters, and a few others. The teams will compete in a series of challenges. Each group will get a donation to their place of employment as compensation, and their sponsors have agreed to award a twenty-thousand-dollar prize to the charity of the team’s choice if they win.”

			Ward let out a low whistle. “Wow, big money.”

			Indeed. Her mind raced to the Denver Youth Center. One of her fellow firefighters, O’Neil, had recently gotten engaged to the assistant director, and everyone at the station had been volunteering to help out around the center. 20k would certainly help fulfill some of the center’s ongoing needs. Plus, if the fire station got a donation of cash, too, that would be amazing. They always needed funds. And if she was the one to help facilitate that, it would look great on her record, maybe even help push her up the ladder.

			The money and her career aside, the idea of crushing her challengers and showing the true value of the firefighters made her competitive spirit roar.

			“Are we participating, sir?”

			Chief nodded. “Yes, we’ve been invited, and I’ve selected you two to represent Station Forty-Two.”

			She blinked as the chief’s words sank in. “Us? As in…”

			“You and Ward, Díaz. The two of you will be taking a leave of absence for the filming of the show. Paid, of course. Two weeks in the Rocky Mountain National Park.”

			“Sounds fun.” Ward grinned.

			“Fun” wasn’t exactly the word she’d use, but she couldn’t argue that she wasn’t intrigued. 

			“There’s something else,” Chief said.

			Her stomach tightened, the tone of his voice setting her nerves on edge.

			“I know you both have ambitions of being chief one day.”

			Her gaze cut to Ward. Everyone knew he was a firehouse legacy. His dad had been chief, and his dad before him, and so on. Ward made no effort to hide the fact that he planned to follow in his family’s footsteps. But if he thought nepotism would get him in over her, he had another think coming. 

			Stephanie didn’t plan on losing out to Ward. Friend or not. 

			“A spot has opened up on the lieutenant track.”

			She saw Ward straighten out of the corner of her eye and held back a sigh. Sure, now he takes this seriously.

			“I’ll be watching how you both perform in this competition. I know it’s a team effort, but these things always have individual events or items to win.” Jeffords gave them both a probing glance. “Make sure you’re at your best, because the outcome will influence who gets the promotion.”

			“Yes, sir.” The words left her lips as determination filled her. “I’m positive Ward and I can lock down this competition, no sweat.” 

			And she would kick his ass, even if it was a team event. She’d show her boss—she’d show everyone—how capable she was.

			Ward snorted. “Pretty sure we’re going to break a sweat, Díaz. I mean, I don’t know what deodorant you use, but mine claims twenty-four-hour protection, and the second I run more than a mile, BOOM! Sweat city. I will be a drenched mess when we kick the other teams’ asses.”

			Could he not take anything seriously? She squeezed her fists and counted to five. The man was already working her nerves. This was going to be tricky. She’d have to get through two weeks of competition without strangling him. 

			She’d gone four years without maiming Eli Ward, though…no reason she couldn’t survive two measly little weeks.

			“Don’t worry, Chief. We have this.”

			In a show of solidarity, she held out her fist for Ward, who chuckled slightly before bumping it with his own.

			“Yup, consider it already won.”

			It was won. Ward liked winning just as much as she did. He just wasn’t as good at it as she was. 

			Worked out for her, since she planned to impress the socks off the chief and nab that promotion. She’d make sure she won this thing, got money for the Denver Youth Center, and proved herself to the chief. Stephanie Díaz was on a mission, and nothing and no one would get in her way.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			“Hey, I’ve got the stuff, plus beer.” Eli pushed through his mom’s front door, arms full of grocery bags. Tonight was family dinner, and his mother texted him to pick up a few items she’d forgotten for the meal. 

			A few items, ha! More like half the friggin’ store. His mom sent him a forty-eight-item list, including tape. Why did she need tape for dinner?

			“Ma? You here?”

			“In the kitchen, honey.”

			Adjusting the massive number of bags in his hands—because he was not making a second trip—he closed the front door with his foot and headed toward the sound of his mother’s reply. Jane Ward stood in the large kitchen, directly in front of the stove, where she currently stirred a pot. Rich meaty scents infused with earthy herbs filled the air, causing his mouth to salivate.

			“Got the stuff,” he said, carefully placing all the bags on the table. “Including the laundry detergent and prune juice. Please tell me we’re not having those for dinner tonight.”

			His mother—a small woman with a commanding presence much larger than her tiny stature would indicate—laughed, glancing at him over her shoulder. 

			“No, honey. I only need the chives, sour cream, and butter for tonight’s meal. And the ice cream. The rest was simply on my list for this week, but since you were heading to the store anyway…”

			She figured he could just grab everything. 

			Making his way to her side, he leaned down, way down, to kiss her cheek. “No prob, but Ma, you should have called me if you needed a grocery trip. I would have done it earlier.”

			“Oh shush.” She waved away his concern. “I’m fine, just doing my part to help the environment by saving a car trip.”

			Possibly, but ever since his dad passed away when Eli was seventeen, it was his responsibility to make sure his mother was taken care of. Whatever she needed. As firstborn, that was his duty. That and following in his father’s firefighting footsteps.

			“Where is the Triad of Trouble?”

			His mother shook her head at the loving nickname he’d given his triplet baby brothers. At twenty-eight, they weren’t really babies anymore, but he’d always be older, and it was his duty as the oldest to remind them of that. Frequently and in the most lovingly insulting manner he could. 

			“Your brothers are on their way. Rowan said something about a drywall issue at their latest project. Held them up a bit.”

			His brothers ran their own construction company. Ward Brothers’ Mile High Construction. Mostly small-time stuff, house renovations, and flips. He helped out on occasion when they needed an extra person, and he had the time free. Eli loved working with his hands, taking things apart to see how they ticked and putting them back together again. He always enjoyed making forts and treehouses with his brothers as kids. 

			“Need any help with dinner?” 

			“No thank you, honey, but you can set the table.”

			Grabbing bowls and spoons, he headed over to the table only to realize it still held the wealth of his “few items” shopping trip. Lucky for him, at that exact moment he heard the front door open and three very loud voices, all talking at once, carried into the kitchen.

			Perfect. The triad had arrived.

			“Hey!” Eli called over the din as the triplets made their way into the kitchen. “You guys help Mom put away these groceries.”

			“Well hello to you, too, big brother,” Rowan said.

			Riley bypassed Eli and headed to their mother’s side at the stove. “Ma, I told you I’d take you shopping tomorrow. You didn’t drive, did you?”

			Eli’s heart rate kicked up at his brother’s words. He glanced at Rowan and Reece, who joined him at the table. Keeping his voice low, he asked his brothers, “Why shouldn’t Mom be driving?”

			His mother wasn’t old—she was only sixty-three—but her health hadn’t been the best these past few years. He and all his brothers worried. Some might say too much, but hey, she was their mom. 

			“Her optometrist said her cataracts are getting worse and she needs surgery,” Reece said as he started unpacking one of the bags. “He also suggested she not drive until the issue is fixed.”

			No wonder his mother gave him such a long list for the store. Why hadn’t she told him about any of this? Cataracts weren’t too bad. That was a fairly common surgery, not overly dangerous. The panic started to subside until Rowan added, “Her insurance won’t cover it, and she’s refusing to let us pay for it.”

			Damn it. Stubbornness ran in the Ward family, and the matriarch was no exception. His brothers were still putting every cent they had back into their business. He had some savings, but firefighting didn’t pay that well. Still, between them all they might be able to scrounge up enough to help their mother…if only she’d let them pay for it.

			“Hurry up with that table, boys. Dinner is ready.”

			The discussion was put on hold as he and his brothers cleared and set the table. Riley brought the soup pot to the table, and dinner was served. 

			“This chili is amazing, Ma,” Eli said once he’d polished off his first helping. 

			His mother smiled softly. “Thank you, Eli.”

			Nobody cooked as well as his mother. Too bad that gene skipped a generation. The firehouse joke about him poisoning his crewmates when it was his turn to cook meals wasn’t that far from the truth. He could build a table from scrap wood, but for the life of him Eli couldn’t make an edible dinner if he tried. And he’d tried, much to the complaints of everyone at the firehouse.

			“So how was everyone’s week?”

			The triplets regaled their mother with stories of the nightmare project they were working on. A restoration of an old house in the Cap Hill district that had been abandoned for years. Some rich guy from Texas bought it and hired them to bring it back to its former glory so he could sell it for a mint. Real estate prices in Colorado were steadily climbing, and Denver was a hot spot for fix-and-flips. 

			“And you, dear?” His mother turned her attention to Eli. “How are things down at the station?”

			Ward straightened his shoulders. His mother was expecting another one of his funny stories—like a rookie putting on his helmet backwards or Jeffords’s annual birthday prank. He’d get to those, but first, he had actual news. He couldn’t wait to tell her about the competition. “Actually, I have some news. I’ve been selected for an exciting…” What the hell did he call this thing the chief volunteered him for? A mission? Extra credit? “Opportunity.”

			Good a word as any.

			“Opportunity?” Her brow furrowed.

			“Seems like some web show is doing this reality challenge with a bunch of first responders.”

			She leaned forward, eyes dancing with delight. “Ooooh, like on the YouTube?” 

			His mother had become a YouTube addict ever since Riley showed her how to look up videos of baby animals sneezing. She sent him about a dozen clips a week.

			“Maybe.” He didn’t really know all the details yet. “Chief said it’s some charity thing. Each team is made up of two competitors, and in addition to getting a donation from the show for our participation, the winners earn twenty thousand dollars for the charity of their choice.”

			“A charity game. How lovely.” Reaching across the table, she patted his hand. “I’m so proud of you, Eli. What charity are you playing for?”

			Again, he had no idea. He should probably look into that before the competition started. Did he and Díaz pick it? Did the chief? 

			“It hasn’t been finalized yet.”

			“Who’s your teammate?” Riley asked.

			Now that was something he did know. “Díaz.”

			There was a moment of silence as all three of his brothers looked at one another before busting out with gales of laughter.

			“What?” The hell was so funny?

			Riley shook his head. “You and Díaz on a team?”

			Yeah, so? “We work together. We are literally teammates in real life.” He didn’t get the joke.

			Reece shrugged. “Yeah, but this is a game, and everyone knows how competitive Díaz is.”

			His brothers had once subbed in on the pub quiz games the firehouse crew played in. They were familiar with Díaz’s…desire to win.

			“That’s a good thing,” he argued. “Just means we’ll win.”

			Rowan snorted. “As long as you do everything she says.”

			“We’re going to be a team.” Díaz wasn’t the boss of him.

			“Yeah, okay, dude.”

			“Díaz.” His mother tapped a finger to her chin. “Is that the woman with the dark hair?”

			“Yes, Ma. That’s her.” There were only two women currently at Station 42, and Torres was a redhead.

			“Oh, I like her. Such a sweetheart.”

			Ha! He’d love to tell Díaz his mother called her sweet.

			Over the phone.

			So she couldn’t kick him in the balls when he repeated it.

			The thing was, the woman was sweet. When she let her guard down. Díaz was a badass and one hell of a firefighter. Honestly, he considered her the best of crew 42. A statement he’d take to his grave before ever revealing it to her. She’d smugly throw it in his face every day until he died if he admitted it out loud. But she was kind. 

			Over the years, he’d seen her comfort victims, donate her time to causes—hell, she even took care of his sorry ass last winter when he got the flu. She’d dropped off soup and cold medicine with a muttered “hope you feel better soon” before she took off. Yeah, she liked to play ice queen, but Eli knew better.

			He also knew the scent of her lotion. Lavender. Her favorite food. Fried plantains. Her favorite movie. 13 Going On 30, even though she claimed it was The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. He knew that Stephanie Díaz hated being vulnerable in front of anyone but that she cared more than most people.

			And how did he know all this?

			Because, foolishly, he had a huge crush on the woman.

			Scratch that—unrequited crush. Because she’d made it clear from day one that she didn’t date coworkers. 

			Period. Even his world-class charm had had no effect on her. 

			Sucked? Yeah, but it was her rule, and he’d respect it. No matter how many nights he dreamed about her. Wasn’t happening. And up until now, his silly crush had been easy to resist.

			Okay, not easy, but manageable. They didn’t work every shift together, and when they did, there was always the rest of the crew around to distract him. But now…two solid weeks in the wilderness together without their buddies to distract him.

			What the hell was he going to do?

			His mother asked a few more questions, most of which he didn’t have the answers to yet, before he managed to turn the conversation to her.

			“So, what is this I hear about cataract surgery?”

			Her mouth pinched as she glared at the triplets. “Okay, who squealed?”

			All his brothers knew, and he didn’t. He swallowed down a ball of irritation. He was the oldest. It was his job to take care of the family. But if one triplet knew something, they all did. Rowan, Riley, and Reece shared more than a first letter in their names. They had that weird connection multiples had. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t felt left out a time or twenty over their childhoods. Even now.

			“Ma.” He arched one eyebrow, doing his best to look stern. But he should have known better. No one intimidated Jane Ward. She raised four children. The woman feared nothing and no one.

			“Eli, my health is my business.”

			“You’re my mother. I’m just concerned.”

			“Oh, honey.” She rose from her seat, coming around the table to grasp his face in her hands and kiss his forehead like she used to do when he was a boy and he’d gotten in a fight with one of his brothers. “You boys are so sweet, but I’m fine.”

			She grabbed his empty bowl, stacking it in her own and carrying them to the kitchen sink. 

			“And the surgery?”

			“In time, dear. In time.”

			He glanced at his brothers, each one shrugging. Useless, the whole pack of them. Grabbing Reece and Riley’s empty bowls, he followed his mother to the kitchen.

			“Ma, are you getting the surgery? What did your insurance company say?”

			She took the bowls from his hand and placed them in the dishwasher. “They said it wasn’t covered.”

			Fucking hell. The healthcare system was a joke. How could they deny surgery to a sixty-three-year-old woman?

			“Do you want me to call them?”

			He knew crap about insurance codes, but he had medical training. Maybe he could find someone who would understand that his mother needed this surgery. Sure, it might not be life-and-death, but it was still a necessity.

			“I’m fine, honey. Thank you. I just have to come up with the funds, and I’ll get everything scheduled.”

			Right, and how was she going to do that? Dad’s life insurance was depleted a long time ago, and his mother had been on a fixed income since. 

			“I can help if—”

			“No!” She straightened, facing him with a determined glint in her gaze. “Thank you, but you boys do not need to be spending your hard-earned money like that.”

			The hell they didn’t. He would give every last cent to his mother if she needed it, and he knew each of his brothers would, too. But along with stubbornness, pride also ran deep in the Ward family.

			“I won’t have the boys risking their business or you dipping into your meager savings.”

			“It’s not meager,” he protested. 

			Her arched brow told him she knew he was full of shit. Yeah, okay, so he sucked at saving money. Hard to do when the cost of living in this damn city was sky-high.

			“It’s not an emergency, Eli.” His mother patted his chest. “Everything will work out; you’ll see.”

			He knew arguing would accomplish nothing, so he gave up and made a mental note to brainstorm ideas with his brothers. They’d make sure their mother got the surgery she needed and didn’t go into debt doing so.

			After a delicious dessert of apple pie and the vanilla ice cream he’d picked up from the store, their mother gave them each a hug and shooed them out the door so she could listen to her favorite true crime podcast. Eli walked to his car, noticing his brothers had all come in Reece’s truck. The one with their company logo on the side. He stared at the emblem touting their company name and tagline: 

			Ward Brothers’ Mile High Construction. Building your mile-high dreams in the Mile High City.

			His mile-high dreams were in his sights. The promotion the chief mentioned had been stewing in the back of his mind all day. His goal was just within reach. All he had to do was nail this competition. Díaz might think she was getting that promotion, but if she thought he’d just roll over and give it to her, she was out of her mind.

			Friend or not, he was not backing down so she could win.

			He had a promise to keep.

			“There’s more,” Reece said, his voice as quiet as always. “Something’s on your mind.”

			The middle triplet had always been more astute than Riley or Rowan.

			Eli rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t want to say anything yet, especially not to Mom.” She’d have the Congratulations Lieutenant banner hanging in the house before he even left for the show. “But Chief said there’s a lieutenant spot open.”

			“Dude.” Rowan smiled, slapping him on the back. “Are you up for it? I knew you’d be taking the track to chief before long.”

			He smiled past the tightness in his chest. His family always had such faith in him. His brothers, his mom, and his dad most of all had supported and believed in Eli. He wouldn’t let them down. Couldn’t let them down.

			“Damn right I am, but Díaz is, too, so Chief said he’d be watching the show. I’m not worried, though.” His stomach called him a liar. “I can show up Díaz with my hands tied behind my back.

			There was a moment of silence before his brothers broke out into raucous laughter. 

			Rowan slapped him on the back. “Yeah, more like Díaz will get the promotion, because you know that woman is going to kick ass and take names.”

			“Thanks for your vote of support, little brother,” he deadpanned.

			“Dude, you know how competitive that woman is.”

			True, but so was he, and nothing, not even his silly crush on the woman, would stop him from getting what he’d been working toward all his life. That promotion was his, and Díaz would just have to deal with being second-best.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Stephanie stared at the list Chief Jeffords had emailed her this morning. The producer for Battle of the First Responders sent over a packet of information about what they were required to bring, some legal stuff to sign saying they wouldn’t sue if they got injured during filming, and an NDA. According to the paperwork, they were showcasing it on some new social media app, Streamerz, that touted real-time postings for the ultimate reality viewing experience.

			They had to arrive at the set in two days. Sky Ridge Ranch was just on the edge of Rocky Mountain National Park. According to the packet she’d received, most of the filming would take place on and around the ranch. The filming of what was yet to be determined. The information didn’t go into much detail about the actual show. 

			She tamped down on her frustration. Surely the producers or whoever would explain the rules before they started. Going with the flow had never been Stephanie’s style. She liked to plan, be prepared. How was she supposed to prepare if she didn’t know how to play the damn game? She couldn’t plan for things if she didn’t know what was going to happen.

			As a kid, she’d been fine going with the flow, seeing where the adventure took her. There’d been plenty of scraped knees to prove it. Plans didn’t really matter until one day her just-go-for-it attitude caught up to her. 

			A camping trip with her parents when she was eleven. Her mom and dad wanted to go fishing, but she wanted to hike up to the waterfall. After a few minutes of pleading, she convinced them she was old enough for the two-mile hike on her own. Confidence soaring, she’d ignored their recommendations to prepare by taking a map and compass. Her nearly teenage self thought she had everything in hand.

			What she got was lost for two hours in the woods. By the time her parents found her, she was a sobbing, scared, tired mess who ended up only being half a mile from the trail. To this day she still had no idea how she got so turned around, but the stern lecture her parents gave her about thinking before acting and prepping for any situation sank in deep. Since then, she’d never done anything without thoroughly vetting every possibility first.

			Taking a deep breath, she brought her focus back in.

			The only thing that was going to happen out there was her kicking some serious ass. She planned on winning this thing by a landslide. And, yeah, okay, she might have a bit of a competitive streak, but Stephanie always saw that as an advantage, no matter what the people around her said. Men were always told their competitive nature was leadership material. It pissed her off that when she aimed to win, she was labeled a bitch or bossy.

			Whatever; she didn’t care what most people thought. She had a goal, and nothing was going to stop her from achieving it.

			Her phone pinged with a text message. Placing her packing list next to her open suitcase, she grabbed her phone from her pocket.

			Ward: You get this brick of a packet Chief sent? 

			Her thumbs flew across the screen as she responded.

			Díaz: Yeah. I feel bad for the poor intern who had to type it up.

			Ward: At least we know if they strand us in the woods, we can use our contracts for kindling. 

			She laughed, the sound echoing off the walls of her tiny studio apartment. Ward might be her competition for the upcoming promotion, but the man was funny. She could work with him on this thing while still kicking ass and showing Chief she was the best person for the lieutenant track.

			Ward: It’s so full of mumbo jumbo I can’t make heads or tails of what I’m agreeing to. 

			The language in the packet was a bit wordy. Lots of legal terms she only half understood. Lucky for her, one of her cousins was an entertainment lawyer in New York. She’d sent him a copy the minute she got it. He got back to her pretty quickly with the all clear. Standard stuff, he’d said.

			Díaz: I’ll explain it to you at trivia tonight. After I win for us, of course.

			Ward: We’ll play to our strengths: You do all of the explaining and I’ll win. 

			Her lips curled up into a smile, a chuckle escaping. Giving Ward shit had to be one of her favorite pastimes. Verbally sparring with him sent a secret thrill up her spine.

			She tossed her phone onto the bed and went back to packing, tossing in a book that had been on her TBR forever and her current cross-stitch project. She didn’t suspect there’d be much downtime, but just in case, she wanted to have things to fill the hours. They weren’t leaving until the day after tomorrow, but she liked to be prepared. She huffed out a laugh, thinking about Ward and how he probably hadn’t even cracked open his suitcase yet. She supposed Chief had been strategic in his picking of them to team up. She and Ward worked well together, but they were complete opposites in how they approached a problem.

			In the field that was great because their strengths made up for each other’s weaknesses, but in a competition…she’d admit to a little worry over how this thing was going to play out.

			Tossing in the last of her clothing, she zipped her suitcase and picked it up, placing it next to her front door. After nuking some leftovers for dinner, she headed out for trivia. It’d be her last one for two weeks. A small pang of sadness filled her chest. Pub quiz with the crew was one of her favorite things. 

			They had a rotating group depending on who was off shift, but it was always a blast. Their team, Most Extinguished, held the top spot for four weeks now. But it wasn’t about the winning—okay, not only about the winning. Spending time with her crew in a relaxed setting, shooting the shit instead of saving lives—or not saving them—really helped cement their bond.

			And the bragging rights when they won were just the cherry on top.

			Grabbing a light jacket—because even though it was late June, Colorado weather could change in a heartbeat, and Stephanie was never unprepared—she headed out of her apartment and down to the parking garage in her building. City Tavern, where they held the weekly pub quiz, was only about a mile away, but walking alone at night wasn’t something she liked to do. No matter that she could probably kick the ass of anyone who tried to mess with her; she’d rather mitigate the risk altogether.

			Her twenty-year-old coupe sputtered as she turned the key. 

			“Dammit. Come on, baby. Don’t die on me yet.”

			Patting the dash, she tried again, letting out a sigh of relief when the car started. The clock was ticking down on her baby’s lifespan. She knew she needed to upgrade soon, but her car was paid off, and she hated to take out a loan. Not like she had the funds to buy a new car off a firefighter’s salary. Once she made chief, she’d be in a much more stable place financially. But there were a lot of steps to get her from where she was to where she wanted to be, and one of the first would be proving herself by winning this web-show competition.

			She pulled into the parking lot of the bar, grateful there was a spot left. Once she made her way inside, she saw a few of her teammates already sitting at a round table in the far corner. She waved at O’Neil, who sat with his fiancée, Lexi. Next to them was Kincaid, who had his wife, Tamsen, on his lap. Turner and his husband, James, were also at the table, speaking in hushed whispers.

			“What the hell? Is it couples’ night at trivia and no one told us?”

			She turned at the sound of Ward’s voice. He stood behind her, eye level, since his six-foot stature only towered hers by four inches and she was wearing her boots with the heels tonight. 

			“Seems like it, though Tamsen might want to get her ass over to her table soon. Her teammates do not look happy about her current seat.”

			Tamsen and her friends were Most Extinguished’s fiercest competitors. The Lumbersnacks—most ridiculous name ever—knocked them out of first place on a regular basis. But they gave as good as they got. Honestly, it was fun having a little friendly competition, and Stephanie really liked Tamsen and her friends.

			She liked them better when they lost.

			Ward grunted. “They’re just mad because they keep losing.”

			He held up his fist, which she bumped with her own. “Should we head over to couple city?”

			“Yeah, but if they start making out, I’m gonna gag.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Very mature, Ward.” But she had to agree with him. She was happy for her friends, but that didn’t mean she wanted to watch all their lovey-dovey crap. Stephanie had nothing against relationships. They just weren’t for her. She’d learned that the hard way. She was just fine with the occasional hookup. Lately she’d been in a bit of a slump and had to use her battery-operated boyfriend more than usual. Still better than a relationship in her book.

			They made their way over to the table. Ward pulled out a chair for her before taking the seat next to her.

			“Hey, Tamsen.” He nodded to the table filled with flannel-clad people across the room. “Better get over to your table so you can lose with your friends tonight.”

			The tiny dark-haired woman stuck her tongue out. “Dream on, Ward. We’re going to cream all of you.”

			Kincaid nuzzled his wife’s cheek, whispering loud enough for the entire table to hear. “Oh yeah? Then tonight when we get home, I’m going to cream—”

			Stephanie held up a hand. “I will give you every cent I own not to finish that sentence, Kincaid.”

			It wouldn’t be much, but holy hell, the last thing she wanted to hear about when she was in a dry spell was her friend’s sex life. Scratch that—she never wanted to hear about her friends’ sex lives. Talk about awkward.

			Tamsen gave Kincaid a smacking kiss on the lips before hopping up and hurrying over to her table.

			“You want me to grab you a drink?” Ward leaned close to ask.

			She nodded, shoving the small pang watching Tamsen and Kincaid sparked in her chest. Simple jealousy over the ease of sex; that was all. She didn’t want a boyfriend. Though a fuck buddy might be nice. Someone she could call when the itch arose. She’d tried one of those hookup apps, but the messages she received from matches made her want to burn her phone and move to the moon. Hmmm, maybe she should check her contacts and see if there were any possibilities. 

			Grabbing their team answer sheet, she started to fill out their name as she answered, “Whatever seasonal ale they have is good.”

			“You got it.”

			She started to pull her wallet out when Ward placed a hand on her arm. A spark of awareness shot down her body straight to the pit of her belly. She shook it off. What the hell was that? She glanced at her arm with a frown. Maybe the static electricity in this place was going haywire. Or maybe her body was still focused on a potential hook up partner. Not that she’d consider Ward. Ever! He was her friend and, more importantly, her coworker.

			Off.

			Limits.

			“I got this round.”

			She nodded, pulling her arm out from under his hand to tuck back a wayward curl that had fallen from her ponytail. “Thanks. I got next.”

			She’d only have one round, since she was driving tonight, but she’d buy Ward’s second. Only fair. Stephanie did not like owing people favors. Even a round at the bar.

			As Ward left, Lexi leaned across the table and smiled. “So, Díaz, Dyson tells me you and Ward got picked to do some cool reality TV show.”

			No secrets at the firehouse. She smiled. That was fine. She liked the sweet woman engaged to her friend. O’Neil had a rough one a few years back, so Stephanie was glad he was finally settled. He found someone; Kincaid had Tamsen; Turner fell in love with James; Jamison was happily in love with Pru; in the past few years, everyone at the firehouse had fallen head over heels for someone.

			Well, everyone but her. 

			And Ward.

			They were the lone wolves.

			“Yeah.” She nodded. “It’s a web show, actually. It’s going to be on that new app, Streamerz.”

			Lexi chuckled. “Oh man, my kids love that app. I swear they must watch it all day with all the links they send me.”

			Lexi worked at the Denver Youth Center, a nonprofit that provided a safe space, education assistance, and other needs to the youth of Denver. Speaking of, she still needed to talk to Ward about picking their charity. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. DYC would be the perfect recipient. She was sure he’d agree with her.

			“Drinks!”

			Ward set her pint glass in front of her before taking his seat. He had an identical drink to her.

			She snorted. “Way to be original, Ward.”

			He shrugged, taking a sip of the tawny-colored beer. “What can I say? You have good taste.”

			She did, but since when did Ward dish out unsolicited compliments to her? Her eyes narrowed. What was he up to? She opened her mouth to ask, but the MC came over the speaker system, announcing the start of the pub quiz.

			The first round passed quickly. By mid-game they were tied with the Lumbersnacks for first place. Not unusual, but it did push Stephanie’s competitive nature into overdrive. Or maybe it was simply hyped thinking about the upcoming task she was about to embark on. Whatever the reason, she came back from the bathroom during their break to see no one but Ward at the table.

			“Where’d everyone go?”

			Ward polished off his drink and motioned to the empty chair with a tilt of his head. “Turner and James left because their babysitter called. The kid had a nightmare or something.”

			That sucked. Poor kid. 

			“O’Neil and Lexi went out to the car to ‘get something,’ which is code for make out. And Kincaid is over at the enemies’ table.”

			She glanced over to see Kincaid and Tamsen snuggled up close, ignoring the loud din of the bar. As if the world around them didn’t exist. She choked down the cynicism, the unkind voice in her head that whispered it wouldn’t last. Just because her last relationship crashed and burned didn’t mean everyone’s would. She could be happy and supportive of her friend while acknowledging not everyone had to couple up.

			Not everyone meaning her specifically.

			“They better come back before the next round starts,” she grumbled. “Not Turner and James, they have a legit excuse to bail, but the others better stop sucking face and get in the game.”

			“Eh.” Ward shrugged. “We could win this without them, just like we’re going to win the competition.”

			She lifted her glass to cheers him but noticed they were both empty. Standing, she grabbed the empty cups. “You want another?”

			Ward scrubbed a hand over his messy blond hair. “Oh hell, why not. I walked anyway.”

			She sighed at the unfairness of society. Of course he could walk alone at night with no fear. “I’ll grab you a drink and drive your tipsy ass home.”

			Gifting her with a devastating grin that made women’s panties melt off—other women’s, anyway—he clasped his hands together and placed them under his chin, pale blue eyes wide as he blinked them cartoonishly.

			“You’re my hero, Stephanie Díaz.”

			She rolled her eyes, giving his shoulder a small, friendly shove before heading off to grab Ward a beer and herself a water.

			When she arrived back at the table, the rest of the team—except Turner and James—had returned. The second half of trivia started, and it was a fierce battle for first place. They pulled out ahead by one point. Enough to claim the twenty-five-dollar gift certificate and, more importantly, bragging rights.

			Riding the high of the win always felt good. Even more so tonight because she was taking it as a good sign. This first responders competition was in the bag. She felt it in her bones.

			“Ready?” she asked Ward as she stood and stuffed her arms through her jacket.

			He slapped his palms down on his thighs as he rose. “Let’s go, dude.”

			She could point out that she was not in fact a dude, but Ward called everyone dude. Adults, children—no one was safe. He’d even called Jamison’s dog, Bruiser, dude. She hadn’t grown up in Colorado, but Ward had, and apparently it was a colloquial thing. Everything and everyone was dude.

			They headed out of the bar to her car. A chill whipped through the air. The smell of rain filled her lungs as she took a deep breath. June rain wasn’t typical, but it happened. Better than June snow, which was even rarer but super shitty when it did show up.

			“Shit, when did it get so cold?” Ward rubbed his hands up and down his arms, the muscles of his biceps straining against the tight black T-shirt he wore.

			She rolled her eyes. Ward was probably the kid who wore shorts to school in a snowstorm.

			“Why didn’t you bring a coat?” She smugly zipped her own up.

			“It’s summer.”

			She scoffed. “It’s Colorado.” Seasons meant nothing here.

			He grumbled under his breath as they arrived at her car. Slipping into the driver’s seat, she crossed her fingers as she turned the key. The engine sputtered, but it did come to life, so she counted that as a win.

			Ward chuckled. “Díaz, you need a new car.”

			Like she didn’t know that. “Says the man who is currently freezing his ass off without a jacket.”

			“You been staring at my ass?” He grinned.

			“Shut up.” She glared at him. No, she hadn’t been. If said ass happened to be in her line of vision whenever he rose from the table tonight, it wasn’t her fault. “And I hope you’ll be more prepared for the competition. Did you go over the list of necessities they sent?”

			He rolled his shoulders back, his large frame seeming to take up all the room in her tiny car.

			“Don’t sweat it. I got clothes, my utility knife, condoms.”

			Her hands jerked on the wheel, the car veering slightly before she righted it. “Condoms? Why the hell would you need those? This is a competition show, not a dating show.”

			“I know, but condoms have a million uses. Especially in the wild. You can use them to hold things for waterproofing, carry water inside them, start a fire with them, even turn them into a slingshot. You never know when one will come in handy.”

			All logical reasons. Some she’d even known of herself, but she was surprised Ward knew so many uses for a condom that didn’t involve the intended purpose. She figured a guy like him, one that constantly flirted with any woman in a five-mile radius, would carry condoms for only one reason. But, once again, Ward proved to be deeper than she gave him credit for. Which was good, because she really wanted, no, needed to win this thing. She had to prove to the chief she was the right person for the lieutenant position. She couldn’t let Ward get in her way.

			So why couldn’t she get the image of Ward rolling a condom on himself out of her head? It was so vivid she could have sworn it was a damn memory or a premonition.

			What the hell?!

			She shook the thought off. What was in that beer she had? Where were all these weird vibes about Ward coming from tonight? She would not be having sex with Eli Ward. No way, no how. They were coworkers, friends, and above all, fighting for the same promotion. She was not screwing up her chances of achieving her life’s goal because she was in a dry spell and he happened to be a decently attractive man in her vicinity.

			She saw him grin out of the corner of her eye.

			“But should I happen to meet a lovely and willing lady on this trip—”

			“No!” As she pulled to a stop at a red light, she whipped her head to the side to glare at him. “Do not fuck this up by screwing around, Ward. Figuratively or literally. This isn’t a vacation or a dating show; it’s a competition. One we need to win.”

			“Okay, Díaz.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I was just messing with you. I’m not looking to hook up with anyone. I swear.”

			Anyone on the show or anyone at all?

			She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Didn’t matter. Ward could do whatever and whomever he liked. No skin off her nose. 

			A horn honked behind them. Ward’s grin widened, the dimple in his cheek appearing. “Light’s green.”

			Scowling, she turned her gaze back to the road, suppressing the urge to flip off the driver behind them, and started to drive again. Her palms were hot and clammy against the steering wheel. She was far too aware of the man sitting inches away and how overblown her reaction to his casual remark had been. Dammit, she needed to get a grip on herself. She didn’t like this new weirdness regarding Ward.

			“I couldn’t care less who you hook up with, but just try to keep it in your pants for the next two weeks,” she said, trying her best to sound blasé. “We don’t need any drama on top of the competition.”

			He snorted. “Have you ever seen a reality show, Díaz? They live off drama. But I swear the condoms I’m bringing are for strategic purposes only. Since we don’t know what we’re heading into, I figure better safe than sorry. Who knows, maybe I can even work this into some kind of sponsorship thing.”

			He chuckled, but it was her turn to snort.

			“I’m serious,” he said. “A million and one survival uses for condoms. They can hit a whole new demographic. Their sales will soar.”

			“Pretty sure the condom companies aren’t hurting for sales.”

			He ignored her logic, leaning closer to her as he spoke in a deep, booming voice: “Condoms—wrap your willy and your matches.”

			She groaned at his ridiculous imitation of a spokesperson.

			“Condoms,” he continued. “They can stop a drip and cover your tip.”

			“Oh my god, Ward. Stop.” A snort left her as she couldn’t hold in the laughter spilling out from her lips. “That’s a terrible slogan.”

			“Condoms—they’ll get any job done from fixing your truck to helping you fu—”

			She slapped a hand over his mouth, stopping the outrageous words flying out of his lips. Her eyes watered as his weird brand of humor got the better of her, body heaving as she tried to contain her amusement. She couldn’t drive if she was doubled over with laughter.

			Her amusement died when she felt the broad swipe of his tongue against her palm. Quickly, she pulled her hand away and spared him a horrified glance.

			“Did you just lick me?”

			He shrugged. “You’re driving. Pay attention to the road and stop muzzling me.”

			She was paying attention to the road just fine. Besides, there were barely any cars on the street right now.

			“Stop saying inappropriate things, and I won’t have to muzzle you.” 

			“I’m sorry, Díaz, did me talking about condoms bother you?” He leaned in closer, the seat belt pulling against his shoulder as he softly whispered in her ear. “Or maybe me talking about fucking is what you can’t get out of your head?”

			She sucked in a sharp breath, the warm smell of Ward’s aftershave and the rich, wheat scent of the beers he’d had at the bar invading her senses. She turned all her focus to the road in front of her, trying her damnedest to ignore the strange sensations shooting through her. It was just Ward being Ward and her being in a dry spell. That was all.

			“I’m telling ya, dude,” Ward said, “this is a million-dollar idea.”

			He fell back against his seat with a grin, seemingly unaware of her shift in mood. His eyes closed as he leaned his head against the headrest. 

			She shut her mouth after that, driving the eight blocks to Ward’s apartment, trying her best to not think about his whispered words.

			Or maybe me talking about fucking is what you can’t get out of your head.

			She growled low in her throat as the words refused to leave her brain even when she dropped him and headed back home. They stayed with her as she got ready for bed. 

			“Enough!” she shouted into her dark, silent apartment as sleep eluded her. “We are not hot for Eli, body. Got it? We’re just in a dry spell, so knock it off, and once this competition is done, I’ll find a willing partner, not Ward, and we can fuck the weekend away.”

			Satisfied she’d told her hormones what was what, she turned over in bed, determined to shove all thoughts of Ward, condoms, and sex out of her mind. But as she fell asleep, her hand curled into a fist, the memory of his hot breath against her skin lulling her into dreamland.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Two days later, Eli arrived at Díaz’s apartment building at six in the morning. As a firefighter, he was used to odd hours, early shifts, and being jolted out of bed in the middle of the night by a blaring alarm. He was accustomed to the unpredictable hours. But that still didn’t make him a morning person.

			Chugging the last of his coffee, he pulled up to the loading and unloading zone in front. He’d offered to park and come up to get her, but Díaz insisted she’d be ready and waiting down in the lobby. He snorted. The day that woman actually let someone do something for her would be the day he quit being a firefighter and started cooking at five-star restaurants. Díaz could have invented the word independent.

			Sure enough, as he put the truck in park, she bounded out of the front door. Her dark curls bounced as she clipped a fast pace. Long legs encased in skintight jeans with not a fray or rip to be seen. She was wearing a black T-shirt that on anyone else would look average. But nothing about Díaz was average. She soared above the average. She could bring him to his knees with nothing but a smile. Tempt him beyond reason with the slightest touch.

			He adjusted in the driver’s seat, telling his body to calm the hell down and remember this wasn’t some lover’s getaway but a serious competition involving two coworkers and friends. He’d been a bit too flirty with her the other night. Never should have had that second beer. He knew better than to reveal his crush to her. Díaz made her feelings very clear long ago, and he wasn’t some asshole who befriended a woman just to eventually try and get in her pants. He genuinely liked Díaz, and if friendship was all she wanted, he’d take it. His attraction to her was his problem, and he didn’t intend to ever make it hers.

			Hopping out of the car, he popped the tailgate on his covered truck bed and let out a small laugh as she hefted a very large suitcase into it. 

			“Damn, Díaz, the hell did you pack?”

			She shut the tailgate and shrugged. “The items they suggested, plus anything else I thought might be useful.”

			He grinned. “So, everything and the kitchen sink?”

			She rolled her dark brown eyes, but the hint of a smile ticked up the corner of her lips. “Shut up and drive, jackass.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Your carriage awaits.”

			“I still don’t understand why we couldn’t take my car,” she said as she slipped into the passenger side and buckled her seat belt.

			Eli waited until she was ready before pulling out of the lot and heading west on Speer toward I-25. “Because I’ve ridden in your car multiple times. And I actually want to get to this thing in one piece.”

			“Bite your tongue.” She glared, crossing her arms over her chest. “Baby is a good little car. She could have handled the drive.”

			He spared her a disbelieving glance before focusing on the road again. 

			“Okay.” She sighed. “Maybe the mountain pass might have been a bit tricky for her.”

			“You need a new car, dude.”

			She gave a soft snort. “Yeah, but that requires cash, so Baby will have to do until I win the lottery.”

			Díaz’s parents had passed a few years ago. Eli knew she’d used up her savings paying for their funerals. Totally sucked. Everyone at the station had offered to pitch in, but Díaz had refused, accepting their sympathies but denying any help. Her family, her responsibility. That’s what she’d said.

			“Maybe we’ll get famous after this show and some car company will give you a new car in exchange for a shoutout or something.”

			She laughed, the sound zipping through his body, waking up every cell and nerve far better than any cup of coffee ever could.

			“Right. I highly doubt we’re going to get influencer famous off a local web show, dude.”

			Stranger things had happened.

			He pulled onto the highway, his truck picking up speed only to immediately slow down as they hit the ever-present Denver traffic. He noticed Díaz cover a small yawn out of the corner of his eye. She might be the baddest of badasses, but like him, she also wasn’t a morning person. Something he’d become extremely familiar with in the four years they’d known each other. Which was why: “Coffee.”

			“Huh?” she asked.

			He gave a slight tilt of his head to the middle console while keeping his eyes on the road. “I got you some coffee. Two sugars, no cream.”

			“Oh my god, you’re amazing!” 

			He chuckled as she reached over, grabbing the to-go cup and bringing it close to her face. He heard her inhale deeply and give a happy sigh. The sigh that starred in his favorite dreams. The one he did his best to make sure she had a reason to use as often as possible. A happy Díaz was the highlight of his day.

			“I am pretty amazing. Thanks for noticing,” he joked.

			She snorted, bringing the cup to her lips and drinking. She flicked on the stereo, syncing her phone, and they drove to the sounds of her favorite rock playlist as they hit the offramp for I-70. The tall city buildings faded away, replaced by towering mountain peaks. It was June, but the tops of the fourteeners were still covered in snow caps. Some of the high mountains kept their powdery white appearance all year long.

			He chuckled as a particularly fond winter memory filled his mind.

			“What?” Díaz asked, placing her empty cup back in the center console holder.

			He shook his head. “Nothing, just thinking about that time we all went skiing. Remember?”

			She groaned, her head falling back against the headrest. “I try not to remember that exercise in torture you all claimed was fun.”

			He laughed. The first year she’d joined Station 42, some of the fire crew had headed up to Keystone on their day off to hit the slopes. Most of them lived in the area and had been skiing for years. Colorado kids were put on skis by their fifth birthday and pushed down the hill. Díaz grew up in Florida. She’d been wowed by the snow, having never seen it in person before, and was seemingly excited to try skiing.

			“My ankle still makes a popping noise if I turn it wrong now,” she grumbled.

			He smothered his laughter. Poor Díaz. They got her up on the skis, being careful to only take her on the bunny hill, but a hill was a hill, and confident, skilled Díaz had fallen on her beautiful backside more times than he could count.

			“I still say if you would have given it just one more go, you would have gotten it.”

			She scoffed. “And I say one more time and I would have broken my neck. Give me water skiing any day.”

			“That’s like ten times as dangerous,” he argued. “You could drown.”

			“And you could get buried by an avalanche snow skiing,” she countered.

			Sure. Not very likely on the heavily skied runs, but avalanches did happen. Especially if you went off trail.

			“I’ll stick to drinking beer in the lodge while you jackasses crack your skulls open on the slopes.” She chuckled.

			He laughed along with her. She’d been a good sport to try something new. It was one of the few times Eli had seen Díaz not excel 100 percent at something. And even though she considered it a failure, he’d been impressed by her determination and drive. It was also one of the few moments she’d let herself depend on him. He’d done his best to give her tips and tricks. None of them had worked, sadly, but still, it felt good to offer support and have her allow it.

			“Lucky for you, I don’t think we’ll have to do any downhill skiing for this competition.”

			She made a small grumbling noise as she shifted, pulling a notepad out of her bag. “I wish they had given us a little more info in the packets on what we’re supposed to expect.”

			He agreed, but he was much better at going with the flow than her, so he hadn’t been sweating it too much. He had no doubt they would crush whatever these people threw at them.

			“I’ve jotted down a few possible strategies we can implement to ensure we stay on top. I don’t know if there’s a voting system or if it’s all points based but—”

			“Woah.” He laughed softly, sparing her a glance from the corner of his eye. “Díaz, we don’t even know what we’re heading into. How can you already have our strategy mapped out?”

			“I said I have several mapped out. Not one. I planned for multiple reality competition structures. Since we don’t know what the procedure is for getting kicked off the show, we have to have a separate plan for each eventuality. When we figure out which format they’re following, we can implement the corresponding approach.” 

			“You know this is supposed to be fun, right? Entertainment value.”

			“Winning is fun.”

			He couldn’t argue there. But he also couldn’t believe she had multiple avenues for them to win mapped out already. Oh wait, yes he could, because this was Díaz and she only played to win. 

			“You know the chief will be watching.”

			Some of his humor died at the reminder that the future of his career was on the line. If he wanted that lieutenant position—and he did, so badly he could taste it—Díaz was right. They had to win. And he had to prove they won because of him.

			Sorry, Díaz, but you’re not besting me this time.

			“Besides,” she continued. “If we want to win that prize money for our charity, we have to bring our A game.”

			“Do you even have a B game?”

			She ignored his jab. “And speaking of charities, we need to discuss which one we’re playing for.”

			“Chief said we get to pick.”

			“I have a suggestion.”

			More like she’d already picked and he was expected to go along with it. Didn’t really bother him. He knew Díaz had a soft gooey center that loved helping. Whatever charity she wanted, he was sure they were deserving. 

			She liked to play the badass with a heart of ice, but he’d seen her make silly faces at kids after rescuing them from their burning house to make them smile. Comfort victims of a car crash by holding their hand until the ambulance arrived. And he knew she kept individual bags filled with clean socks, underwear, water, protein bars, and pads and tampons to hand out to the unhoused people of Denver.

			Yeah, Díaz was a big ol’ secret softie.

			Not that he would ever say that to her face.

			He liked his balls where they were, thank you very much.

			“Lay it on me, dude.”

			“The Denver Youth Center.”

			“DYC?” He snickered softly at the acronym. Seriously, someone should have thought that through before they picked the name. Especially since it helped teens, who were notorious for making anything they could sound dirty.

			“Yes, Mr. Maturity.”

			He gave her a snarky two-fingered salute. “Yeah, I think it’d be great to play for the center. Plus, we can use this as an excuse to get out of volunteering for the lock-in next month.”

			Díaz laughed. “Yeah, like Lexi is going to let any of us wiggle out of that one.”

			O’Neil’s fiancée, Lexi, ran the center and somehow charmed each and every single person she met into helping out. Normally, Eli was happy to volunteer. But chaperoning overnight with twenty-five teens hopped up on junk food, sugar, and hormones? No, thank you. That sounded like a headache in hell to him.

			“Shit,” he muttered as he glanced at his gas gauge. “I gotta pull off at the next exit and fill up.”

			There were two types of people in life. Ones who never let their tank fall below half full, and those who knew the red empty light meant you had five more miles. He was the latter.

			“Seriously?” Díaz huffed out an exasperated breath. “You didn’t top off the tank this morning?”

			Díaz was the former.

			Shocker. 

			“I forgot, okay? I had to drop off some things at my mom’s this morning, and it just slipped my mind.”

			“It’s on red, Ward. How long has it been flashing the red empty light?”

			A day and a half.

			“Must have just come on.”

			She snorted, not buying his bullshit.

			“Relax, we’re ahead of schedule.” Thanks to her “you better get here thirty minutes early in case of traffic” text last night. “And this way you can grab us some more coffee and snacks while I fill up.”

			“Turning your lack of preparation into a silver lining again?”

			He winked at her. “You know it.”

			He heard her chuckle softly. Her laugh was the most beautiful sound in the world. Whether it softly escaped past parted lips or boisterously boomed out of her while her head was tipped back with abandon, he loved that sound. Díaz didn’t do it nearly enough. She held herself too tightly for it. He’d made it his mission the first day he heard it to do everything in his power to hear it as many times as possible.

			Could a person be addicted to a laugh?

			If so, Díaz had hooked him.

			“Take the Idaho Springs exit,” she said, looking at her phone.

			Eli had lived in Colorado his whole life; he could navigate the mountain passes with his eyes closed. Okay, maybe not. That sounded dangerous. But he knew his way around the interstates—the best places to stop for gas, food, fresh honey, and deer jerky. He changed lanes, preparing for the exit he already knew was coming. It was cool of Díaz to play navigator. He didn’t need it, but he did appreciate it. 

			See, they were already acing this teammate thing.

			He pulled off the highway and into the roadside gas station, pulling up to the pump and inwardly groaning at the prices. Díaz gave no quarter as she smugly smiled at him.

			“Should have filled up before we left.”

			“Yeah, yeah.”

			She was right. The prices of the stations lining the interstate were always jacked up because…well, they could. People needed gas, and when you were miles away from another tiny roadside town, you had to take what you got.

			“Keep the receipt,” she said as she got out of the car. “Maybe the show will reimburse you as an expense or something.”

			He popped the gas tank and made his way to the pump. Díaz closed her car door and stretched. The hem of her T-shirt riding up her stomach gave him just the barest glimpse of the soft, smooth skin on her toned stomach. His body tightened with need. Pulling his gaze away, he cursed himself for his wayward thoughts and focused on pumping the gas.

			“Coffee and what else?” she asked.

			Without turning around, he waved a hand in the air. “Dealer’s choice.”

			He thought he heard her mutter “sucker” as she walked away. Yeah. He was a sucker. For so many reasons. And yes, he realized he just gave Díaz the power to pick the oddest snack a roadside gas station along the Colorado highway had, but he needed some space. Needed to get himself under control.

			This ridiculous crush he’d been nursing for Díaz was usually easier to ignore. He’d hoped it would disappear, but since it was going on four years now, that was probably not likely to happen. And now they’d been thrust into this competition for the next two weeks. He needed his alone time. Time away from the woman who made him want things he had no right asking her for.

			“Suck it up, Ward,” he grunted to himself. “You have a competition to win.”

			Right. He needed to get his head in the game. Hopefully it would be easier once said game actually started.

			Not if you beat her out for lieutenant. She’ll never forgive you.

			He sighed at the realization. Yeah, it was true, but he wasn’t throwing away his life’s goal just because he had the hots for his friend. Díaz might be competitive, but she’d understand. Hell, she’d do the same. It wasn’t personal. It was business.

			The pump dinged, letting him know the tank was full. He winced as he took in the price. His truck came in handy for ski trips, helping friends move, and when his brothers needed another hauler for a project, but damn did his truck guzzle a lot of gas. He could swear he heard his debit card crying. Now he was doubly glad they didn’t take Diaz’s car. He knew she was trying to save as much as possible for a new car—no reason for her to waste money on gas when he could take care of it.

			He screwed in the gas cap and looked up to see the woman who took up far too much space in his mind practically skip out of the convenience store, swinging a plastic bag filled with what he could only assume were torture treats for him.

			“Good finds?” he asked, watching her approach, her smile growing wider.

			“Oh, Ward. I found the motherload.” 

			She laughed, reaching into the bag and pulling out a square lollipop with what appeared to be a tiny scorpion suspended in the candy.

			“I hope you enjoy insects.”

			He wanted to be mad, but the delight on her face made his lips turn up. Besides, he couldn’t let her think she won. “Mmmm, love ’em! Hope you have some chocolate-covered ants in there, too.”

			Not giving in—Díaz never gave in—she gave him a wicked smirk and reached back into the bag only to pull a small clear bag filled with…were those crickets? Why were they red?

			“No, but I did find some chili-coated crickets.”

			Oh no.

			She arched one eyebrow in triumph. “Extra spicy.”

			Crap! Díaz knew he was a wuss when it came to spicy stuff. He needed half a cup of sour cream in even the mildest of chilies. 

			He narrowed his eyes, leaning across the hood of the truck. “Is this payback for making a rest stop?”

			She winked. “Next time, be more prepared and fill up before we leave.”

			He laughed as she slid into the cab of the truck. Yup, no way was Díaz going to let them lose this competition. Now all he had to do was make sure he didn’t lose his head over her, and everything would be fine.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			“Fucking hell, Díaz!”

			Stephanie suppressed a giggle at the sight of Ward, jaw open, fanning his hand in front of his open mouth. He’d forgone the sucker, saying he’d eat that later—something she planned to hold him to—and instead dove into the chili-covered crickets. Honestly, she’d bought them as a gag. She didn’t really expect the man to eat them, but Ward never backed down from a challenge. Much like her. It was why they were friends.

			Friends who lived to give each other crap and annoy the living daylights out of each other, but still, friends.

			He popped one cricket in his mouth. One! The second his mouth closed, his eyes had started to water. Poor guy could barely handle mild salsa. It really hadn’t been fair of her to buy the flaming-hot chili crickets. She felt a teeny bit bad, which was why she’d bought something else, too. Reaching into the plastic bag, she brought out the pint of milk she’d grabbed and screwed the top off.

			“Here, ya big baby.” She handed the drink over.

			Ward took it with a slight scowl, chugging the creamy liquid that would help balance out the spice. “I’m not a baby; that shit’s hot.”

			She shrugged, reaching her hand into the snack bag and pulling out three crickets, tossing them in her mouth and crunching down like it was nothing. She didn’t much care for the insects. The crunch was interesting but nothing you wouldn’t get from a crispy potato chip. The spice, however, was excellent. A bold mixture of cumin, onion, garlic, celery seed, and paprika, with just a hint of heat. 

			Stephanie loved spicy foods. Once, when she was a child, her older cousin dared her to take a bite of a habanero. She’d not only taken a bite, she’d finished it, much to her cousin’s dismay. There wasn’t a hot sauce around spicy enough to suit her. One of her favorite dishes was her abuela’s chilate de pollo. Her happiest childhood memory was the day Abuela taught her the recipe that had been handed down through her dad’s side of the family for generations. She didn’t cook much these days, but she always made the dish for herself on her birthday to celebrate and remember.

			“I don’t know whether to be impressed or terrified,” Ward said as he watched her from the corner of his eye.

			“Terrified.” She grinned and downed another three. “Always terrified.”

			He laughed, the sound hitting her strangely, heating her body far more than any pepper ever could. 

			Dammit, what was up with her lately?

			They drove for another hour before her phone’s navigation system informed them of the turnoff coming up in a quarter of a mile. She straightened in her seat. Game time. She hated not knowing exactly what they were going to be up against, but no matter what, she knew she and Ward would crush it. She had multiple plans in place to assure that outcome.

			“That’s our exit.” She pointed to the sign up ahead. 

			Ward slowed the truck and took the turnoff, completely comfortable with the tricky mountain road. Truth be told, she was glad he insisted on driving. Though she’d lived here for a few years now, the winding, high, and narrow mountain passes always made her a bit nervous. Thankfully, they didn’t have to deal with ice or snow on the roads.

			They drove down the paved road for about a mile before it turned into dirt. Every bump and dip made her nerves rise. Anticipation and anxiety warred within her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this excited for something. Her competitive nature was like a caged tiger: panting, growling, ready to be set free and dominate.

			“Sky Ridge Ranch,” Ward said, reading the large wooden sign hanging from the wide archway over the road. “Guess this is it.”

			Appeared so.

			The car hit a particularly big dip. She grabbed the “oh shit” handle as her butt lifted off the seat with the jarring impact.

			“Shit! Sorry about that. Dude, they really need to get this road fixed.” He grunted. “Hope that wasn’t an omen of bad things to come.”

			“No such thing as omens,” she muttered as he swerved to avoid another pothole in the road. “Only hard work and determination.”

			It’s what she believed. As long as she kept her nose to the grindstone and worked hard, she would achieve her goals. And no one, not even fate, would stand in her way.

			The road turned to reveal a large wooden cabin. No. Cabin wasn’t the right word. This was huge. What did you call a big cabin? A mansion? A manor? A lodge?

			The place was enormous—the entire station, including the truck bay, could fit in this behemoth of a log cabin. The ranch house had to have at least a dozen rooms. Which had her wondering about the accommodations. She hoped each room had a separate bathroom. Not that she couldn’t handle a common bathroom, but she’d rather not have to wait in line every morning for her shower time. 

			Ward pulled the truck up to the house, parking beside half a dozen various cars. Off to the side of the house, there were a few white vans and a large moving truck. A crew of people were carrying equipment out of the truck. Big heavy-looking trunks, light poles, and other things she had no idea what to call but assumed were going to be used for filming in some way.

			Once the vehicle was parked, she exited and glanced around. Half a dozen people were milling about. Two men were pulling large suitcases out of the trunk of a car to her right. A pair of women were headed into the large ranch house, each carrying hiking packs on their back. As she scanned her surroundings, she saw a man with slightly mussed dark hair and light brown skin who couldn’t be older than twenty-two rushing toward her.

			“I’ve got another arrival,” the man said into a walkie. He shouted as he continued to rush forward. “Hi there, names?”

			“Stephanie Díaz.” She glanced over her shoulder to see Ward had exited the truck and come around to stand behind her. “And Eli Ward from Denver Fire Department, Station Forty-Two.”

			The man clicked his walkie again. “The firefighters are here.”

			Did that mean they were the only firefighters participating? What other types of first responders were here? How many teams? So many questions. Her brain itched for answers.

			The walkie crackled, and then a voice came from the speaker, saying, “Copy that. Gina is ready for them.”

			“Copy that.” The man hooked the radio to his pants and looked up at them both with a wide, harried-looking smile. “Hi and welcome to Battle of the First Responders. I’m Sajan. If you would like to grab your bags and head into the lodge, Gina will meet you to go over any questions you might have.”

			She had about a million, but something told her she wouldn’t get the chance to ask this Gina person more than one. Not by the frantic way everyone seemed to be moving about the place. Even Sajan’s focus seemed to be in multiple places at once as he scanned the clipboard in his hand while simultaneously talking to them.

			“Do you have the paperwork we sent you? Did you fill it all out?”

			“Yes, hold on.” She turned to grab her suitcase from the truck, only to run directly into Ward. His hands reached out to steady her. A spark of awareness heated her skin, but she pushed it away.

			“Looking for this?” He grinned as he moved one hand to grab her suitcase from the ground where it rested beside his. 

			When had he gotten their bags out, and how come she didn’t notice?

			“Thanks,” she muttered, unzipping the front pocket to grab the file folder containing all the signed and completed paperwork. She handed it over to Sajan, stiffening when Ward’s muscled forearm came into her peripheral vision as he handed his over as well. 

			When the hell had being close to Ward caused her body to go all haywire? Maybe she could blame it on the competition nerves. Anticipation was amping up her bodily responses. Making everything stronger than it usually was.

			That had to be it.

			“Thank you.” Sajan took the paperwork, his smile falling a little as he grabbed Ward’s messy stack of stapled papers. “Your truck will have to be moved to the outer lot when we start filming tomorrow, but you can do that later. After you’re settled.” 

			With that, the younger man was off, racing to a new car that had pulled up as they were talking.

			“Well.” Ward nudged his chin toward the lodge. “Shall we?”

			She nodded, grabbing her suitcase handle and hefting the bag up in her grip. “Let’s do this.”

			They made their way up to the front porch. People were rushing in and out of the front door, carrying long cords, cameras, boxes, and assorted items. She wondered if all these people would be on the crew for filming or if some of them were just the delivery service.

			“Ms. Díaz, Mr. Ward, so happy you made it.”

			Stephanie turned at the overly bright greeting. A tall woman with blindingly bright blond hair and a creamy pale complexion stood at a podium in the middle of the…she had no idea what to call this space. It wasn’t a room, and it was too big to be a simple entrance. The outside of the lodge resembled a log cabin—a freakin’ fancy-ass log cabin—but inside, it was a whole other aesthetic. 

			No logs inside. The walls were a pale sky blue and adorned with dozens of gold-framed artworks varying from portraits to picturesque mountain scenes. Larger polished wooden pillars towered up to the ceiling fifteen feet above their heads. An opulent double staircase filled the back center of the open space, leading up to what she assumed would be the rooms everyone was staying in.

			Ward let out a low whistle. “Fancy digs.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Ward. The owner is a friend who gave us a fantastic rate in exchange for some promo on the show.” The woman extended her hand. “I’m Gina Shelton, but you can call me Gina. I’m the producer and host of Battle of the First Responders, and I’m so excited you’re both here. I know you two probably hear this all the time, but you truly are heroes. All first responders are. Your work, dedication, and sacrifice is what keeps our world running, and I hope that with this show we can bring more awareness to the amazing work you all do.”

			The woman was laying it on a little thick, but she supposed that’s what TV people did. Even if this was only a web stream, it was still show business. 

			“You can call me Eli,” Ward said, shaking the other woman’s hand.

			“Okay, Eli.” Gina smiled.

			A hot poker stabbed Stephanie right in the gut. She didn’t like that smile or the way the woman was still holding Ward’s hand. How long did a handshake take?

			Get a grip!

			She shook her head, shoving off the absurd feeling. Gina was the person in charge of the show. She was just being friendly. There was no reason to get…she wouldn’t call it jealous. Why the hell would she be jealous of some woman giving Ward attention? He was a world-class flirt. Women always gave him attention. No, it wasn’t jealousy. It was simply her looking out for her partner. She didn’t want him to get sidetracked by a beautiful smile. Especially when it was someone who held so much power over them for the next two weeks. 

			If he started something with Gina and it went south, she could kick them off the show. Stephanie would not allow him to engage in an action that would cost her the win and the promotion. No way. He’d just have to keep it zipped up and get real friendly with his right hand for the next few weeks.

			“And you must be Stephanie.”

			Gina pulled her hand from Ward’s—finally—and extended it to her. Stephanie grasped it in a firm grip; her father always taught her the sign of strength was in a firm handshake. Gina’s eyebrows rose, a hint of respect and acknowledgment filling her light brown eyes. Strength recognized strength. She’d bet this competition that Gina worked her ass off to put this thing together, and she wanted to let the woman know she didn’t come here to fail.

			“So, you’ve turned in your paperwork to Sajan?”

			They both nodded.

			“Good, then I just need to check your bags.”

			“Our bags?” Ward’s brow furrowed.

			Oooo, looked like someone wasn’t as thorough with the paperwork as he said. Stephanie smothered a laugh. Ward obviously skipped the part that said staff would be searching their bags for any contraband items, i.e. alcohol or non-prescription drugs. There was some clause in the contract about not being held liable, and even though alcohol and weed were legal in Colorado, the show strictly forbade it. Any contestant caught with such items would be sent home immediately.

			Suddenly, her laughter died. Oh shit. She hoped like hell Ward hadn’t done something silly like bring along a bottle of whiskey or a six pack. 

			Gina indicated a solid-looking wooden table that appeared to be made from the side of an entire tree. Stephanie hefted her suitcase and placed it on the table, unzipping it and opening the top. Ward followed her lead. He didn’t appear to be sweating or nervous—that was a good sign. She didn’t really expect him to bring booze, but with Ward, one never knew.

			Gina inspected Stephanie’s suitcase first, being as discreet as possible. Once she was satisfied, she said, “We have a variety of period products with our on-site nurse if either of you should need them.”

			Kind of her to offer. Gina must have noticed the lack of them in her bag. She patted her arm where she had her birth control implant that basically eliminated her cycle. “No thanks, I’m all good.”

			“Same. Don’t have the equipment,” said Ward. “Good to know, though.”

			Ward stood completely at ease beside her. As a first responder, she knew he had the same medical training as her. He might not have ever experienced a period, but he knew a lot about them and was more comfortable discussing menstruation than most cis men.

			Gina nodded in understanding and moved to Ward’s bag. 

			Gina flipped open his suitcase and gently searched through. Stephanie was happy to see no booze or other forbidden items in his bag, but there was a lot of—

			“Ward, why do you have so many candy bars?” Her eyes widened as she counted five—no, seven—boxes of various fun-size chocolate bars.

			He shrugged. “I didn’t know if they’d have my favorites.”

			Gina chuckled. “I assure you, Eli, we have plenty of sweets. However, it’s always a good idea to have”—the woman paused and put a finger to her chin—“bargaining power in a situation like the one you’re about to embark on.”

			Stephanie jumped on the other woman’s words like a starving dog on a steak. Was she implying that alliances would be formed? Bribes were to be encouraged? She really wished all this settling-in nonsense was done so they could get to the rules of this game.

			Then she could start winning it. 

			“Oh my!” Gina exclaimed, pulling out a box of condoms.

			Stephanie groaned. He’d done it. Ward actually brought condoms. And not just a few. An entire twenty-four pack. At least he had the decency to look abashed. His cheeks flushed red as the producer gave him a sly grin.

			“They’re…um…they have a lot of uses in the wilderness, and I didn’t know what to expect, so I…my dad taught me and my brothers how to stick things in them to keep them waterproof.”

			She choked on a laugh, heartened when she glanced over and saw Gina trying to hold in her own laughter.

			“No!” Ward held up his hands, looking panicked. “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant matches and stuff. Tinder for starting a fire and…shit, I’m gonna just go hide in my room now and eat like fifteen of those candy bars.”

			Taking pity on her partner, she patted him on the back. “It’s okay, Ward. I’m sure Gina knew what you meant.”

			The blonde nodded, her eyes still sparkling with humor. “I did. And don’t worry, you two—booze and drugs may not be permitted during the shoot, but, ahem.” She cleared her throat and gave them both a subtle wink. “We don’t film in the contestants’ quarters, and what consenting adults do behind closed doors is none of our business.”

			Stephanie’s humor died. Wait, did Gina just insinuate Stephanie and Ward could hump like bunnies during the shoot? Why would the woman even think they were together? For all the host knew, Ward was here to hook up with another contestant.

			Fire burned in the pit of her gut at the thought. Not because she cared who Ward got his rocks off with, but because while they were here, they were in competition and shouldn’t be consorting with the enemy. Which was everyone else. She better keep an eye on her flirtatious partner. She had to protect him, after all, in case some femme fatale tried to snare him and twist his loyalty into throwing the game.

			“Now,” Gina said as she closed Ward’s bag and pushed it back over to him. “Let me get someone to show you two to your cabin.”

			Her breath caught as a sense of unease crawled up the back of her neck.

			Cabin? Singular?

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Stephanie raised a hand, sure she’d misheard Gina. “Cabin? I thought the contestants were staying in the lodge.”

			The other woman shook her head, grabbing a clipboard on the podium next to her. “No. The lodge will house the crew and catering staff. The ranch holds twelve small cabins on the property. All within walking distance of the lodge but slightly secluded. This isn’t a Big Brother–type show. There are no cameras in your cabins. We want you all to have a safe space to go to after each competition to relax and recharge. My vision is a singularly unique piece of media. This is a fierce competition, and I want the main focus to be on the challenges, not the mundane day-to-day living situations.”

			That sounded good…she supposed. But since when did reality TV not care about tracking their contestants’ every move? Wasn’t that when the juiciest stuff came up? The alliances, the in-fighting. A tingle of suspicion crept up in Stephanie’s mind. What was Gina up to? The producer seemed nice, but giving her carte blanche wasn’t a wise idea. After all, the woman was trying to make a hit show. Couldn’t do that without a little drama.

			“Let’s see,” Gina said, looking up from her clipboard. “It appears you two are in cabin seven. I’ll get someone to take you out there now. I have to greet the rest of the guests.”

			Gina pulled out a walkie and called for someone to take them to their cabin. Stephanie’s home for the next two weeks. Hers and… She glanced to her side, heart pounding a rapid beat. Ward’s. His devil-may-care smile was firmly affixed to his face, but she knew him. She noticed the slight tightening around the corners of his eyes. He was just as shocked as she was about their living arrangements. Was he also upset? Worried? She knew her friend, but sometimes he did and said things that made her think she didn’t know him as well as she thought.

			A tall man with neon blue hair showed up, distracting her mind from wondering what else Ward was feeling about this new development.

			“Follow me,” he muttered, turning and heading out the front door.

			She glanced over to Ward, who shrugged and started to follow the man, his suitcase in hand. Stephanie grabbed her own suitcase, giving Gina another careful look before heading after the two men. As they were making their way out the door, they passed the two women she’d seen in the parking lot earlier. One of them—a small brunette with light freckles scattered on her pale face under wire-rimmed glasses—stopped in her tracks, her mouth going wide as she stared.

			“Eli?”

			Ward halted, his own jaw dropping before his lips curled in a smile. “Kayleigh? Woah, hi! How are you? What are you doing here?”

			Kayleigh jumped up, throwing her arms around Ward’s neck and squeezing. When he hugged her back, something hot and uncomfortable punched Stephanie in the stomach. She never really cared for the way women fell all over themselves for Ward, but it really wasn’t any of her business. The man could date if he wanted. She’d never actually seen him date, but that didn’t mean he didn’t do it.

			“Oh my gosh.” Kayleigh pulled back with a squeal. “Are you competing, too?”

			He nodded. “Yup, me and my partner, Díaz. Oh shit, sorry.”

			He turned back to her, grabbing her hand and pulling her forward. Her fingers sparked where their skin touched. The second he released her, she clenched her hand into a fist, swearing she could still feel the gentle touch of his calloused palms.

			“Stephanie Díaz, this is Kayleigh Brody. Díaz and I work at the firehouse together.” He smiled back at Stephanie. “Kayleigh and I know each other from intramural volleyball.”

			“That and one disastrous date.” 

			He groaned, but his smile was wide. “Oh no, don’t remind me. Again, I am so sorry about your shoes. I wish you would have let me replace them.”

			Date? Shoes? What the hell? Ward hadn’t told her about any date or funny shoe story. They talked about everything. Well, most things. She supposed they didn’t really talk much about their relationships, or lack thereof in her case. But it sounded like these two had a history. She knew Ward played volleyball occasionally, but he’d never mentioned a Kayleigh before.

			Get it together. Friends don’t need to share every little detail of their lives with each other.

			True, but she had to admit, a small part of her was hurt Ward didn’t tell her about this disastrous-date story. At the very least it sounded like something she could tease him about. Hmmm, maybe that was why he’d never told her. She made a mental note to find Kayleigh later and get the details. Always good to have some friendly ammo in one’s pocket when one wanted to get out of truck-washing duty.

			“Oh.” Kayleigh motioned to the woman next to her. “This is Cora. We work at the hospital together.”

			Aha! They were medical first responders. She made a mental note, eager to discover the rest of the occupational training they’d be up against in this thing. Wait—

			“Cora?” She stepped forward, staring at the familiar face. “Hey, aren’t you Tamsen’s old roommate?”

			The taller woman smiled. “Yes. Oh, you guys are from Parker’s station. Station Forty-Two. Wow, small world.”

			Not really, considering this was a local web show involving first responders in the area. It made sense that they all might know one another and have worked together on rescues before. A rush of glee washed over her. Excellent! The more she knew about her opponents, the better she could crush them.

			“Mr. Ward? Ms. Díaz?” Blue hair stood at the door, holding it open with an impatient expression. 

			“Oh, sorry, dude.” Ward gave Kayleigh another small side hug. “Great seeing you again, both of you.”

			They’d started to walk out the door when Kayleigh called out after them, “See you on the field, and prepare to lose.”

			Stephanie turned, giving the two medical professionals her best badass smirk. “Don’t count your winnings just yet. We plan on bringing the heat.”

			“Oh my god, Díaz.” Ward snickered beside her. “Was that a fire pun?”

			She pushed him out the door. “Shut up. I was going for intimidating.” 

			Might not have been her best comeback, but she was a little thrown off by all the revelations that had happened in the past ten minutes.

			He laughed. “Well, you better work on it, because if there’s anyone as competitive as you, it’s Kayleigh. Trust me.”

			She didn’t like the way he said that. The intimacy of it. Ward better not hook up with the enemy while they were here. She needed his head clear and in the game. Because no matter who she was up against, she planned to win. 

			… 

			Eli chuckled as Díaz passed by him, a look of hard determination on her face. Oh yeah, he’d poked the bear. Kayleigh was competitive, but no one could hold a candle to Díaz. Didn’t stop him from taking the opportunity to tease her a bit. He grinned. It was so much fun, how could he resist?

			He had not been expecting to see Kayleigh here. A pleasant surprise—she was fun and super nice. Too bad the only chemistry their date produced involved a very poorly thought-out snack choice of Pop Rocks and diet soda, which resulted in ruining the sweet woman’s shoes. She’d been gracious about it, even refusing his insistence on buying her a new pair. He liked Kayleigh. Unfortunately, no woman seemed to hold his interest beyond friendship these days.

			“Ward, move your ass,” Díaz called over her shoulder.

			No woman except the one he was about to spend two weeks with alone in a private cabin. Holy hell, he’d nearly swallowed his damn tongue when Gina mentioned their accommodations. He’d been assuming—like Díaz—they’d be staying in the lodge. Even if they’d been given rooms next to each other, he could have handled it. A solid door, nice wall, and dozens of other people in close vicinity would be just the thing to help him quell this constant need he had for her.

			But no.

			They were staying in a cabin.

			Alone.

			Fan—fucking—tastic.

			At least they’d have their own rooms, right? No way the show would make contestants share a bed? Gina’s sharp-eyed glint and tiny smile, which seemed to hold a million secrets—none of them good for them, he assumed—filled his mind, and his worry doubled. Actually, it sounded exactly like a sneaky trick a reality show would pull.

			He hurried after Díaz and the blue-haired guy. The man walked at a clipped pace. Probably had a million other things to do. The ranch sat on seventy-eight acres of property, according to the packet he’d received. And contrary to the accusatory stare Díaz gave him earlier, he had read it. Most of it, anyway.

			They headed out behind the ranch house and followed a tiny dirt trail back into the thick, towering green pines. Dirt crunched under his sneakers, the smell of earth and fresh air filling his lungs with each breath. He loved the city, all the amenities and nightlife, but there was something to be said for getting out into nature every now and then.

			A hawk swooped down into the branches of a tree just ahead of them.

			“Wow,” Díaz whispered.

			“That’s a Red-tailed hawk,” Blue Hair said. “The property butts up against Rocky Mountain National Park. There’s a ton of wildlife around—as long as you don’t bother them, they mostly leave you alone. But we do have bear mace in each cabin, and the med clinic has rattlesnake antivenom just in case.”

			The wonder on Díaz’s face turned to horror. “I’m sorry, did you say bear mace?”

			Eli slung an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry, dude. Bears are big ol’ scaredy cats. Make a lot of noise, be big and menacing, and they’ll run for the hills. Should be easy for you. Just glare at them.” He laughed at the murderous look she gave him. “Yeah, like that. Perfect. That’ll scare a bear right out of its fur.”

			She shoved at his side, and he stepped back, dropping his arm. But he could still feel her there. His body burned from the warmth of her skin. Damn, he’d do best to remember not to touch Díaz too often while they were alone out here.

			After about five minutes walking along the dirt trail, a smattering of small cabins came into view. They were spaced apart a fair bit. Close enough that shouts from a bear attack could be heard but talk of strategy would be kept a secret. He supposed that’s why Gina put everyone in cabins instead of the main lodge. Unlike other reality shows where there were teams of large groups, this was partner-style gaming. Privacy was paramount.

			And there went his wayward mind again. Thinking of all the things he wanted to do to Díaz in private. His body tightened with need, but he shut that shit down. That wasn’t why they were here, and even if he thought he saw a hint of attraction in Díaz’s eyes every now and then, he knew it was probably just his wishful thinking messing with him.

			“Here you are. Cabin seven.” Blue Hair motioned ahead.

			Ward stopped and stared. It wasn’t a bad cabin. The outside log-style structure was similar to the main lodge. Only it was smaller. Much smaller. He prayed to everything in the universe that there were two bedrooms. If not, he was taking the couch, because sleeping in the same room with Díaz, even if it was on the floor, sounded like the worst form of torture.

			“Keys are on the kitchen table. There’s one for each of you. Take the rest of the day to settle in. Tomorrow, Gina wants everyone at the main lodge at ten a.m. to explain the rules and get the first shots.” The man hurried away, waving a hand over his shoulder as he called out, “See ya.”

			“Later, dude.” 

			Díaz stared at the cabin, uncertainty on her face. Was she as worried about the room situation as he was? Shit, he didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable. There better be two rooms, or he might have to… He had no idea. Get a rollaway bed? Did the ranch even have those?

			“Should we go check it out?” he asked.

			She nodded, straightening her shoulders, hesitation sliding off her as she strode forward with determination. He let out a relieved breath. There was the Díaz he knew.

			He followed her through the door of the cabin, pleasantly surprised to see how much larger it looked. “It’s bigger on the inside.”

			She glanced over her shoulder at him with a small smirk. “Nerd.”

			“Yeah, well, you got the reference, so that makes you a nerd, too.”

			She scratched her nose with her middle finger.

			“Very mature, Díaz.” He returned her gesture by rubbing his jaw with his own middle finger.

			She laughed, which made him smile, even though they were acting like a pair of twelve-year-olds.

			He glanced around the cabin, taking in his home for the next two weeks. There was a small kitchen with an eating area consisting of a table and four chairs off to the left. A living room stood to the right. A cozy-looking love seat, a rocking chair, and a recliner filled the space. No TV, but there was a bookshelf full of books and board games. Not that he imagined they’d have much downtime to relax during this thing.

			He moved past the living room into the hall, where he noticed three closed doors. The first, he discovered, was the bathroom. Nice, clean. No tub, only a standing shower, but he didn’t mind. Wasn’t like Eli indulged in bubble baths all that often. Or ever. A bath was just a person stewing in their own filth. Human soup. Gross. 

			The last two doors were directly across from each other. He opened one to find a simple bedroom with a queen-size bed against the back wall, a wooden dresser along the front wall, and a small closet next to a window on the last wall. Moving to the other door, he opened it and let out a sigh of relief. Another bedroom. An identical bedroom, to be exact.

			“This one’s mine.”

			Díaz’s voice came from behind him as she pushed her way past him, hefting her suitcase onto the dresser.

			He leaned against the open doorway, crossing his arms over his chest. “Why?”

			“It’s better.”

			He arched one eyebrow. “They’re exactly the same.”

			“No.” She shook her head and pointed to the window. “This one faces west, so I won’t be woken up by the blinding rays of the sun in the morning.”

			Dammit, she was right. “Okay, you win.”

			“Naturally.” She smiled.

			He tensed. Díaz’s smile was a thing of wonder. Beautiful like a sunset along the Rockies. All the warm and dark colors mixing together to soothe your soul as you stared, wondering how you’d ever gotten so lucky to experience its magnificence. But also, so out of your reach it made you a little bit sad. That you could only see it and never, ever be a part of its magic.

			“Ward!”

			He shook his head, realizing he’d zoned out for a second. “Huh? Wha, what? What’s happening?”

			Her brow furrowed as she stared at him. “You okay? I asked if you were gonna unpack like twice.”

			“Oh right, unpack. Yeah, of course.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. He really needed to get his shit together. And fast. “Sorry, I think the drive made me a little loopy there or something. Yeah, I’ll go unpack.”

			She frowned, concern filling her dark gaze. “You should have let me drive partway. I can handle your precious truck, you know.”

			“I know.” Díaz was a very safe driver; he didn’t mind her driving his truck. “But you hate driving the mountain passes. Didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”

			Story of his life around this woman.

			She half smiled, looking a bit uncomfortable with his gesture. “Oh, um, thanks. I’ll go check the kitchen and see if they left us any coffee or soda. If not, I’m sure we can head to the lodge for a caffeine boost.”

			“Cool. Thanks, Díaz.”

			He lugged his suitcase across the hall into the empty bedroom and started unpacking. A glance out his bedroom window revealed Blue Hair bringing Kayleigh and Cora to the cabin across the way. Looked like everyone was getting settled in. He only wished this sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach would go away. The one that whispered everything was about to change…forever. 

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Stephanie shoved the rest of her clothing into the dresser. Ward admitting he took on all the driving to save her the discomfort made her feel… Honestly, she had no idea what she was feeling right now. She’d always had a hard time letting people take care of her. Her independent streak ran wide. Everyone at the firehouse looked after one another, but with Ward, he always seemed to take extra care with her. Sure, he busted her chops day and night, but she gave it right back. It was their friendship language. Giving each other crap. 

			But he always seemed to know exactly when to pull back. He never crossed any lines or made her feel uncomfortable in any way. 

			She pushed down the weird feelings that stirred in her and headed out of the bedroom to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, she was pleasantly surprised to see it stocked with every staple a person could want catered specifically to the food preference and allergy sheet they filled out prior to arriving. Butter, milk, juice, veggies, fruits, meats, and cheeses. She closed the door and moved to the freezer, which was less stocked but still had some frozen items, including, she was happy to see, ice cream. Next she moved over to the small pantry, opening it to find dry goods like pastas, cereal, and—success—coffee. 

			Grabbing the bag, she glanced around to find a small coffee pot to the left of the sink. She set about making a pot. Her stomach made a loud grumbling sound as she hit brew on the coffeemaker. 

			“You should have eaten more crickets,” Ward said with a grin as he entered the room. “Any food in here? I could make us something.”

			“No!” She lurched forward as Ward went for the fridge. “I’ll make us something. We can’t be getting sick before the competition even starts.”

			He scowled. “I can make a sandwich without giving us food poisoning, Díaz.”

			Could he, though? It was common knowledge that Ward was the worst cook at Station 42. The man could burn water. Better not to risk it.

			“I got it,” she insisted.

			He sighed, moving to the wooden table and sinking into one of the chairs. “Suit yourself.”

			She quickly made them up a couple of sandwiches, adding a handful of baby carrots to the plates and bringing them over to the table. They ate in silence, each downing a cup of coffee with their lunch. Stomach filled and brain hyped on caffeine, she finally felt collected, clearheaded.

			She stood, gathering her plate and mug, and moved to the sink to rinse them out before putting them in the dishwasher.

			“You know the whole point of a dishwasher is to wash the dishes.”

			Turning to face Ward as he popped his last carrot into his mouth, she frowned. 

			“Yeah, but if you rinse them first, it helps.”

			“Then you’re just washing them twice.”

			“No, I’m rinsing them. With water, not scrubbing with soap.” A horrifying thought entered her mind. “Ward, please tell me when it’s your turn with dish duty you actually use soap to scrub things.”

			She’d seen him do dishes over the years, but Ward was a shove-everything-in-the-dishwasher-even-if-it-didn’t-belong type of person. And it wasn’t like she hung out at the sink, looking over his shoulder to make sure he was cleaning properly. She might be a bit type A, but she wasn’t that controlling.

			He rolled his eyes with a sigh, standing and grabbing his own dirty dishes. “Yes, Díaz. I use soap when I’m hand-scrubbing stuff. I just think it’s overkill to wash a dish, then put it in the dishwasher.”

			His emphasis was not proving his point. Just because something had a name didn’t mean it lived up to that name. She watched as he opened the dishwasher and slid his plate and mug inside…without rinsing them. Hot irritation picked at her brain. Yeah, there was no way they were making it two weeks together without her seriously maiming Ward.

			Calling on all the patience she could muster, she reached down and grabbed his dishes from the rack. Staring him dead in the eye, she turned on the tap and ran the plate and mug under the flow of water.

			“Again, not washing—rinsing.”

			He grinned. That knowing little smirk grin of his that drove her up the wall.

			“Po-tay-to, pa-tah-to.”

			Shutting off the water, she returned the dishes to the rack and closed the dishwasher. She crossed her arms over her chest as she tried to make this man see reason. Ha! Like anyone could ever get Eli Ward to see reason. If there was a correct way and a simple way, Ward would pick the simple way every time.

			“Look, if you don’t want to rinse your dishes before shoving them in the dishwasher, that’s fine, but don’t expect me to do double duty and wash off all the bits of food that get stuck on there during the dry cycle. Look at this thing, Ward.” She pointed to the machine. “It’s not as heavy-duty as the one we have at the station. I’d say this thing is about ten years old or more.”

			She was guessing that because she had the same crappy brand in her apartment, and it sucked so bad at cleaning it was honestly easier for her to hand-wash everything.

			“This baby needs a pre-rinse before the wash.”

			“That just feels illogical.”

			“Rinse your dishes before or wash them after,” she said.

			Ward’s eyebrows rose. “Woah, dude. Last time I checked, we were teammates. When did you suddenly become the boss?”

			One day, I will be the boss.

			She held back the thought. All right, maybe she was being a little heavy-handed. It was just dishes, after all. She blamed it on the situation. Her and Ward alone in this damn cabin for the next two weeks, teammates and yet competing to show their boss they were the right one for the promotion at work. How was she supposed to work with him when she needed to be better than him? 

			She wasn’t going to make it. 

			Yes, I am. Just focus on the prize.

			Fortitude in place, she offered him a tiny grimace. “Sorry. I guess I’m just really pent-up. I wish we didn’t have to wait until tomorrow to start filming.”

			He smiled. “Can’t wait that long for the rules to be explained?”

			“No!” She threw her hands up into the air, her exasperation boiling over to a point of explosion. “All we know about this thing is that it’s some sort of competition, but what kind? What are the rules? How can we strategize? Are there alliances? How can they expect us to plan anything if we don’t have all the information?”

			Ward reached into his pocket, pulled out a nougat-filled chocolate bar—her favorite—and held it out.

			“Okay, first of all, have some chocolate.”

			Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the delicious candy she totally wanted but feared was a trap. “Why?”

			“Because chocolate releases endorphins, and endorphins calm you down and make you happy.”

			That…sounded right, but she wasn’t sure. “Is that true?”

			He sighed, shoving the candy in her direction. “I don’t know. It’s candy, Díaz. Take it.”

			Since it was her favorite and lunch hadn’t satisfied her sweet tooth, she grabbed the candy bar with a muttered thanks. She ripped open the wrapper and bit into the delicious treat. Rich chocolate taste exploded in her mouth, immediately calming her nerves. Well, would you look at that. Ward might have actually been right.

			A fact she was not sharing with him. Ever.

			“Second,” he continued. “I know you already have like a dozen different strategies. You were talking about them on the way up here in the truck.”

			“Not a dozen,” she mumbled around a mouthful of soft, sugary nougat. “There’s just four.”

			He nodded. “Okay. Then go get your notebook, and we’ll sit down and go over them. Then we’ll be prepared to enact whichever strategy fits best after we learn the rules of the game tomorrow.”

			“Eli Ward, I never thought I’d see the day you would willingly do homework.” She chuckled, feeling a bit more playful now that her nerves had been calmed by chocolate.

			He spread his arms with a wide grin. “What can I say? I’m in it to win it, partner.”

			He held up his fist, and she raised her own to bump it.

			“All right, I’ll go get my notebook and meet you in the living room.”

			Stephanie finished off the candy bar, tossing the wrapper in the trash as she moved back to her bedroom for the next two weeks. She grabbed her notebook from the bedside table she’d stashed it in before lunch. The chocolate had calmed her nerves tremendously. She didn’t like feeling out of control, and this entire day she’d felt just that. Completely out of her element, thrust into a situation she didn’t know how to prepare for.

			So she did the only thing she could do.

			Overly prepared.

			Tucking her notebook with the four optional strategies under her arm, she headed out into the living room. Eli was sitting on the couch, leafing through a crossword book. She debated sitting on the couch but found her feet steering her toward the recliner. 

			“Hey, Díaz, what’s a four-letter word for ‘troubles’ that starts with W?”

			She sank into the chair, letting out a small snort of a laugh as she said, “Ward.”

			He glanced up from the book with a scowl. “Oh, ha ha. I hope there’s a comedy competition in this thing, ’cause you’ll be a shoo-in to win. Now be serious, Ms. Smart-ass.”

			Calm settled over her as their standard banter fell back into place. Natural. Familiar. Maybe two weeks alone with Ward wouldn’t be too hard.

			“Woes,” she answered.

			“Yes! Thank you.” He scribbled down the answer, closing the book and setting it to the side, his attention focused on her. “Okay, so what’s our plan, boss?”

			She rolled her eyes but set the notebook on the coffee table between them and opened it.

			“I have four different approaches to win based on what style of reality show competition this will be. Voting-off style. Alliance-building style. Straight-up-competition style. And finally, sabotage style.”

			She hoped the show wouldn’t allow sabotage. It wasn’t something she went for. When she won, she did it on her own merit, not by unfairly cutting down her opponents. But she wanted to be prepared for any scenario, and she had seen that approach used before in reality shows.

			“Okay, let’s do this.”

			They spent the rest of the afternoon poring over her notes and ideas, discussing the best approach for them to win this thing based on what they would learn tomorrow. 

			“I really hope it’s the straight-up-competition one,” Ward said after a few hours of planning.

			“Me too. I hate mind games and drama. I mean, I know it makes good TV, but it doesn’t feel like a real win if you have to use manipulation to do it.”

			“Same.” 

			He stood, stretching his arms above his head with a yawn. The movement caused the hem of his shirt to rise. Hard-cut abs peeked out at her, hypnotizing her as she stared, unable to look away. She swallowed past the dryness of her throat. As his arms lowered, she shook her head, berating herself silently. What was with her lately? 

			Heat burned the back of her neck, a flush rising on her cheeks. She averted her gaze, focusing on the words she’d scribbled in her notebook. But she couldn’t read a damn thing. The letters were just squiggly lines. All her mind saw was that tantalizing tease of Ward’s naked flesh.

			Ridiculous!

			It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen Ward without a shirt before. She’d known the guy for four years. They’d done those silly firefighter calendar shoots where all the guys were stripped to their pants and a helmet and she had nothing but her sports bra on with her pants. She’d seen Ward with a lot less clothes than he had on now.

			What had suddenly changed to make her go all hungry eyes over her friend?

			And why now, at the worst possible time?

			“You wanna run some drills?” Ward asked.

			She glanced up with a small jerk. He was completely oblivious to her internal struggle. Good thing, too, because if he knew she had even one iota of attraction to him, he’d tease her mercilessly about it. Or worse, he’d be all for it.

			“Drills?” she asked, clearing her throat when her words came out too soft.

			“Prep for tomorrow? Or do you think exercise will tire us out?”

			Exercise, yes! That was the perfect thing to take her mind off things. Some hard calisthenics would tire her out. With any luck, she’d fall right into bed and wake up refreshed and clearheaded. 

			“Naw, I think we should. I’ve heard exercise is better than chocolate, endorphin-wise.”

			Ward scoffed. “Nothing is better than chocolate. At anything.”

			They went back to their rooms to change into workout clothes, deciding to do a 30/30 full-body cardio HIIT workout. By the time they were done, they were both sweating and exhausted.

			“Dibs on shower!” Ward said between sucking in deep breaths.

			Dammit! Another crappy thing about being stuck out here with him. There was only one shower. 

			“Fine. I’ll scrounge up some dinner.”

			“Something high protein,” he called out as he made his way back to the bathroom.

			“Not your cook, Ward. You’ll eat what I make,” she called back.

			She thought she heard him chuckle before the sound of the bathroom door closing reached her ears. Locking Ward and all the temptation he offered behind it.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Stephanie woke the next morning feeling refreshed and eager.

			They were going to start this thing today. They’d find out exactly what was expected of them and how to win. And they were damn sure going to win this thing. 

			Lucky for her, the exercise yesterday afternoon had been just the thing she needed to knock her out. After dinner, both she and Ward mumbled exhausted goodnights to each other and headed off to their rooms. No weirdness or awkward exchanges. She felt more confident than ever that this thing was going to work. She and Ward had this. 

			Tossing back the covers, she hopped from her bed and quickly dressed. After hitting the bathroom to attend to her needs and brush her teeth and hair, she headed into the kitchen, fully prepared to make coffee to wake Ward’s ass up. His bedroom door had been closed when she walked by. As much as she hated mornings, Ward hated them even more. 

			But as she entered the kitchen, she stopped in shock at the sight of the man in question leaning against the counter, coffee mug in hand, smile on his face.

			“Good morning, Díaz. I made coffee.”

			“Is it drinkable?”

			He demonstrated its drinkability by taking a generous sip from his cup, holding it with his palms so both middle fingers stood up and faced her. She chuckled, grabbing a mug from the cabinet and fixing herself a cup.

			“Today’s the day,” he said. “You ready?”

			She eyed him over her cup. 

			“Sorry, silly question. Stephanie Díaz was born ready.” He smirked.

			She rolled her eyes, but he was right. Preparedness was important to her. She had goals for her life, and the only way to achieve them was to have a plan and follow it. A plan kept you safe. She knew what happened when you deviated from your path. You got lost. And her parents weren’t around anymore to save her, so Stephanie had to make sure she stayed on task.

			They ate a quick breakfast of cereal and toast—she made the toast to ensure the cabin wouldn’t burn down—then went over the plans one more time. After she was satisfied they had a plan, or options for a plan, at least, she grabbed her dishes and took them to the sink to rinse them before putting them in the dishwasher.

			“Let’s go,” she said.

			“It’s nine forty.” Ward stared at her incredulously. “The lodge is a five-minute walk, and we don’t need to be there until ten.”

			“And we don’t know what we’re walking into, so it’s better to be early. Get the lay of the land.”

			He chuckled. “You do know this is a game show. Game, as in, supposed to be fun.”

			She marched back over to the table, leaning down to get nose to nose with him. “It’s a reality competition. Competitive, as in, shit to take seriously.”

			He grinned. “You need to learn to lighten up.”

			She sucked in a sharp breath. It had been a mistake to get this close to him. Their faces were inches apart. So close she could see the hint of gold swirling in his bright blue eyes. Feel the warmth of his body heat. Smell the rich, earthy scent of whatever the hell kind of hair product he used in that tousled blond mane of his.

			Clearing her throat, she stood and headed toward the door. “Winning is fun. Now are you coming, or am I doing this thing solo?”

			His laughter followed her as they left the cabin and took the dirt path back toward the lodge. They arrived at the front of the building to see Sajan standing in the open doorway. 

			“Oh good, you’re the first ones here.”

			She thought she heard Ward chuckle beside her, but the man wisely turned it into a cough when she glared at him over her shoulder. A crew member came over and gave them both small body mics, instructing them in how to put them on.

			“Gina has the cameras set up in the great room. It’s just inside, off to the right.”

			“Cameras?” She thought they were getting an informative meeting. Were they shooting already?

			“Yes.” Sajan put a hand to the headset on his ear and paused, listening to whatever the person on the other end of the line said. “We’ll be filming the first shots today. Gina will explain everything. Go on in.”

			Okay then. She straightened her shoulders, preparing herself for whatever these people were about to throw at her. Her gaze shifted to the side where Ward was walking just a hint of a step behind her. Letting her take the lead.

			She followed Sajan’s directions off to the right, heading down a small hallway that led to a large pair of glass double doors. As she stepped into the room, she heard Ward’s soft whistle behind her.

			“They weren’t kidding about the great part.” He stepped past her, turning around as his eyes took in everything.

			Great room, indeed. This place was huge. The ceilings had to be at least twenty-five feet high, and there was an actual stage across the far back wall. Floor-to-ceiling windows took up the west wall. The afternoon sunlight streamed in, highlighting the rich, dark, polished wooden floors. This must be where they hosted parties or shows or whatever people who rented out this place did.

			The only thing the room didn’t have was seating. No tables and chairs, no couches or stools. Not a thing anyone could sit on. 

			“I knew you two would be the first ones here.”

			Stephanie turned at the sound of Gina’s cheery voice. A group of the crew carrying all manner of equipment followed behind Gina as the blonde made a beeline for them. She had a dark red pantsuit on with a simple gold necklace. Stephanie had to admit it made the woman appear powerful, but she wasn’t intimidated. No one intimidated her. Gina had mentioned she was the host; she probably had to look in charge for the shooting.

			“We do like to be prepared,” Ward said with a smile, nudging her slightly with his shoulder.

			“Excellent. I have you two up here.” Gina motioned to a spot on the floor a few feet from the stage. “Jayden, can we get a tape mark here, please?”

			A man ran over with a roll of black tape and ripped off two small pieces, making an X where Gina indicated.

			“Good, thank you.” Gina turned to them with a smile. “That’s your mark. Now just stand there and pretend the cameras aren’t here.”

			Easier said than done. She looked around and noticed at least three cameras being set up on various tripods, and a few people had smaller cameras strapped to their chests with some strange harness things. Large lights on metal stands were strategically placed around the room, the bright shine causing her to squint at their harshness. A few people roamed around with those tall sticks that had the big fuzzy mic things on the end. The room was a mass of chaos. How was she supposed to ignore all that? 

			“Díaz, you good?”

			She turned her head to see Ward staring at her, concern marring his brow. “Yeah, I just…” 

			She’d been so focused on the competition part of this thing, she’d completely overlooked the fact that it would be filmed. Something she wasn’t all that excited about. She hated giving those after-emergency interviews to the reporters. The bright lights of the camera always made her feel like—well, like a deer in headlights. Public speaking wasn’t a fear, necessarily, but she didn’t enjoy it. 

			She always fumbled her words, never knew where to look, and had been told she came off a bit abrasive. No one ever accused her of being charming. A hard-ass, ice queen, flat-out bitch, yes, but charming was not in her wheelhouse. Good thing she had Ward with her. The guy practically oozed charm with nothing but a smile.

			“Hey, don’t worry. We’re gonna crush it.” 

			His hand slipped into hers, squeezing a gentle reassurance. His touch soothed her jittery nerves. And if she held on for a second longer than she should have, it was only because she needed his grounding. Nothing more.

			“Damn right we are.” Determination back in place, she marched forward to their tape marker. She stood to the left of the X, leaving room for Ward on the right.

			People started to trickle in. Each group was greeted by Gina and directed to stand on an X in the room. Kayleigh arrived with her teammate, Cora. Stephanie smiled at Kayleigh’s friendly wave, still not sure how she felt about the woman. It was hard to be cold to someone who was so genuinely cheerful. Even if she was the competition. 

			At ten exactly, Gina called out for everyone’s attention.

			“Hello and welcome, contestants of Battle of the First Responders. I am so excited to have you all here, and I know you’re all eager to get started.”

			She’d been eager an hour ago. Now she was positively anxious.

			Gina smiled at the crowd, her teeth obscenely white. “We’re going to set up the first shot, where I explain the rules for your and our viewers’ purposes. Ignore the cameras. Also, we’ll have drones flying overhead to catch action shots during all our competitions, so just ignore them, too. The only time we’ll have you look directly into the cameras is when we do your personal interview shots.”

			Shit!

			Her palms started to sweat. They were going to have to do personal interviews? That wasn’t in the info packet. She thought this was just a show about competition. Not one of those backstabby reality shows where the contestants talked about who said what to whom and why that made them a bitch. Didn’t Gina say this was supposed to be about skill, not drama? For half a second, Stephanie wondered if she’d made an error in agreeing to do this show.

			No. She could handle this. Besides, if she had said no, it would have looked bad to the chief and she could have kissed any chance of a promotion goodbye.

			“Okay, big smiles, everyone.” Gina pointed to her dimpled cheeks. “We want a lot of energy and excitement.”

			A man with a camera on his shoulder pointed at Gina, raised one hand, and counted down on his fingers: “We’re a go in three, two.”

			He mouthed the one, then pointed.

			Gina stared into the camera, her grin dialed to megawatt. Stephanie’s cheeks hurt just looking at the host.

			“Hello, viewers, and welcome to Battle of the First Responders. The first reality show of its kind, where our brave first responders are pitted in fierce competition to see who is the best of the best.”

			Gina held out a hand as the camera crew rushed around, grabbing shots as the host spoke.

			“We have: Team Police, Team EMTs, Team Nurses, Team Search and Rescue, and Team Firefighters.”

			Stephanie managed to force a small smile as a camera zoomed in on her and Ward. She figured it was okay to look at it when it was shoved in her face, right? Judging by the big thumbs-up the cameraperson gave to Ward’s grin and confident wink, it was cool.

			Gina went on to explain the rules of the game. How each team would be competing in a series of challenges testing their strength, knowledge, and teamwork skills. Straight-up plan it was. She shared a glance with Ward, who gave her a subtle nod.

			Stephanie put her laser focus on the words the woman was saying, trying her best to ignore the multiple cameras that kept rushing around the room, zooming in on everyone’s face. How the hell were they expected to ignore these things? She kept catching glimpses of movement out of the corners of her eyes. It took everything in her to keep her head forward and her gaze straight. Normally, distractions never broke her concentration, but the cramping sensation in the pit of her stomach warned her that normal had been tossed right out the window for the next two weeks.

			“Now.” Gina’s voice pitched slightly lower, commanding the attention in the room. “As our contestants know, they’ll be playing for a charity of their choice. But we have a surprise.”

			Oh no. She didn’t watch every reality TV show, but she’d seen enough to know a “surprise” announcement was always followed by trouble and drama.

			“We’ll be keeping score, but in addition to winning, some events will have a special prize. A prize meant for an individual, not the team. One and only one.”

			What? Why? They won as a team. What was this one and only one prize nonsense? Her stomach churned, dreading the drama she knew was soon to unfold.

			“Certain events will have a Hero Star hidden somewhere in the competition or given out at the end.” Gina held up a shiny gold star in her hand, panning it across the room for much longer than the tiny bit of plastic warranted. “At the end of the game, the contestant with the most Hero Stars will win a grand prize of ten thousand dollars!”

			Excited gasps and murmurs rose throughout the room—even a few squeals of joy. Stephanie stood stock still, the secret-reveal news rolling around in her brain. Ten thousand dollars was a lot of money. Enough for a decent down payment on a new car. But what she really wanted was the Hero Star. If she won it, the chief would have to give her the promotion over Ward. The star would prove without a doubt that she is the best of the best. Her path to her goal became clear in her mind: she was going to win it all.

			Excitement lit her fingertips all the way down to her toes. The drive to succeed burned in her chest. She was even more determined to win now. A chance to prove herself to her boss, help support the DYC, and get the funds she needed for her much-needed new car. A triple win! This competition was hers, and no one was going to stand in her way.

			She glanced over, her smile falling a bit as she took in the expression on Ward’s face. He wasn’t bouncing with excitement at the prospect of tons of cash like she’d expected him to be. Not that he was going to be the highest scorer, because she was totally taking that grand prize. But she figured he’d be giddy with the dream of winning all that cash to blow on a fancy vacation or something equally as frivolous.

			But his face didn’t hold excitement or any dreamy expression of sipping cocktails on a tropical beach far away. His blue eyes were hard, determined. His jaw was slightly clenched, and his chest had puffed up a bit. He looked like a man on a mission. A very important mission.

			She was about to lean over and ask him what was up when Gina started talking again.

			“And now…who’s ready for the first challenge?”

			Sajan stood off to the side, silently moving his hands and encouraging them all to shout and whistle. She joined in with a whoop. She was indeed ready to get this damn game going.

			“Okay, contestants, here is your first challenge. A hiker went out into the woods this morning but forgot to bring his trail map. He’s lost and in need of rescuing. Use your skills to locate the hiker. The first team to do so wins twenty points.” Gina paused, giving weight to her next words. “This is an emergency. On your marks, get set…go!”

			The room erupted into chaos, each team running for the large open doors of the great room. Stephanie started to run, but a strong hand on her arm stopped her. She looked behind her to see Ward shake his head.

			“Ward, what the hell? We have to go!” Frustration seized her. They had to get there first. They had to win!

			He leaned in close, whispering in her ear, his warm breath sending shivers down her spine.

			“Think about the way Gina emphasized that word. Emergency. Take a look.”

			He ever so slightly indicated to the back of the room with his head. The back of the room, where there was an emergency exit door. The back of the room, which was closer to the woods. Her frustration melted into glee. She grinned at him, only slightly pissed he caught something she’d missed.

			“Ward, you’re an absolute genius.”

			He arched one eyebrow. “I’m going to need that in writing to show the crew later.”

			She laughed, shoving him playfully. 

			Everyone was crowded at the main doors, trying to push their way through. She and Ward quickly and quietly made their way to the back of the room, passing Gina, who had a pleased grin on her face. The host gave them a nod as they made their way to the door. Stephanie crossed her fingers, hoping there was no alarm tied to this door. But as Ward pushed on the cold metal bar, she let out a sigh of relief when no blaring noise sounded.

			She stepped outside, following closely behind Ward. The din from the shouts of their fellow competitors faded away as the door closed behind them. A faint hum buzzed in the air, she glanced up to see a drone hovering in the air. Good—she took that as a sign they were on the right path.

			“What now?” Ward asked as they hustled across the yard to the edge of the trees.

			“She said a hiker was lost.” Obviously an actor for the show. She knew they signed a bunch of stuff saying they wouldn’t sue if they were hurt filming, but she couldn’t imagine they would actually put anyone in danger by sending them out into the woods without a map to intentionally get lost. “He went off trail, so he must have started on the trail. Where’s a trailhead?”

			She looked around for the familiar signage, her heart racing with exhilaration. 

			“There!” Ward shouted, pointing off to the right past a small cluster of aspen trees.

			Yes! There it was: a small wooden sign with the words Deer Creek Trail carved into it. They hadn’t been given any maps of the area in their packet, but she’d gone online and done as much research on the place as she could.

			“Let’s go.” She hurried off in that direction. “And remember, he went off trail, so look for any indications. Broken branches, dropped clothing—anything that’s out of place.”

			Her sneakers crunched on the dirt as she moved her head side to side, hurrying along the trail but keeping a lookout for anything unexpected. 

			“Shit,” Ward cursed. “We gotta hurry. They’re catching up.”

			At his curse, she glanced behind her to see the other teams had made it out of the lodge and around the back. Crap! They’d spot her and Ward any second and come running. They needed to find the lost hiker fast—

			“Díaz, over here.”

			She glanced over to see Ward crouching down next to a pile of rocks in an unnatural stack.

			“I think he went off trail here.”

			Ward was an avid hiker; she trusted his instincts. With a nod, she followed him off the trail and into the dense trees. The shouts of the other contestants died out as the forest engulfed them.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Eli followed the small signs left behind by the hiker. The cairn, a tiny rock formation that was clearly human-made and often used by hikers to mark trails, had made it pretty obvious to anyone with search-and-rescue experience. Something all the crew at Station 42 were well trained in. Plus, the fact that they’d acquired a little drone buddy following their every move boded well. Unless there was a drone assigned to every contestant.

			Probably was, but he wasn’t letting that harsh his high.

			“There!” Díaz said in a hushed whisper, pointing to a scrap of red cloth hanging quite deliberately from a tree branch directly at eye level. 

			She stepped ahead of him, through the thick brush of the trees. He followed closely, just as resolute as her to win this first round. He was determined to win in order to get the DYC their donation money, but when that surprise prize had been announced, his heart seized. Ten thousand was a lot of cash. Enough to cover his mother’s surgery and then some. 

			Yes, he’d gone online to research the cost of cataract surgery after their dinner. He’d also done a deep dive into Medicare, her options, and why the hell they wouldn’t cover it. The US healthcare system was seriously jacked, but this procedure should be covered. He didn’t understand why they were denying it. And since his mother refused to let any of her sons help with “their hard-earned money,” he planned to win this thing.

			After all, she couldn’t refuse cash he’d won on a silly game show.

			This prize was his. It had to be.

			Plus, he knew the chief would be using this Hero Star thing as a way to determine who got the lieutenant promotion. Whoever won the Hero Star would win the promotion. And that someone would be him. He had a legacy to fulfill and a promise to keep.

			Sorry, Díaz, but this is one thing I want more than you. 

			“Shit.” Díaz looked over her shoulder, just beyond him. “I think they’re catching up.”

			The faint sounds of muffled voices and stomping feet filtered through the thickness of the trees. His heartbeat raced, sweat gathering on the back of his neck as time ticked loudly in his mind.

			They needed to pick up the pace.

			His eyes scanned their surroundings for another clue—a hint of a trail, the imprint of a footstep. The towering pines and aspens blocked out the afternoon sunlight, making it harder to see, but…aha! He rushed forward, kneeling on the prickly pine needle–covered ground, and pointed to a small cluster of tiny rocks that had been shaped to form an arrow.

			“That way.”

			He rose, taking off in the direction the arrow pointed, hearing Díaz’s soft footfalls behind him. Up ahead, there was a small clearing with a large natural rock formation in the middle. 

			“There’s nothing here,” she said, her voice tinged with frustration.

			“Hold up.” 

			He jogged to the rocks. Or rock, he should say. It was massive. At least fifteen feet tall, with large boulders surrounding its base. If he’d found this thing on a hike, he’d be tempted to climb it to grab a sweet-ass pic from the top. There was no way to climb it from this side, but…

			He moved around the formation, his eyes spotting a flash of bright red, which turned out to be a ballcap sitting on the head of their lost hiker.

			Hell yes!

			“Díaz, we found him!” he shouted over his shoulder as he ran to the hiker, who sat on a small shelf of the rock formation.

			The man glanced up, a smile on his face as he brought out a walkie-talkie and spoke into it.

			“We have a winner. The firefighters. Ward and Díaz, first place.” The man motioned for them to come forward.

			He hurried over, Díaz at his side. Ballcap held out a small round gold disc. He glanced over to Díaz, but she indicated with a nod of her head for him to take it. He grasped the token in his hands, a rush of exhilaration and pride filling him as the cool metal disc sat heavy in his palm.

			“Congratulations, Team Firefighters,” the man said. “Please follow Nadia back to the lodge.”

			Eli glanced to the right to see a woman dressed in a crew shirt with the words Battle of the First Responders emblazoned on it standing at the edge of the clearing with a camerawoman wearing one of those camera-harness things. Díaz held her fist out to him, which he bumped. They moved to follow Nadia, the camerawoman doing some logic-defying sideways walk as the camera tracked their every move. She took them back through the woods, a different way than they’d come in.

			“Did you see all those different-colored tokens?” Díaz asked as they walked.

			“Yup.” He assumed each color represented a place in completing the task. And everyone knew gold was the best. Plus, it had “first place” marked on it.

			“Think every challenge will be like that?”

			He shrugged. He wasn’t sure, but he doubted it. 

			They followed Nadia through the woods, hearing the faint cheers and shouts of the other contestants as they finished the first challenge.

			“Nice move back there with the emergency exit door.”

			He turned his head to stare at Díaz, making his eyes as wide as possible.

			Her nose wrinkled, her eyes looking him up and down. “What? I can give out compliments when people do something good.”

			He chuckled. “Yeah, but you never give them to me.”

			Her eyes rolled so hard he was afraid they just might fall out of her head.

			“Shut up before I take it back.”

			He mimed zipping his lips. He thought he heard Nadia giggle up ahead of them.

			It was a ten-minute walk back to the lodge. They hadn’t gone far in the woods, but it had taken them about fifteen minutes to find all the clues leading to the lost hiker. When they arrived back in the great room, Gina stood at the front, cameras on, lights blaring, a picture-perfect smile on her face.

			“Congratulations, Team Firefighters! Eli and Stephanie, you were the first team to find the hiker, taking thirteen minutes and forty-seven seconds.”

			Nice—even faster than he thought.

			Gina held her hands up in the air and pointed to her right. Nothing was there, but the host spoke as if there was a giant scoreboard beside her. Maybe they were adding something with an editing effect or something. What the hell did he know about web shows?

			“Team Firefighters takes the lead, and Eli Ward gets our first Hero Star for making the very astute discovery of using the emergency exit in an actual emergency to find the hiker faster. Remember, viewers, the contestant with the most Hero Stars at the end of the competition will win ten thousand dollars.”

			Gina nodded to a crew member who slid up to Eli and held out a small gold star. He took it, holding it in his palm. The light plastic material felt heavy with the weight of his drive to win this thing. For his mom. For his future. His fingers curled around the star, clutching it tightly as the tiny plastic points dug into his skin. 

			One star down. He didn’t know how many were left, but he intended to win every. Single. One. Just like these challenges. They’d started off strong, and he planned to keep their winning streak going.

			His smile ticked up, victory pounding in his blood. A quick glance at his teammate revealed Díaz did not look as happy as him to be the first winners. Her jaw was tight, and her hand was clenched into a fist at her side. What the hell? They’d won. Realization sank in as she glared at him from the corner of her eyes. Right—she was probably pissed he won the Hero Star. Well, tough luck.

			He sniffed, arching one eyebrow at her accusatory stare. They would win this game together, but he was aiming for the grand prize and the promotion. If she wanted it, she’d just have to be better than him. His smug glee slipped a little. Díaz was generally better than him. At everything. Well, everything except charming people. But he liked her slightly abrasive attitude, even if others didn’t. Still, just because he liked her and they were friends didn’t mean he was going to hand over the win. 

			Slowly, one by one, the other teams started to filter in. Kayleigh and Cora arrived two minutes after them. Kayleigh stuck her tongue out at him playfully. He returned the gesture with a chuckle. The woman was competitive, but she didn’t take losing personally. Unlike his partner. He glanced over to Díaz, who still stood stiff as a board.

			“Lighten up, Díaz,” he muttered softly, fully aware there were multiple cameras rolling and sound mics live. “We won. Try to look happy about it.”

			“I am happy,” she groused back.

			“Yeah, but you’re also pissed I got the first Hero Star.” 

			“You may have gotten the first one, but I’m getting the rest. Along with the cash and the promotion.” She smirked, a teasing light entering her eyes. “You might want to practice calling me boss.”

			He snorted. Yeah, right. Like he was ever going to do that. Even if she did get the promotion—which she wouldn’t—he didn’t even call the chief boss. No way would he call Díaz boss.

			Unless it was in the bedroom.

			Now that he could get on board with.

			“Don’t get your bunk gear in a bunch. There’ll be plenty more opportunities for me to show your ass up.”

			She snorted, turning to give him a challenging grin. “Oh please, Ward. My ass is worlds above yours, as are my skills. That next Hero Star is mine.”

			He leaned over, sneaking a very obvious peek at said ass—since she brought it up—and nodded his agreement. “You do have a stellar ass. Totally out of this world.”

			She groaned at his pun, playfully shoving his shoulder.

			“Very mature, Ward.”

			He laughed, stiffening slightly when he noticed one of the cameras had come extremely close to them. It took everything in him to remember what Gina had said about not looking directly at the camera. Kinda hard to do when they were invading his personal space. What the hell for? The first challenge was over. They won—why the hell was this damn camera circling them like a great white?

			Díaz stepped closer, her head moving close to his. The brush of her skin as she placed her cheek to his sent a shock wave of heat throughout his entire body. Shit! He hated that he reacted to her this way when clearly nothing would ever come of it. It wasn’t fair to Díaz or him. Her breath tickled the shell of his ear, causing the hairs on the back of his neck to stand at attention.

			Something else on his body was also standing at attention. He shifted his stance, grateful his pants were loose enough to hide the evidence of his reaction to this woman.

			“I don’t like that look on Gina’s face,” Díaz whispered in his ear. “She’s planning something.”

			He glanced over to see that the host indeed had a gleeful spark in her eyes and a smile on her face that he could only categorize as diabolical. And her focus was fixed on them. That combined with the camera still hovering around them made his heart rate speed up. The hell was going on?

			“I’m sure she’s just happy we won,” he said with absolutely no conviction in his voice.

			“It’s a reality show; they thrive on drama. She’s cooking something up.”

			Technically, it was a reality game show, but Díaz had a point. Gina looked like she’d spotted ratings gold, and he’d seen enough reality TV to know that was never good for the contestants. Had the host seen how upset Díaz was with his Hero Star win? Was she planning on pitting them against each other for views? Ha! The woman could try, but she didn’t know them. He and Díaz competed all the time—mostly silly card games and shit, but they knew when to put aside petty squabbles and work as a team. It’s what they did.

			If Gina was hoping for some intra-team drama, she’d have to look elsewhere. He and Díaz were solid. 

			As long as he won the grand prize.

			… 

			Stephanie had been mentally kicking herself since they got back to the lodge and Gina announced Ward won the first Hero Star. How the hell had she not gotten the “emergency” reference? She wasn’t pissed at Ward—okay, she was always a little pissed at Ward—but truthfully, she was more disappointed in herself. She was supposed to be on top of her game, winning this thing. True, they’d won as a team, but she’d failed individually.

			She couldn’t let it happen again.

			And she sure as hell did not like the looks Gina kept giving them. And why the fuck was the camera so close to them? The guy was hovering as if they were the most interesting thing in the room. Yes, they were the winners, but the other teams were arriving. Didn’t the show need a few shots of the losers, too?

			“Great job, everyone,” Gina called out after the last team arrived. “Dinner will be served in the dining hall at six, but for now we’re going to be doing individual team interviews, starting with our winners, Team Firefighters.”

			There was a small smattering of polite applause from their fellow contestants.

			“The rest of you, please check in with Sajan for your interview time slot.” She motioned to a small setup of two stools and a large plush chair in the far back corner of the room. “Stephanie, Eli? Will you come with me, please?”

			Did they have a choice?

			Ward happily strutted over to the staging area. She wanted to drag her feet, but this was part of the deal she signed up for, so Stephanie sucked it up and hurried after him. Gina sat in the large, comfy chair, leaving the two hard wooden stools for her and Ward. A strategic plan, no doubt.

			“Are we good?” Gina asked the woman behind a camera that was locked onto a tripod facing them.

			“Looks good,” the woman said.

			The hovering cameraman had followed them over and was carefully moving this way and that, getting different angled shots. This whole thing was a bit more than Stephanie had been expecting. The idea of the show sounded a lot easier to handle than the reality of it.

			“Well.” Gina flashed her megawatt smile. “That sure was an impressive start you two had. Eli, how did you know to head out of the emergency door exit when everyone rushed to the front?”

			Ward, his naturally flirtatious charm practically oozing from him, smiled back and answered with a laugh, “You hit it a little hard on the emphasis there, Gina. My partner and I knew right away what you were trying to say without saying it.”

			Shock had her turning to him, eyes wide. He’d shared the credit, even though they both knew damn well only Ward had caught on to Gina’s clue. She pushed away the squishy feeling his shared success gave her and tried to think of a reason why Ward, the man who loved to toot his own horn, would share the glory with her. Probably to make the station look good.

			“Weren’t you worried about an alarm sounding?”

			Stephanie blinked as she realized that Gina was looking at her with the question. Her mouth opened, and she tried to find the words, but nothing came out. She felt Ward’s warm, strong hand on her arm as he gave her a reassuring squeeze. It jolted her back to her senses. Somehow, she managed to ignore her discomfort at the camera and lights blaring around her and answer the host.

			“Um, yeah, but since we were already there and everyone was across the room even if there was an alarm, we still had a head start.”

			Gina gave one of those weird fake laughs that never sounded natural, but she somehow managed to get everyone in the area to chuckle along.

			“You two certainly seem to be in sync.” 

			“Have to be, when the person at your back might have to save it one day,” Ward said with a smile. “I trust Díaz here with my life, and she knows I take the same care with hers.”

			Gina gave a little sigh. What was that about? Stephanie didn’t like the sound of that sigh. Why did the host have that gleaming twinkle in her eyes?

			“Isn’t that romantic.” Gina sighed again.

			Romantic?

			Ward was talking about their firefighting work. You have to trust your crewmates. They dealt with life and death far more often than regular people. What was romantic about trusting your coworkers to save you from a burning building?

			Gina clapped her hands together, pressing them to her chest. “You two are such a cute couple.”

			Couple!?

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			What the hell?!

			Eli reared back in shock, teetering on the uncomfortable wooden stool at the host’s declaration. Gina thought he and Díaz were a couple?

			“We’re not dating,” Díaz said, a horrified expression on her face.

			He scowled. Sure, they weren’t together. It was best to nip this in the bud before rumors got out of control, but did she have to sound so thoroughly disgusted by the thought? He was a great boyfriend. Or so most of his exes said. 

			Díaz made it sound like dating him would be a step above dating a trash can.

			Gina’s smile dimmed, the eager light in her eyes dying before the host recovered and gave a laugh. “Forgive me for my assumption; you both just work so well together. You have an electric connection.”

			Eli gave his own fake laugh. “It’s all good, but we’re just coworkers.”

			The host’s gaze ricocheted back and forth between them. A knowing gleam ticked up the corner of her lips as she spoke: “True, but I know one of you has some experience with coworkers progressing into something more, right, Stephanie? Does the name Tommy ring a bell?”

			Huh?

			He glanced over to see Díaz’s jaw tense. Her coloring paled, tension radiating off her body in waves. What the hell? What was Gina talking about? Díaz didn’t date coworkers. Why was she trying to rile them up?

			Duh, because this was a reality show, and even if it was mostly a competition-style game show, drama still drove up the ratings. Ratings could fuck off for all he cared; he did not like the way Gina’s question seemed to strike Díaz, putting his friend on edge. Whatever this woman was up to, he was going to stop it. Now.

			“When you run into burning buildings for a living, you have to be in total sync with your crewmates.” He offered the camera his most dazzling smile. “We’re all close at Station Forty-Two. One big, happy family, complete with stealing one another’s clothes.”

			He leaned forward as if imparting a very serious bit of juicy gossip.

			“Don’t tell our buddy Kincaid, but it was me who swiped his favorite gray hoodie and spilled spaghetti sauce on it.”

			“Well, let’s hope he doesn’t tune into the show, or you’re in trouble, Eli.” Gina laughed.

			He chuckled along, leaning back onto his stool. He glanced over to see Díaz had relaxed, a small smile playing at her lips, those dark brown eyes holding a wealth of gratitude in them.

			He appreciated her thanks, but there was no need for it. No one messed with his friends. No one.

			Gina wrapped up the interview, quickly sending them off as Sajan arrived with the next team. Dinner was still a few hours away, so they headed out of the lodge and back to their cabin.

			“Thanks,” Díaz said as they walked along the dirt path. “For deflecting back there.”

			“No problem.” He kept his gaze on the ground as he voiced the question that had been buzzing around his brain for the last ten minutes. “What did she mean back there? Gina, with the whole dating-a-coworker thing. I thought you didn’t do that?”

			It’s what she told him when they’d first met.

			She sighed, placing her hand on the knob of their cabin door as they stepped up to the front. “At my last station, back east, I dated one of my fellow firefighters. It didn’t end well, and now I know not to make the same mistake twice.”

			Holy shit! Díaz dated a coworker? It obviously went very badly. What had the guy done to her? Rage boiled dangerously in his gut. His hands clenched into fists. He had no idea what her ex had done, but if the jackass hurt Díaz, he deserved to be stuck on Fourth of July duty every year and have his ass kicked on a daily basis.

			He had so many questions, but before he could voice even one, she spoke again.

			“I don’t really like talking about it.”

			Fair enough. He didn’t like talking about the shit things that had happened to him, either, but he wanted so desperately to know how he could help. Even if it happened years ago, it clearly still affected her.

			Díaz let out a low growl. “I just want to know how that conniving witch found out about it.”

			Yeah, him too. “She probably had someone dig up all the info they could on the contestants before the show.” 

			She shrugged, turning the doorknob and heading inside the cabin. “I suppose, but I figured it would be different, since this was mostly a game show format. I hate that this is a new show. If it had been in production before, I could have binged the episodes, been more prepared. Strategized better.”

			He followed her through the door, closing it behind them. “Don’t let her get to you, and if she brings it up again, feel free to throw me under the bus. Talk about my horrible cooking skills or the time I thought I saw a big-ass tarantula and jumped ten feet in the air only to realize it was your giant hair clip.”

			She chuckled. “Thanks, but as you said, we’re a team, and you trust your teammate to be there for you, not use them to get out of uncomfortable situations.”

			He wouldn’t mind if Díaz wanted to use him.

			In multiple ways. 

			Preferably multiple naked ways.

			His body tensed, and he shoved away the inappropriately naughty thoughts rising in his mind. 

			“Can you believe she thought we were a couple?” Díaz said with a laugh as she moved to the cabinet to grab a glass.

			He watched as she filled the glass with water from the sink. Leaning back against the counter, he crossed his arms over his chest, trying his best not to take her disbelief to heart. He knew she didn’t mean to offend him, but damn if it stung his pride to know that, to her, the idea of them dating was ridiculous.

			“I know, right? I’m totally out of your league.”

			She slowly lowered her glass. Hard gaze focused on him. If looks could kill… Whatever. He wasn’t scared of Diaz’s death glare. He’d been the recipient of it many times over their four-year friendship.

			“You think so?” she asked, one dark brow arched.

			Keeping his smirk in place, he didn’t back down as she advanced toward him. “Oh, I know it, honey.”

			The glare dissolved into a beautiful, seductive smile. Her teeth came out to gently bite her lip. She stepped even closer until they were inches away. His eyes widened as her hand lifted, fingertips gently touching his chest and trailing down his stomach, brushing over his abs, which clenched in reaction to the woman he’d wanted for years finally touching him in a way he’d never dreamed she would.

			What. Was. Happening?

			He didn’t have one fucking clue, but no way in hell was he going to stop it. He stood stock-still, letting her touch all she wanted, waiting with bated breath to see where this was going. What she was doing. His heart pounded in his chest as her fingers slid to the top of his pants. His cock hardened to the point of pain, straining to get out of his jeans and into the woman standing inches away.

			“Ward?” 

			His name came out as a breathy whisper from her lips. He sucked in a sharp breath. “Yeah?”

			Her finger slipped into the top of his jeans. She tugged slightly, making enough room for her hand to slip inside and—

			“Holy shit!” he yelped as a gush of cold water poured down his pants, over his junk.

			Díaz stepped away, laughing maniacally. “That’s for calling me honey and saying you’re out of my league when we both know I’m way out of yours.”

			He jumped up and down, the water more surprising than cold. On second thought, after a moment, the chill of the liquid set in. His hard-on protested the rapidly cooling temperature by immediately disappearing. Honestly, he should have seen it coming. He was baiting her, and Díaz never backed down. It wasn’t like he hadn’t pulled his share of pranks on her. 

			At least the cold water handled one problem, but now it was causing others. Namely, discomfort. Unzipping his jeans, he started to pull the offending clothing away. Díaz squealed. Literally squealed. A sound he’d never thought he’d ever hear from her. It surprised him so much he paused mid-undress and glanced up.

			She slapped a hand over her eyes. “What are you doing, Ward?”

			Seemed rather obvious to him. “I’m taking these wet jeans off.”

			“Well, do that in your bedroom. This is the kitchen. People eat here.”

			“This is your fault, you know.”

			She waved one hand in the air, the other still covering her eyes. “Whatever. Just go get naked in your own room. Nobody wants to see that.”

			Ouch. But he’d be more upset if he hadn’t noticed her fingers spread just a touch and the hint of a greedy eye taking him in. Hmmm, so Díaz did find him attractive. Maybe not enough to want anything with him, but enough to sneak a peek of the goods. He filed that away in his vault of Stephanie Díaz information.

			“Plenty of people want to see me naked, and you don’t have to spill water on me to receive that pleasure, Díaz.” He chuckled as he moved out of the kitchen and down the hall to his room, calling over his shoulder. “All you have to do is ask.”

			… 

			Utterly absurd! 

			As if she would ever want to see Ward naked.

			Okay, yes, she’d had some wayward fantasies and a few hot-and-heavy dreams about the guy, but that couldn’t be blamed on her. She’d been asleep in her dreams. What dream her and Ward did was not her fault. Besides, he didn’t mean it. Everyone knew Ward was an incurable flirt. And still a coworker.

			Her fluster melted into fury.

			Turning, she set her glass on the countertop with a bit more force than necessary, flinching when the glass made a loud clunk. How in the world had Gina known about her relationship with Tommy? Not like it was a huge secret, but she never talked about it. To anyone. 

			Shame washed over her at the memory of how gullible she’d been. The sweet words, the compliments—she’d eaten them up. All the while, her supposed boyfriend had been slacking off, blaming his big fuckups on her, and telling everyone she was just trying to sleep her way to the top.

			Asshole!

			A cold dread filled her chest, freezing her body. Had Gina spoken to Tommy? Listened to his lies? No, no—he was still back east. This was a local web show. Gina wouldn’t go that far just to have a chat with a former partner of a current contestant, right?

			Email and cell phones exist.

			She sucked in a sharp breath. Her vision dimmed, and she leaned against the counter for support.

			“Oh shit, are you okay?” Ward’s worried voice sounded from behind her.

			She felt two strong arms encircle her. She let herself have a brief moment of weakness, leaning back into her friend’s embrace, taking a small measure of comfort to calm her racing nerves.

			“Stephanie, talk to me. What happened?”

			Damn, Ward must be worried if he was using her first name. While she appreciated his concern, she didn’t need it. She didn’t need anyone.

			Pushing out of his arms, she plastered a smile on her face and turned to him.

			“I’m fine. Just got a little lightheaded. We did come up about two thousand feet in elevation yesterday. With that and the running through the forest, I must have a bit of elevation sickness.”

			He arched one eyebrow, skepticism filling his expression, but he didn’t call her on it. Instead, he grabbed her glass and moved to the sink, refilling it with water. Once it was full, he held it out and pointed down the hall.

			“Here, drink all this and go lie down. We have a bit until dinner. You need to rest, or else I’ll have to carry this entire competition on my back.” He gave her a cocky grin. “Not that I couldn’t.”

			A sense of relief filled her. The pressure in her chest eased. Ward was not only letting the matter drop, but he was also playing back into their dynamic. Challenging her, teasing her, letting her regain her composure after her tiny freak-out.

			She threw him back a grin of her own. “Right, like that could ever happen.”

			Slipping his hands into his pockets, he leaned back against the counter. “Who’s the one with the Hero Star?”

			Damn him.

			“For now.” She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t get too cocky, Ward. I will get the next star, and the next, and all the rest. I’m sure Chief is going to use the Hero Star in his decision on who gets the promotion. And that promotion is mine. So is the money. After all, you were the one who suggested I upgrade my ride. And besides, what are you going to spend it on? Cooking classes? I don’t think even ten K could help you in that department.”

			His smile dimmed, head turning as he gazed out the window, speaking in a low, hushed tone. “We all have things we need.”

			Her mouth popped open slightly, but no words came out. She wasn’t used to seeing Ward look so…serious. Like he actually had plans for that money. Important plans. She wanted to ask, but he turned away and headed into the living room. Okay, so he didn’t want to talk about it. Fair enough. It wasn’t like she’d been all Stephanie-Shares-A-Lot today, either.

			Still, if her friend was in trouble, she wanted to help.

			“Go lie down, Stephanie.”

			She started at the use of her first name again. Glancing into the living room, she saw Ward comfortably flailed out on the couch, leafing through a book. Deciding the past hour had just been too weird to decipher, she did as he requested and moved down the hallway to her temporary bedroom. Once she closed the door, she laid down on the bed. She wasn’t really feeling any altitude sickness. She had lived here for four years, after all. Sure, driving up into the mountains still made her queasy and a bit nervous, but going up two thousand feet didn’t affect her the way it used to.

			What had started to affect her was the man on the couch just down the hall. The water move had been a bad idea. She’d simply meant it as a joke. A way to get back at him for using such a silly term of endearment. A name she would never admit in a million years made her stomach flutter a tiny bit when he uttered it to her.

			But she’d made a grave mistake getting that close to him, pretending to touch him with want. Because a part of her hadn’t been pretending. A far bigger part than she’d like to admit. Her skin tingled when she reached out to touch him. Her heart raced as she inhaled his rich, earthy scent. When her fingers had tightened around his waistband, for half a heartbeat, she’d imagined what he would do if instead of pouring cold water down his pants…she’d unzipped them instead.

			Grabbing a pillow, she held it over her face and let out a low, muffled groan.

			Oh no!

			This could not be happening. Not here. Not now. And not with this man.

			She would not admit that she was attracted to Eli Ward.

			Except I am.

			Damn her subconscious! At least she hadn’t said it out loud. 

			Everyone knew things didn’t count until you said them out loud. 

			It was that manifesting shit her cousin who taught yoga always used to say. To make it happen, you have to speak it into the universe or some such nonsense. 

			Okay then. As long as she didn’t admit she might, possibly, kind of, a little bit, have the hots for her friend and coworker, nothing would ever come of it. Nobody had to know. Especially not Ward.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			“Díaz.”

			Ward’s deep voice vibrated against her jaw as he nuzzled her cheek, his lips dragging along her jawline, down her neck to latch onto that sweet spot where it met her shoulder. She moaned as his mouth caressed a particularly sensitive area, tongue and teeth gently teasing, sending shock waves of pleasure throughout her entire body.

			“Díaz,” Ward called again, his hands skimming down her breasts and stomach, over her hips.

			She arched toward him, trying desperately to get closer, ease this growing ache between her legs. For some reason, her vision was fuzzy. She couldn’t see him properly. Or herself, for that matter. She thought they might be on a…beach? Wait, that didn’t make sense. How did they get on a beach? Colorado didn’t have any beaches.

			She reached out for him, eager to feel what she couldn’t see. She’d worked out with Ward hundreds of times. She knew he had sharp, toned muscles, seen them a million times, but now she wanted to feel them. Touch his warm skin, grasp the hard length of his—

			“Díaz, wake up. We’re gonna be late.”

			Her eyes flew open. She wasn’t on some magical beach in a landlocked state, lying in the hot sun with Ward above her worshiping her body with his mouth and hands. She was lying on a mildly comfortable bed in a cabin in the woods with Ward shouting from the other side of the closed door.

			Thank goodness the door was closed. She didn’t think she talked in her sleep—none of her former bedmates had commented on it—but what if Ward had come into the room and caught her having a naughty dream about him? Her face heated with mortification. Shit! She had to get this weird attraction to Ward under control. Before it ruined everything.

			“I’m coming in in one…two…”

			“Stay out! I’m up. Don’t get your bunk gear in a bunch.” She shouted the common firehouse phrase at him, rising from the bed.

			Thankfully, she was still fully dressed. She hadn’t planned on actually napping when she came back here, but it seemed her body had been in need of a rest. Now she was wide awake. She marched over to the bedroom door and flung it open. Wide awake and feeling incredibly awkward.

			Ward leaned against the doorjamb, a smile on his face, looking far too handsome and deliciously appealing for her current mental state. One hand rested on top of the doorway. Her gaze was drawn to it, her body remembering the feel of his rough fingertips as they slid down her bare skin to—

			She shook her head, dispelling the image. There was nothing to remember because it didn’t really happen. It had been a dream. One she planned to forget immediately.

			“You okay?” He quirked one eyebrow as he looked her up and down. “Your face is all flushed.”

			His smile slipped. 

			“Shit, you really are sick, aren’t you?”

			He reached out to place a hand on her forehead. She smacked it away. She couldn’t handle him touching her right now. Not after that dream. Who knows what her traitorous body would do?

			“I’m fine. It’s just hot in that bedroom. I should have left the window open.” She glanced at the clock hanging in the hallway, noticing they had ten minutes until dinner. “And holy crap, Ward. Why didn’t you wake me sooner? We’re going to be late!”

			She pushed past him, rushing down the hall to the front door.

			His chuckles followed her. “Yup, there she is, Díaz the Determined.”

			She ignored his comment, quickening her steps as they headed out of the cabin and hit the dirt path back to the lodge. They arrived with five minutes to spare, but the lodge was already a hectic mass of people. Fellow competitors milled about, some waving, others hunched over, speaking in hushed tones. Camera crews hustled back and forth, blinking red lights indicating they were still filming everything. 

			Stephanie tensed. She was grateful there were no recording devices in the cabins. Gave her a chance to breathe. It wasn’t that she hated having to always be aware of the cameras—or pretend not to be aware, as the case was—they just made her…uncomfortable.

			A glance over her shoulder showed Ward had no such problem. He smiled and waved at everyone like he didn’t have a care in the world. Why would he? He was Eli Ward, friend to all, flirt extraordinaire, firehouse legacy, and beloved by all who met him. He had this easy grace that drew people in. He charmed everyone. Yes, dammit, even her, most days. But she couldn’t really be mad at the guy for being a people person. It wasn’t her fault society saw a strong, confident woman and called her a bossy bitch.

			She wore that badge with pride, but it didn’t win her many friends.

			“Mr. Ward, Ms. Díaz.” Sajan hurried over to them, ever-present clipboard in hand. “Dinner will be served in the dining hall in just a few minutes, if you’d like to follow everyone that way.”

			He pointed off to the left, where the mass of people was heading.

			“Thank you,” she said, trying her best for an approachable smile. 

			“Why are you smiling?” Ward asked as they walked toward the dining hall.

			“What are you talking about? I smile.”

			He snorted. “Yeah, but it’s usually right before you’re about to pull some shit on me or you win something.”

			“I smile to be polite sometimes.”

			“Sure, but not like that.”

			“Like what?”

			He pointed to his face and pulled a ridiculously big smile, all teeth and wide eyes. She couldn’t help the snort of laughter that bubbled out of her at his exaggeration.

			“I did not do that!”

			“Eh.” He raised a hand and wiggled it back and forth a bit. “Okay, maybe I took it a bit too far, but you had some serious Wednesday-Addams-at-summer-camp vibes going on there.”

			“Since Wednesday is a badass, I’m taking that as a compliment.”

			He laughed, slinging an arm over her shoulders as they walked into the large dining hall. “You are the badassiest of badasses, Díaz.”

			She did her best to hide the shiver of pleasure that raced up her spine at his touch. It was simply a remnant of the dream. Nothing more.

			The dining hall was a large room with a scattering of tables and chairs set throughout. A number of the teams had already taken seats. A few people looked up at their entrance, including Gina, who noticed their position and immediately nudged the camerawoman next to her. The camera pointed in their direction, and judging by the glint in Gina’s gaze, Stephanie knew she was taking their friendly touch all wrong.

			Since her own body was currently getting mixed signals as well, she stepped out of Ward’s embrace and headed toward an empty table.

			“Hey, Eli, Stephanie! Come sit with us.”

			She glanced over at the call. Kayleigh and Cora sat at a round table a few feet away. There were two empty chairs across from the women. Kayleigh was waving a friendly hand, her smile bright and inviting.

			Ward started over, but Stephanie placed a hand on his arm.

			“What?” he asked as she stopped him.

			“Should we really be consorting with the enemy?”

			He laughed. “Consorting with the enemy? Dude, you have to tone it down. This is all just a game, remember?”

			Yes, she did, but there were real stakes involved. Winning would provide money to the Denver Youth Center, something they were always in need of. It would show the chief she had the fortitude and skill to rise to the top, helping her secure the promotion. And when she won the grand prize, she could put down a hefty deposit on a car so she wouldn’t have to cross her fingers and hope every time she got behind the wheel.

			She eyed Kayleigh, speaking in a low tone to Ward. “I’m just saying, let’s be cautious. Don’t reveal anything because you used to sleep with her.”

			His eyebrows shot up, jaw dropping slightly. “Stephanie Díaz, are you jealous?”

			Her gaze snapped over to him. “What? No! How could you even… Why would I…”

			“Relax. I’m messing with you.”

			She sucked in a huge breath, trying to calm her racing heart. Of course he was messing with her. It’s what he did. What they did. Messing with each other was their whole dynamic. But lately it seemed to be…shifting, and she had no idea what to do about it.

			“Besides.” He grinned, lifting a finger to bop her softly on the tip of her nose. “I never slept with Kayleigh, so there’s no reason to be jealous anyway. I’m all yours, Díaz.”

			He turned and headed toward the table. She grumbled just loud enough for him to hear as she followed, “Fantastic. Do you come with a receipt so I can return you for a better model?”

			“You wanna hang with my brothers instead?” He gave a little shrug. “You and Reece could have a Who Can Stay Silent The Longest competition.”

			Reece was the most stoic of the Ward triplets, and while she liked his brothers, there was no one quite like Eli. Not that she’d ever tell him that. His ego was too big already.

			“You’re a laugh riot, Ward.”

			“I aim to please.”

			They arrived at the table in seconds despite her attempt to drag her feet. Ward pulled out her chair. He did that all the time. Not just for her. She’d seen him do it for his brothers, his mom, members of the fire crew when they went to trivia. It was just a polite thing he did for anyone who sat next to him. But judging by the look on Kayleigh and Cora’s faces, they didn’t know that. In fact, it looked like they were also on Gina’s “Eli and Stephanie make a cute couple” train.

			“Congrats on winning the first round,” Cora said.

			“I can’t believe you got the first Hero Star, Eli.” Kayleigh gave a mock scowl. “I’m so getting the next one.”

			Not if I can help it, Stephanie thought to herself. She realized that with the added grand prize money it would make everyone hungrier to win. A strategic move on the show’s part, no doubt. But she planned on winning at all costs. Kayleigh and Cora seemed nice, but she wasn’t here to make friends. She was here to win.

			A server arrived at the table with a large tray filled with plates and started passing them out. Without thinking, she picked up her fork and started to dig into the delicious-smelling meal. Suddenly, Ward’s large hand covered hers, halting her movement.

			“Dude?” she said, using his favorite slang.

			“Stephanie, there are mushrooms in that dish.”

			She glanced down, and sure enough, she spotted a few sliced mushrooms tossed about the pasta and veggies on her plate. Her fork clattered to the table as she dropped it. 

			“Could you please take this back and bring out a fresh one without mushrooms?” Ward politely asked the server. “She has an allergy.”

			Her heart pounded in her chest at her near mistake. Honestly, it wasn’t a huge deal. Her allergy wasn’t anything severe like her throat closing up. She simply got a rash and extremely itchy. She had brought her antihistamine along, but she’d rather not suffer the effects of an allergic reaction if she didn’t have to.

			“I’m so sorry.” The server grabbed the plate. “What’s your name? We have special plates for participants with allergies in the kitchen. Someone was supposed to give you a red card when you checked in to place at mealtimes to indicate your allergy. I’ll make sure you receive one.”

			She understood that, and she didn’t blame the guy at all. She had filled out the section of the paperwork that informed the show of any health conditions, but no one had given her any card. Slip-ups happen. Thankfully, Ward was looking out for her. 

			“Stephanie Díaz.”

			He nodded and ran back to the kitchen with the empty tray and her full plate.

			“Thanks, Ward.” She smiled at him, mentally kicking herself for her lack of focus today.

			As she glanced around the table, she shifted uncomfortably. Kayleigh and Cora had dreamy expressions as their eyes shifted back and forth between her and Ward. Awkwardness crawling under her skin, she motioned to their food.

			“You all can eat. You don’t have to wait for me.”

			“We don’t mind waiting,” Cora said.

			“You two are just the cutest,” Kayleigh said with a sigh. “How long have you been dating?”

			Stephanie had chosen that unfortunate moment to take a sip from her water. The liquid slipped down the wrong pipe as the question made her gasp. She coughed, trying to dislodge the sip. Ward gently pounded her back, turning it into soothing rubs as she finally got herself under control.

			“Why does everyone think we’re dating?” she gasped out when she could finally form a few words between bouts of hacking.

			Cora and Kayleigh’s gazes focused on Ward, who was still rubbing her back. She muttered a thanks and rolled her shoulders to let him know she was good.

			“We’re just coworkers and friends. That’s it.” 

			He grinned, but she noticed the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. 

			“Yup, me and Díaz here are best buds but nothing more.”

			Best buds? What, were they in a hacky sitcom? Why was he being so weird?

			“Wish my best friend showed me that kind of attention,” Kayleigh muttered as she took a sip of her own drink—without choking on it.

			The server came back with a fresh plate, minus the mushrooms, and a red card he instructed her to use at all future meals. Everyone dug in. The food was amazing. After a few minutes of silent eating, Kayleigh started to chat in the way only non–socially awkward people could achieve. Stephanie always had trouble opening up to strangers. Or friends, for that matter. People who could just chat comfortably with anyone mystified her. And made her a little envious. She wondered what it would be like to have that skill. To have such ease with total strangers. 

			She learned Cora and Kayleigh both worked at Denver Health. Cora worked in the NICU but also took shifts in the ER when necessary. Kayleigh was an RN in the ER and assisted in surgery from time to time. Both women sounded extremely intelligent and skilled. Considering they’d been second place in the first competition, she figured they would be a team to keep eyes on.

			“Attention, everyone,” Gina called out from the back of the room.

			All heads turned toward her as she stood and addressed them, cameras rolling.

			“I want to congratulate you all on completing your first task, but especially Team Firefighters, who won. Congratulations, Eli and Stephanie.”

			A small wave of claps went up, along with a few mutters of discontent.

			Suck on it, losers, Stephanie thought with a smug smile.

			“Now, be sure to get plenty of rest tonight, because tomorrow’s challenge will test you to your limits.”

			Her smile widened with anticipation, heart thumping with the thrill of another chance to prove herself.

			“The first episode will be aired tonight, so by tomorrow your fans will be rooting for you. Don’t let them down!”

			“Tonight?” Cora exclaimed with surprise. “That’s fast.”

			Ward shrugged. “It’s a web show. I think they’re going for as close to real time as possible. Gina said something about filming some stuff live, too.”

			“Makes sense,” Kayleigh said, twisting some pasta on her fork. “I just wish they hadn’t taken our phones. I’d like to see the cut. I wonder if Gina will be showing us the episodes, too, or if we have to wait until the show is done to watch it. Seems kind of silly, considering we are the show.”

			Stephanie agreed, but she understood the clause in their contracts stating they had to surrender all electronic devices prior to taping. With a show like this, the producers didn’t want anyone tweeting or live streaming who won before the show itself aired. She doubted they’d see any footage until it was over. Fine with her; she didn’t need to see anything but herself at that finishing line, winning it all.

			Once dinner was over, they said a polite goodbye to Cora and Kayleigh. Stephanie was surprised when Kayleigh tossed her arms around her and squeezed, joking that she was going to win the next round no matter what. The cheerful woman was very sweet and seemed genuine. Plus, Kayleigh’s competitive edge fired up her own. Maybe after this was all over, she and Kayleigh could be friends. She was coming to find, surprisingly, she liked the cheerful woman. And working at the firehouse full of men, Stephanie could use a few more women in her life.

			As they walked the path back to their cabin, Ward gave a low whistle. “Wow, would you look at all those stars.”

			She glanced up. The sky sparkled with tiny white dots scattered across a blanket of black velvet night. Without all the light of the city, she could see thousands of them. Blinking fireflies in space. 

			“Beautiful.”

			“You ready to kick ass tomorrow?” he asked.

			She huffed. “Of course.” 

			She was always ready to kick ass. She just wished everyone here would focus a little more on her ability to kick said ass and a little less on their strange fixation with her and Ward.

			“Weird how everyone keeps thinking we’re together.”

			He was quiet for a moment. When they reached the front door, he shrugged and said, “I don’t know. You have to admit we have playful banter that can sometimes get misconstrued.”

			She glanced into his eyes, her heart racing. Had he noticed her odd reaction to him lately? Oh hell, had he heard her call out his name in her sleep? That would be so embarrassing. But as she gazed at his face, she didn’t see anything that would indicate he possessed any secret knowledge of her inner thoughts. No. What she saw instead made her breath catch. Eli Ward was looking at her with hunger in his eyes.

			Unmasked need poured from their blue depths. Desire and longing that she’d never seen from him before.

			“I don’t date coworkers.” She blurted out her hard-and-fast rule as if it could save her. Build a wall between these new terrifying feelings and the raw yearning she saw in her friend’s gaze. The one that made her want things she shouldn’t. Crave things she knew would only end in disaster. 

			He looked out into the night sky, speaking softly—so softly she almost didn’t hear him. “Maybe one day we won’t be coworkers.”

			Not coworkers? What the hell was he talking about? Eli Ward was a third-generation firefighter. She knew because he talked about it all the time. His dad was a chief, his grandfather was a chief, and he was supposed to follow in their footsteps and be a chief. Was he planning on transferring? Technically they wouldn’t be coworkers then, but that didn’t make sense. Why would he transfer? He loved Station 42, same as her.

			His gaze came back to her, emotions she couldn’t name—didn’t want to name—swimming in them. But he didn’t move. Didn’t touch her, and yet she still felt surrounded by him. Remnants of her dream whispered in her mind, tempting her with all the naughty things she could do with him.

			“If we weren’t coworkers, then maybe…” 

			She reached out, fingers brushing his arm. But the second their skin connected, a shot of heat rushed through her. So intense. Unlike anything she’d ever felt around him before. Her heart skipped a beat, and she pulled her hand back. 

			“I’m going to bed,” she declared, opening the cabin door and rushing inside.

			She had to get away from him and his weird cryptic musing, the enticement in his eyes, the confusion he stirred in her.

			“It’s not even nine,” he called after her.

			She hurried down the hallway. “We have a big day tomorrow, remember?”

			“Okay, Grandma,” he called out.

			She replied by flipping him the bird over her shoulder. His laughter carried down the hall to her, wrapping around her like a big, fuzzy blanket.

			“Good night, Ward.”

			As she closed the door, locking herself away safely from the confusing presence of Eli Ward, she heard him say in that deep, comforting voice of his, “Good night…Stephanie.”

			She glanced over at her bed, knowing she was going to sleep with the sound of her name on Eli’s lips echoing in her head.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			A sharp, blaring alarm jolted Eli out of bed. Heart pounding, he scanned the bunk room for his gear. It took his brain a second to switch out of emergency mode and remember the alarm he was hearing wasn’t a call to action. He blinked, clearing the rest of the sleepy fog from his eyes and head. The room came into focus, and he remembered where he was.

			Stuck in a tiny cabin on a reality web show with Díaz. She’d stared at him last night with a mix of apprehension and longing when he casually mentioned they might not be coworkers forever. 

			It was the longing that got to him. He hadn’t meant to let his mask slip last night. But she’d seen it. And she hadn’t locked him out of the cabin for it. In fact, she’d touched him. Briefly. Just a slight touch of her fingers on his arm. Enough to know she felt this thing between them, too. 

			“If we weren’t coworkers…”

			Her near admission still rang in his ears, demanding he find out what she was going to say. She’d all but admitted to giving them a go if they didn’t work together. Was that all that was standing in their way? But first, Díaz needed to admit, out loud, that she felt this thing, too. Maybe it was time to up his flirting game. Respectfully, of course. 

			The alarm was still piercing. Its loud wail was slightly muffled, letting him know it wasn’t coming from inside the cabin. He grabbed a pair of sweats and quickly shoved his legs into them, pulling them up over his hips as he headed out the bedroom door and ran smack into Díaz.

			“For crap’s sake, Ward!” she exclaimed as she bounced off him.

			He reached out to steady her, his hand making direct contact with the bare skin of her upper arms. His heart rate jacked up again, body tightening as sparks of awareness shot through him at the feel of her smooth, warm flesh. His gaze roamed over her. Her curly dark hair was sticking out every which way. On anyone else, it would have looked messy, but on Díaz he found the unpolished look sexy as hell. 

			She must have jumped directly out of bed like him, because she wore nothing but a pair of silky-looking dark maroon sleep shorts and a matching tank top. The soft material and bedraggled look was in such contrast to how she normally presented herself that he couldn’t help the smile taking over his face. This was a side of Díaz few people got to see, and here he was, seeing it in all its glory.

			“Sorry,” he mumbled, dropping his hands, unable to look away from the vision she was early in the morning. “You okay?”

			“No. I think I burst an eardrum, thanks to that lovely wake-up call.” She stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it. “What the hell is that?”

			He started to shrug, but then a voice came over a megaphone from beyond the cabin.

			“Attention, contestants! The next competition will start in thirty minutes at the picnic ground on the far side of the lodge.”

			The message was repeated a few times, each time getting dimmer and dimmer as whoever was shouting the instructions moved on to the other cabins.

			“Guess that explains that,” she muttered. Her dark brown eyes took him in and widened. “Why the hell aren’t you dressed?”

			He chuckled, taking no offense at her accusation, since her eyes were currently eating up every inch of skin he had on display. Oh yeah, she could deny it all she wanted, but Díaz found him attractive. Only fair, since she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever set eyes on.

			“Me?” He pointed to his chest, deliberately brushing his fingertips across his pecs. Her teeth came out to bite her bottom lip, and he roared inside. “At least I have pants on.”

			She glanced down as he motioned to what she was wearing.

			“They’re sleep shorts, and shorts are a type of pants.”

			He snorted, amused by her logic. “Well, these are sweatpants that are even more a type of pants, and I pulled them on because the alarm was blaring and I didn’t want to investigate in my sleep attire.”

			Her lips rolled in as if she was afraid to ask what he slept in.

			Please ask, please ask.

			“What…what do you sleep in.”

			He grinned, leaning forward until their noses almost touched. He gazed into her eyes, losing himself in their beauty as he answered in a low voice, “Nothing at all.”

			He watched as her pupils dilated, the black taking over the rich brown of her irises, swallowing the deep brown, making her eyes impossibly darker. She swallowed, and he followed the motion in her long, elegant neck, his gaze traveling down to see her sleep tank was very thin, showcasing the hard, stiff peaks of her nipples as they pressed against the material. He wanted nothing more in the world than to put his mouth on them, tease and torment them until she was crying out in pleasure, begging for him to fill her.

			“Oh.” The word came out on a breathy moan.

			Yeah, she wanted him. But she’d have to admit it first before he did anything. Flirting with her was one thing, but he wouldn’t break her rule. She’d have to be the one to make the first move.

			Taking a step back, he motioned to his room with a nod of his head.

			“We should probably get dressed and head over.”

			She didn’t say anything. Her attention wasn’t on his face. It was on his crotch. Specifically, the tent he was sporting that his gray sweatpants did a crap job of disguising. He could adjust his stance, but it wouldn’t do much good. Besides, he had nothing to be ashamed of; she was just as turned on as him. They could be adults about this.

			“Stephanie.”

			Her eyes snapped up when he spoke her name, cheeks flushed, pupils dilated until the black covered nearly all of those beautiful brown irises.

			“Should we talk about—”

			“We need to get ready. Time is wasting.” She rushed into her room.

			Damn. Guess she wasn’t ready to admit to the attraction quite yet. 

			“Hurry up, Ward. We’ve got a competition to win.”

			Right. He sighed, turning and heading back into his room to get dressed. Because that’s why they were here. To win. And Díaz never let anything or anyone distract her from her goals.

			After he dressed in a pair of snug-fitting joggers and a gray Denver FD T-shirt, he hurried out of his room to see Díaz already in the kitchen, similarly dressed in a pair of dark leggings that hugged her legs and ass like a glove and a dark blue Denver FD T-shirt. Her dark brown hair had been twisted up into a bun, the way she normally wore it around the station. She had two protein bars in her hand and tossed one to him as he approached.

			“Let’s go,” she said, ripping into her own breakfast before turning and heading toward the front door. “No time for coffee, unfortunately.”

			Ah, there was the Díaz he knew. All business, focused on the task at hand.

			He removed the wrapper from the rectangular piece of dense cardboard masquerading as food and tossed the paper in the trash. He might not be able to cook for shit, but he did know good food when he tasted it, and he’d never met a protein bar that didn’t taste like dried-out dog food. This one was no exception, he mused, grimacing after taking a huge bite of the thing. But food was food, and they didn’t have time to cook eggs and bacon.

			At least the show provided them a fully stocked kitchen for situations like this. 

			They hurried out of the cabin, Díaz walking at a very fast clip across the back area of the lodge. The show had left them a map of the lodge and its surroundings, which he’d glanced over once and Díaz had memorized the second she’d seen it. He was only too happy to follow her as she navigated their way across the scattering of cabins to the picnic area. Following her meant he had a great view of her a—

			“Pick up the pace, Ward, and stop staring at my ass.”

			What the hell? How had she known he was…

			“I wasn’t staring,” he said, jogging a few paces until he fell into step at her side.

			She snorted, but a small smile curled up at the corner of her mouth.

			Wait, did that mean she wasn’t mad at him for staring? He wanted to ask, but she’d shut him down earlier when he wanted to discuss their…situation. Situation being that they obviously had the hots for each other. He didn’t want to be a jerk and push, but some clarification would be nice.

			“Shit, how the hell did they beat us here?”

			He glanced over at Díaz’s muttered grumblings to see Kayleigh and Cora already at the picnic area. None of the other teams had arrived yet, so they weren’t late, but he knew how much Díaz liked to be first.

			“It’s fine,” he whispered to her. “Just because they got here first doesn’t mean they’re going to win this thing. We are.”

			She held out her fist, and he subsequently bumped it with his own.

			The camera crews were already set up. No lighting this time, probably due to being outside. A PA came by and handed them body mics.

			The picnic area had been cleared of all picnic tables. Instead, the field before them had been turned into some kind of obstacle course. Large barrels stood upright, followed by two large wooden poles holding a vertical climbing net. On the other side of the net was a series of swinging hand rings like the kind you’d find at a children’s playground. The last obstacle appeared to be a six-foot-long thin plank suspended about three feet off the ground. Below the plank was a pit of what looked like mud.

			He glanced over to Díaz, who had a gleeful smile on her face. He was sure his matched. This next task looked like an absolute blast. He had no doubt he and Díaz would ace this. Every year, they had training drills with a lot of similar obstacles. The net climb was his favorite. Who didn’t love an obstacle course?

			“Okay, people!” Sajan called out once everyone had arrived. “We’re filming in, three, two.” He silently mouthed the one and pointed at Gina.

			“Welcome, contestants!” Gina called out from a small wooden platform off to the right.

			Eli glanced around to see the other teams had arrived. 

			“Please take your spots at your tables.”

			Gina motioned everyone forward. It was then he noticed six small card tables in front of the course. Each had a paper sign with a team name and a small black cloth on it. Weird. He and Díaz moved to their table.

			“The job of a first responder is hard. It can mean the difference between life and death.”

			Gina paused—for dramatic effect, he was sure. Though the woman wasn’t wrong. Life and death was something he was very familiar with in his job. Something that often weighed very heavily on his soul. He wished he could be as strong as his dad and grandfather were; they had always seemed to handle the weight of the job as if it were nothing. Sometimes…he felt like the pressure would crush him.

			“You have to trust your coworkers and crew with your life,” Gina continued. “As such, we’ve created an obstacle course to test not only your physical skills but your partnership skills as well.”

			His brow furrowed. How the hell was an obstacle course going to test their partnership skills?

			Gina held out a hand, palm up, indicating with a wide stroke to the tables. “On your table in front of you, there is a blindfold.”

			Oh shit, the black cloth.

			“One teammate will be blindfolded and attempt to complete the obstacle course before you while the other calls out directions from the sidelines. You have one minute to discuss which partner will assume which task. Time starts…now.”

			The camera people started scurrying around, getting shots of every team from various angles as people bent their heads together to discuss strategy.

			“You can be blindfolded,” he and Díaz said at the same time.

			She shook her head. “Your sense of direction is crap, Ward.”

			“Hey!” He drove them there without getting lost once. What the hell was she talking about?

			“You mixed up ‘your right’ and ‘my right’ all the time when you were trying to teach me to ski.”

			Shit, she was right. He was kinda crap at mirror-image stuff. But still—

			“Plus, you’re faster at the net climb.”

			His eyes widened so much he nearly gave himself a migraine. “I’m sorry, did you just admit my timing is better than yours? Who are you, and what have you done with Díaz?”

			She rolled her eyes and grabbed the blindfold from the table. “Shut up.”

			“Time!” Gina called out. “Contestants, please blindfold your chosen runner.”

			Díaz held up the cloth and motioned for him to turn around. She placed the blindfold over his eyes, her fingertips grazing his temples, sending a shiver of pleasure up his spine. To cover his reaction, he did what he always did around her: played up the joke.

			“After yesterday’s water prank and today’s blindfold fun, I feel like we should come up with a safe word, don’t you?”

			“Can you be serious for even half a second?”

			Not with her. If he was real with Díaz and told her how he really felt, she’d run for the hills. 

			“Today’s team order will start last to first,” Gina’s voice called loudly.

			Great, so he was stuck here listening to everyone else run the course for the next however long it took. 

			Gina spoke again. “Distractions occur in real life, so they are encouraged in the game. Team EMT, you’re up.”

			Each team had their run-through. He stood by Díaz’s side, hearing the shouts and yells of the people around him. Díaz didn’t join in the distraction technique. She leaned over, whispering in his ear every move their opponents made wrong. She was giving him a play by play of the course. Every team had seen what it looked like, so no one had an advantage, but she was forcing the layout into his memory, focusing on their win instead of causing the other teams to lose. Because Díaz played to win. Her focus was always on doing the best and beating the best. She didn’t go for underhanded moves. Just another reason she was a badass.

			When their turn finally arrived, he was moved up to the starting position by a crew member. Thanks to Gina’s recalling of the scores, he knew two teams had successfully made it to the end and the time to beat was one minute and forty-five seconds.

			“Okay, Ward, we got this,” Díaz called to him from somewhere off to the left. “Ignore everything else and just listen to my voice.”

			“On your mark,” Gina called out. “Get set… Go!”

			A loud starting horn blared, followed by the shouts and taunts of the crowd around him. The noises seemed to come from everywhere, but he blocked them all out, sifting through the voices until he heard the only one that mattered.

			Stephanie.

			“Three steps forward and then two to your right!”

			Her voice called to him, leading him like a siren song. Only she wasn’t pulling him to his death in the depths of the sea. She was guiding him as he navigated the barrels. Leading them to victory.

			“Yes! Good, Ward. Now three steps forward to the net and climb over.”

			Once his fingers hit the thick, rough cords of the rope net, his body took over, hauling him up and over the net with such ease he felt like he flew over the damn thing.

			“Now reach above your head and a little to the left— No, too far!” she cried out.

			He pulled back, almost losing his footing but righting himself at the last minute.

			“There you go.”

			His hand hit the hard, metal ring.

			“Don’t swing too hard or you’ll miss the next one,” Díaz cautioned. “Nice and easy.”

			He followed her instructions, trusting her, trusting their teamwork. Pushing off with a gentle swing, his other hand grazed the next ring, but his grip slipped.

			“Eli!”

			The sound of his first name coming from her lips took him back to last night. To that moment when he’d been a damn fool and let the wall he’d carefully crafted for four fucking years slip. He could still feel the warm excitement of hope rise within him when he’d spotted the same desire that coursed through his body day in, day out for this woman reflected in her eyes. The heat of her touch.

			Then the ice-cold jagged shards of dismissal as she ran away.

			His concentration blown, his hand slowly slipped free of the ring, body crashing to the muddy ground below. A loud grunt escaped his lungs as the impact drove in his failure.

			“Fuck!”

			Díaz’s frustrated curse matched his own muttered disappointment.

			A loud buzzer sounded in the air as he ripped off his blindfold. Gina stood just beyond the last obstacle—the plank walk—with a small frown of pity on her face. Though her eyes lit like fireflies. He supposed it would be good for the ratings to see the top dogs fall on their faces. But he could give a shit about ratings right now. Shame and frustration filled him at his failure. How the hell had he let last night fuck with his head so much?

			“With that fall, Team Firefighter is out of the running, and the winners are Team Search and Rescue!”

			Cheers filled the air.

			Eli stood, scraping the mud off his body as his gaze collided with Díaz’s. Her mouth tight, she looked like she was ready to murder him. 

			Join the club. 

			But he also noticed a slight hint of worry in her eyes. She mouthed a question over the din of the post-competition chatter.

			You okay?

			Sweet Díaz. Pissed as hell but still worried. The woman had him so twisted up he had no fucking clue what to do about it. He nodded, ignoring the small pang in his hip where he took the brunt of the fall. Much harder to ignore the ache in his chest. The disappointment of failing. He let them both down because he couldn’t keep his head in the damn game. 

			She nodded back, arms crossing over her chest and eyebrow arching, letting him know exactly whose fault she thought losing was. And the shittiest part was…

			He couldn’t even argue with her.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“Dibs on first shower,” Stephanie said as she entered their cabin, still seething at their loss.

			“After I fell into a pit of mud and nearly broke my leg, that’s cold, Díaz.”

			She glanced at Ward over her shoulder, worrying her bottom lip as a tiny pinch of guilt hit her in the stomach. Tiny bit, because he had lost the competition for them. Her heart almost jumped out of her chest when his grip slipped on the rings. Then when he fell…she couldn’t even describe all the emotions that had run through her. Anger, of course. Ward had cost them this round, and that reflected badly on her, too. But then when he hadn’t gotten up right away, she’d feared the worst. Her heart stopped, air in her lungs freezing as she stood there, waiting for him to get up. She’d nearly run straight into the course to him. Desperate to see if he was okay.

			But then he’d gotten up, seemingly fine, and the anger at losing had returned. Still, she knew he was just as pissed about losing as she was. The guy had to be beating himself up.

			“Fine, you can have the first shower.” Normally she’d never give in, but he was covered in mud. Better for him not to traipse it all over the cabin.

			“Thanks,” he muttered. “And I’m sorry about—”

			“Forget it.”

			He nodded and headed off to the shower. After he finished, she headed to the bathroom to take her turn. Gina had instructed everyone to go get freshened up for another interview. There hadn’t been a mention of a Hero Star awarded this round. She wondered once again just how in the hell they were awarding those things, because she planned to earn the rest.

			“You better not have taken all the hot water,” she called out as Ward brushed past her, going down the hall toward the kitchen.

			He waved a hand over his head. “Saved it all for you, Díaz. I know you like your showers lobster-death hot.”

			She grinned, the sting of their loss fading under the guise of their ribbing. 

			“I’ll make some coffee while you clean up,” his voice called as he disappeared into the kitchen.

			Stephanie took a ten-minute shower with the water temperature at a high heat. Enough to leave just a thick layer of steam covering the bathroom mirror. As she dried off with the fluffy towel provided by the show, she realized her mistake. She hadn’t brought any new clothes into the bathroom with her. She could toss on her old ones. Her nose wrinkled at the thought. She’d only worn them for about an hour, but she’d worked up a lot of sweat due to the adrenaline of shouting commands to Ward.

			Her room was just across the hall. Ward was probably still in the kitchen ruining—making coffee. With her towel wrapped around her, she could make a quick dash. Besides, the towel covered almost as much as her jammies had this morning.

			What to do?

			What the hell?

			Why was she even worrying about this? Why was she all of a sudden so…nervous around Ward? She’d known the guy for years, and while she always knew he was attractive, it wasn’t until recently, until they’d been forced together, that she’d started to realize just how attracted to him she was. It wasn’t just his looks, which were off-the-charts hot. He was a good guy. Funny, kind, sweet—when he wasn’t being a smart-ass. She’d started to see him as more than her crewmate, more than her buddy, and she didn’t know what to do with all these new feelings. 

			Not act on them. That was for sure. Been there, done that. She was not getting ostracized from another firehouse. She knew how this all went down. She’d lived it. Ward would be the hot shot bagging a hottie and she’d be the slut who was working her way up the ladder on her back. That’s how society worked. Never mind that Ward had zero control of her moving up any ladder—except the aerial ladder on the station’s truck. When it came to relationships in the workplace there was a stigma put on women that men didn’t suffer from.

			I’m being ridiculous. 

			There was nothing going on between her and Ward so there was no reason to worry about any…weirdness. It was simply stress from the competition. Scooping up her dirty clothes, she adjusted the towel, making sure everything was covered. The doorknob squeaked as she turned it and peeked out into the hallway. Nothing. Scurrying across the hall, she slipped into her room.

			After she dressed, she headed into the kitchen. The delicious aroma of coffee wafted up from the pot on the counter, but Ward was nowhere to be seen. 

			“Ward?” Where the hell had he gone?

			“Forgot socks,” his voice called out from the bedroom down the hall.

			Stephanie grabbed two cups from the cabinet and poured a small amount of sugar into hers and a larger amount into Ward’s. The man had a sweet tooth. 

			After a moment, she heard Ward’s footsteps pad down the hallway. She blew on her mug, taking a deep drink of her coffee. Her stomach growled in protest of the liquid sustenance, but Gina had mentioned lunch would be provided before the interviews, so she skipped having anything with her coffee.

			“Is that for me?”

			She turned as Ward strode into the kitchen, blond hair slightly damp and mussed, the slight wave making her want to run her fingers through it to see how soft the strands would be.

			Get a grip, Díaz. He’s your friend, not your fuck buddy.

			But her mind hadn’t gotten the memo. She always knew Ward was attractive. Conventionally speaking. But being in such close quarters with him, one on one, she was starting to see sides of her friend she never had before. His fun-time-guy routine slipped, letting her see behind the mask. Something about seeing the real Eli Ward was wreaking havoc on her. Making her want to break rules to see where things would go…

			She nodded toward the coffee cup sitting on the counter. He lifted it to his lips with a grin.

			“Gee thanks, Díaz. Look at you being all sweet, getting me coffee.”

			“Take it back.”

			He laughed, not intimidated by her in the slightest. Dammit, she was losing her touch.

			“I promise never to tell anyone you have a secret gooey center underneath all that badassness.”

			She nodded, even though that wasn’t really a word.

			“Or the fact that you cross-stitch in your free time.”

			She groaned, regretting that fated night a year and a half ago when they’d won trivia and she’d indulged in one too many jalapeño margaritas. Her mouth had gone wild, spilling secrets when Ward offered to drive her home. One of the most embarrassing being her de-stressing hobby, cross-stitching.

			“Like I told you, cross-stitch is the hobby of the warriors.”

			“It’s pretty needlework.”

			“It’s repetitive stabbing with a sharp object, and if you tell anyone, I’ll cross-stitch my name into your ass.”

			He brought his mug up to his mouth, lips curling in a wicked grin. “Property of Stephanie Díaz. I like the sound of that.”

			She shifted on her feet, a strong, deep pulse hitting right between her thighs. She liked it, too, but she’d rather face the obstacle course blindfolded with no caller before ever muttering it out loud. Downing the rest of her coffee, she set the mug in the sink and moved past him.

			“In your dreams, Ward.”

			“Only the really, really naughty ones.”

			Damn. He was really upping his flirty behavior since her near slipup last night. A shiver of thrill ran up her spine, but she ignored it and him and moved to the cabin door. 

			She hurried along the dirt path back to the lodge, hyperaware of Ward following close behind. It was like she could feel his presence. His sexy, annoying presence.

			When they arrived at the large building, lunch was already being served. Sajan informed them their interview would be last today, giving them plenty of time to eat. She picked a small table near a large window, noting that the rest of the teams were keeping to themselves. No one shared a table today. Even Kayleigh and Cora were hunched over, heads close together as they talked. They’d come in third today. A disappointment, if Kayleigh’s frown was anything to judge by. Stephanie hadn’t even known the peppy woman could frown.

			Moments after they sat down, a server brought them each a plate piled high with chips, pickle slices, and some very delicious-looking sandwiches. She quickly checked hers to make sure they hadn’t accidentally added any mushrooms to it. Nope, all good.

			“Oh man.” Ward groaned after taking a big bite of his sandwich. “This is amazing!”

			She took a bite herself and moaned in agreement. She had no idea if the person cooking the food was hired by the show or came with the lodge, but whoever they were, she wished the firehouse could hire them away. It’d be nice not to have to share cooking duties. Or argue when Ward’s turn to order takeout came up.

			After a few minutes of quiet eating, Ward leaned in close to whisper, “Everyone is staring at us.”

			She shrugged, brushing sandwich crumbs off her fingers and reaching for a pickle spear. “Of course they are. We fell on our asses today. Or should I say you fell on your ass.”

			He glared and shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s it.”

			What else would it be?

			She followed his gaze to see everyone sneaking quick glances at them, but no one seemed like they were laughing at their misfortune. No. They all looked…curious. What in the—

			“Team Firefighter, you’re up,” Sajan called from the dining room entryway. “Interview time.”

			She stood along with Ward, still wondering why everyone was staring at them like they were a thousand-piece puzzle and no one could find the corner pieces. Weird.

			Sajan led them to a conference room where Gina once again sat in a comfy chair. Lucky for them, this time there were not uncomfortable wooden stools but a nice, plush-looking love seat. Kind of small for two people. A warning bell went off in her head. What was Gina up to? 

			A camera was set up facing the interview area, along with some lighting and a boom mic. Gina also had a large tablet in her hand. Stephanie couldn’t read what was on it, but some kind of text scrolled along the screen.

			“And here they are, everyone, after a disappointing day of defeat—Team Firefighter, Stephanie and Eli.”

			“The interview is streaming live,” Sajan whispered right before giving them a gentle shove onto the set.

			Live?

			She sucked in a sharp breath, her heart racing in her chest. The contract had mentioned some portions would be shot in real time, but she’d figured they’d get at least a few hours’ warning before. In a live webcast, there was no way to reshoot, fix any mistake she might make. She sucked at talking to reporters, even more so knowing the broadcast was live. It was why the chief never made her do it. But if she wanted to be chief herself one day, she’d have to get used to it. This was a sink-or-swim moment. Her lunch roiled in her stomach, protesting the task ahead of her. Oh hell, if she threw up on a live stream she could kiss her entire career goodbye. Who would trust a firefighter who upchucked due to nerves? 

			Ward must have sensed her worries. He grabbed her hand and squeezed tightly. The gesture calmed her frantic thoughts, brought her heart rate down. At least she wasn’t in this alone. His charm could do most of the heavy lifting for them.

			They sat on the couch. The cramped piece of furniture was so small her thigh was smashed up against his. Normally she’d complain about being squashed, but his touch calmed her in this moment, her panicked nerves soothed by his nearness.

			“So,” Gina began, smiling wide and bright. “After your first big win, the loss today must have been a disappointment.”

			“Always stinks to lose,” Ward said, his grin shifting into a half frown. “But we plan to come up from behind and win big next time.”

			“A wonderful sentiment to have.” Gina’s lips curled into that familiar thousand-watt Hollywood smile. “That confident attitude must be why you two are fan favorites already.”

			They had fans? Hadn’t there only been two episodes released? Stephanie shifted in her chair, discomfort rising within.

			“We appreciate their support.” Ward gave the camera his most flirtatious grin. “And if any of those fans feel like buying a ticket to the firefighter’s ball this year, we sure would be happy to have them.” 

			Leave it up to Ward to schmooze the masses.

			Gina smiled at his plug. “Now, as you two know, this is being live streamed, and the fans are just dying to ask you some questions.”

			“We’re game. Right, Díaz?”

			She tried her best for a light and breezy smile. Two words that had never been uttered to describe her, but hey, she was doing her best here.

			Gina glanced down at her tablet to read. The scrolling text must be some kind of comments section with questions, Stephanie mused.

			“@holly200314 is wondering when you knew you wanted to be a firefighter.”

			Ward’s smile slipped. Stephanie felt his body tense slightly. What was wrong? Ward never faltered. Especially when he had his charm turned on full blast. Wanting to bail him out like he did her a moment ago, she gave her most delicate laugh, leaning forward as if imparting some great secret to Gina.

			“I for one have known ever since I was eight and a kid in my class got this super cool fire truck for Christmas. One with a hose that shot real water and everything. I got a doll, and not that the doll wasn’t cool, but she didn’t have a siren or extending ladder.”

			Gina laughed along. “So, the cool factor is it for you, huh, Stephanie?”

			“I’ll admit being seen as cool is nice, but what I really love about being a firefighter is helping people. We get called to some pretty harrowing situations. They don’t always end well, but being there when people need us, helping them, saving them—there’s no better feeling in the world. Plus, every time a guy told me women couldn’t be firefighters, it just made me want it even more.”

			“Success out of spite.” Gina laughed, her chin tilting slightly in Stephanie’s direction. “I think a lot of women can connect with that.”

			A sad but true fact.

			“And how about you, Eli?” Gina turned her smile to him. “Is that why you became a firefighter? To help people?”

			Ward smiled, but Stephanie could tell it was forced. It didn’t reach his eyes as he spoke. 

			“Yeah, well I mean my dad was a firefighter, and so was my grandfather, so I guess you could say it’s in my blood. The family business. I promised my dad I’d follow in his footsteps. Be a chief someday like him. I just wish he was still here to see it happen.”

			Stephanie’s breath caught as she saw the pain and longing in Ward’s eyes. His dad had died long before they ever met, but she knew the pain of losing a parent. It never went away. She stared at his tense jaw, her chest pressing in on itself. She placed a hand on his arm, hoping to offer some kind of…comfort? Support? Hell if she knew. His head turned slightly, their gazes colliding.

			“We have another question,” Gina carried on as if the pain of loss wasn’t pouring off Ward in waves. “This comes from @haflickinger74, who writes, “Anyone else hoping Steli becomes a thing? Their chemistry is off the charts!”

			She saw the exact moment the question hit Ward’s brain, because it hit hers at the same time. His eyes widened; she felt her mouth drop open. They turned in unison and both shouted out, “Steli?”

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“Steli? Can you believe it? What a ridiculous name.”

			Eli followed Díaz back into their cabin. She’d been ranting about the silly mash-up of their names for the past ten minutes, ever since their interview ended and they headed back toward their cabin. It seemed fans had already shipped them, despite both of them telling Gina in their last interview that they weren’t a couple. The internet didn’t care. They only wanted to see them kiss.

			“At least they put your name first?” he said with a shrug.

			Díaz chuckled. “Yeah, Eliphanie is a bit of a mouthful.”

			Sounded like a name for an elephant who took up burlesque dancing to him. 

			“Why would they even think we’re together?”

			“I know, right.” He moved into the kitchen, opening the fridge and praying the show provided a beer or wine or something alcoholic to dull the ache in his chest. Dammit, no such luck. “You lowering your standards to be with me? Unbelievable, even for reality TV.”

			That stopped her tirade. She turned to face him, a pinch of guilt in her eyes. 

			“I didn’t mean it like that.”

			Grabbing the orange juice and wishing he had vodka to put in it, he closed the fridge. “It’s okay. I know you’re too good for the likes of me.”

			Her brow furrowed. “That’s not true.”

			It was, actually. She led her life on her own terms, and to hell with what anyone thought about it or her. He admired that so much. He was always so worried about disappointing people he often hid behind humor or bad jokes. Never digging deeper. Never allowing anyone to see past the easy-guy facade he presented to them.

			“Eli.” She stepped forward, reached out, and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “You’re… Oh my god, you’re disgusting. Stop that!”

			Her gentle touch turned into a light smack as he brought the OJ up to his mouth and drank straight from the bottle.

			“Ew, now I can’t drink any of it. Thanks a lot.”

			“What?” He held the jug out to her with a teasing grin. “Afraid I have cooties?”

			It wasn’t like he didn’t do the same thing at the station. They all did from time to time. Sometimes it was just too much effort to grab a glass.

			With a defiant look, she grabbed the jug from his hands. Tossing her head back, she brought it to her lips for a long pull. He watched as her full lips pressed against the open bottle top, wondering if she could still feel the warmth on the rim from his. He stared at their fullness as they cupped the white bottle, jaw tensing.

			Damn, could a person be jealous of a plastic jug?

			“There,” she said, plopping the jug back into his hands. “Now we both have cooties. Use a glass next time.”

			He chuckled, walking over to the cabinet to grab two glasses and fill them. 

			“Hey, Ward, about the interview.”

			He tensed at the caution in her tone. Whatever she was about to say, he was pretty sure he didn’t want to hear it. 

			“The stuff with your dad…”

			He turned, shock setting him back. He hadn’t expected her to want to talk about that. Honestly, he hadn’t meant to talk about that. It just sort of slipped out when Gina was asking them about their dreams of firefighting. 

			“I’m sure your dad would be proud of you. Whether you’re chief or not.”

			He knew that. At least a part of him did. But he had to. If he failed, it’d be like losing his dad all over again. 

			“I know, but I made a promise.”

			“Eli.” 

			She stepped closer, staring into his eyes as if she could read every turbulent thought racing around in his head.

			“Was the promise something you wanted or something he wanted?”

			His jaw tensed. Words stuck in his throat like a handful of sawdust, refusing to go down. He couldn’t answer her because…hell, he didn’t know the answer. He’d never thought about what he wanted. He wanted his dad back, but since that wasn’t going to happen, he had to settle for the next best thing. Connecting with his dad by becoming a chief just like him. Maybe then the aching hole of loss would ease a little. 

			Díaz had to understand that. She’d lost a parent, too. She’d lost both parents. Couldn’t she see how important this was to him? 

			“I suppose it was something…hell, I don’t know Díaz. Does it matter?”

			“Yes,” she said, empathy lacing the softly spoken word. “What we want in life always matters. I understand wanting to make your parents proud, believe me. I get it. But you can’t live your life for someone else.”

			He sucked in a sharp breath. Her words sank into his brain, unlocking the secret he’d always feared might be true. Running a hand over his face he sighed. “Then I guess it was my dad’s dream. But I never seemed to have one of my own. I mean, he had this drive and passion for firefighting, grandpa did too. And the first time I put on his helmet as a kid…man, you should have seen his eyes light up.”

			A pang of love and sorrow sliced through his chest. He rubbed the spot. Memories of his dad always were bittersweet.

			“What are you supposed to do when you don’t have a dream, but the person you love most in the world does?” He shrugged. “I like firefighting. I’m good at it. Why not do something I enjoy and honor my dad’s memory at the same time?”

			Couldn’t she see it was a win-win? 

			“It makes me feel…” The confession stuck in his throat. He glanced up at her, struck by the compassion staring out at him from her beautiful brown eyes. In that moment he knew, Díaz wouldn’t judge him or think badly of him. He could be honest with her, and that knowledge gave him the courage to speak the words he’d never told anyone else.

			“Being a firefighter makes me feel like my dad’s still here. Like a part of him will never die because we share this connection. I’m not sure I could ever give that up.”

			“I understand,” she said, a soft smile tilting her lips. “But you’re not going to lose him if you stop being a firefighter one day. If one day you wake up and discover something you are passionate about. Something worth leaving it all behind.”

			She pressed a hand to her heart, eyes glossing over. “The ones we love always stay with us.”

			It took everything in him not to let his jaw drop in shock at the undisguised raw emotion radiating off her right now. Díaz never talked much about her late parents. The fact that she was doing so now, so openly, with him, humbled Eli. 

			“Besides,” she said, blinking the moisture away and straightening her shoulders. “I’m sure your dad wouldn’t want you to spend your life living only for him and what he wanted. He’d want you to be happy no matter what you do.”

			He huffed out a sad laugh. “You never met the man. How could you know what he was like?”

			“Because he raised you, and you’re a good man. Kind, caring, supportive—that had to come from somewhere, and I’m betting it was both your mom and dad.”

			He latched on to her compliment. Anything to shift the conversation from his painful past.

			“So, you admit I’m a good guy?” he asked, laying on his most charming grin.

			“I’ve never said you aren’t a good guy, Ward.”

			True, but she had called him other, less complimentary names in the past. Mostly in teasing fun. Still, what person didn’t like hearing nice things about themselves?

			“You’re a great person, Ward.”

			“Careful, Díaz.” He took a small step toward her, until they were inches apart. So close he could see the faint scar above her left eyebrow. “You keep saying such nice things about me, and I’ll start rooting for team Steli, too.”

			She groaned. “Do not tell me you’re falling for that ridiculousness, too?”

			“Would it really be so ridiculous?” he asked. “You and me?”

			Her breath hitched, drawing his eyes to the long column of her neck as she swallowed. When he glanced back up, her eyes were hazy, the pupils dilated as she stared at him.

			“Stop.” She shook her head. “We can’t afford another distraction. Look what happened today.”

			His head cocked to the side as he stared. “You think we lost today because last night we had a…moment?”

			“I think we both lost focus because we’re stuck together in this tiny cabin.”

			“It’s just forced proximity, then?” he asked, moving in closer, the tips of her breasts grazing his chest. His cock hardened to the point of pain. Reaching out a hand, he cupped her cheek, roaring inside when she leaned into his palm. “All this chemistry is just a product of being close to each other with no one else around? No one to interrupt us if we decide to give in to this thing? No one to hear you scream out my name as I drive you to the brink of oblivion?”

			He heard her suck in a sharp breath, her tongue sneaking out to graze her bottom lip as she stared at him with unchecked hunger in her eyes. Shit. That might have been too far.

			“One kiss.”

			He blinked, unsure he heard her right.

			“One kiss,” she repeated. “And if we don’t feel anything, we go back to being friends and me kicking your ass in training drills every week.”

			A laugh left him. “Okay, and if we feel something? Then what?”

			He saw the worry in her eyes. Worry things would go wrong? Or that they’d go right? He had no idea, but if she was willing to see, so was he.

			“Just shut up and kiss me.” 

			She leaned forward. He dipped his head down, brushing his lips along her jaw until he came to that sweet spot below her ear. He pressed a soft kiss there, grinning when she rewarded him with a soft moan of pleasure. Her hands gripped his hips, pulling him fully into her, grinding herself against the hardness of his cock straining against his pants.

			Fuck! He couldn’t believe it. This was happening. They were finally going to—

			Knock, knock.

			Díaz stumbled backward, slamming against the counter, eyes wide as she brought her hand up to the spot on her neck where his lips had been only seconds ago. That small taste of her skin did nothing to satisfy the growing hunger inside.

			“Mr. Ward, Ms. Díaz,” a voice beyond the front door called. “I have a message for you.”

			Díaz hurried over to the front door; he adjusted his jeans before following her. No reason to make whoever had interrupted them as uncomfortable as he was right now. The door swung open to reveal the guy who’d originally led them to their cabin the first day. Blue-hair dude.

			“The cook came down with something. Just checking all the contestants to make sure everyone’s feeling fine,” the man said.

			He was feeling a lot of things right now, but nothing in the realm of fine.

			“No sickness here.” She turned to glance back at him. “Ward?”

			“I’m all good.”

			The man nodded. “Good to hear. We don’t think it was anything catching, but just in case, we’re asking everyone to eat in their cabin tonight. The next challenge will be tomorrow morning at the rock face on the far side of the property.” The guy handed over a blue folder.

			They were getting the details a full day ahead? Wow, it must really be some challenge. He wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

			“Thank you,” Díaz said, taking the folder.

			The guy nodded and left. Díaz closed the door and hurried to the kitchen table, folder already open. Okay then. He guessed they were just ignoring the moment in the kitchen. Fantastic.

			With a sigh, he followed her, slumping down into the chair across from her.

			“Okay, this looks like some sort of rock-climbing challenge.” 

			She spread the papers out on the table, moving them around like they were pieces to a puzzle. Their earlier connection completely forgotten. He tried not to let it needle him, but how the hell could she switch gears so fast? His skin was still buzzing from the brief almost touch of hers. How was she so unaffected? Maybe he was just projecting and Díaz felt nothing at all for him. Maybe “the moment” was all in his head.

			Her grinding on my dick sure as hell wasn’t in my head.

			Neither was her asking him to kiss her.

			He scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to wipe the memory from his mind even as he knew there was no chance in hell of that ever happening. The feel of Díaz’s body pressed against his would be burned into his memory forever. 

			“There’s some safety info in here and a description of what we’ll need to do. Looks like the scenario is a race to the top to rescue a stranded climber who got stuck on a ledge.” She glanced up, the excitement on her face slipping when she focused on him. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

			We dry humped in the kitchen, and you jumped back like I was a rattlesnake about to bite you, then glossed over it like it never happened.

			“I just have a headache. Nothing to worry about.”

			“Oh.” She gathered the papers back into the folder. “Why don’t you go lie down? I’ll go over this stuff and call you when dinner is ready. I’m sure I can whip something together from what they provided for us here.”

			He nodded, unable to even joke with her about him cooking and burning down the cabin. In truth, his head did hurt from all the mixed signals, but it was nothing compared to the ache in his chest.

			… 

			Stephanie watched Ward shuffle back to his bedroom. She couldn’t believe she’d rubbed against him like that. Asked him to kiss her. What had she been thinking?

			That Ward is kind and sweet and hot as hell, and every day we’re forced to spend together, it’s getting harder and harder to resist him.

			Thank god that crew guy came when he did. Or not. Truthfully, she really, really wanted to see where they could have gone with that little kitchen escapade. Her neck still burned white-hot with the feel of his lips and the small but sensual kiss he’d placed there. He had invaded not only her personal space but her dreams as well. She couldn’t seem to get him out of her head. Was it just because they were stuck together? Maybe if they hooked up, she could flush this weird attraction to him out of her system. A one-and-done type thing. A reality show secret fling.

			Emphasis on the secret, because she was not adding more fuel to the Steli fire. Or risking her promotion by hooking up with her competition.

			How could she have been so foolish? She figured if they kissed, she could prove to herself that she didn’t feel anything for the man. But the second his lips touched her skin…she knew she’d been so very wrong. And now…what the hell did she do about it?

			“Dammit. Get a grip,” she muttered to herself.

			She shouldn’t be thinking about this weird thing going on between her and Ward right now. They had a competition to win. Pushing thoughts of Ward and need out of her mind, she focused on the papers again. It seemed pretty straightforward. Rock climbing to save someone. She’d done that before. Not the saving someone, but the crew had gone climbing more than a few times. It wasn’t her strongest skill, but she could do it.

			She hunkered down and focused on the information given for a while until her stomach started to growl. Heading to the fridge, she surveyed what she had to work with, eventually settling on a frozen margarita pizza. Ward’s favorite. She tossed together a salad with the veggies provided. Thankfully, there were no mushrooms stocked in the fridge for her to avoid.

			Once she had dinner ready, she started to walk down the hall to inform Ward, but just as she arrived, his door swung open. The happy smile was back on his face, but it wasn’t a genuine one.

			“Something smells good. Is that pizza?”

			She nodded. “Margarita.”

			“Nice. My favorite.”

			She knew that. Okay, so maybe she’d felt a little guilty at the hurt look in his eyes earlier and made his favorite food. It wasn’t like it meant anything. She was just trying to make her friend feel better.

			They ate dinner in relative silence. The only talking involved her explaining what she’d figured out. After dinner, they agreed to do a few rounds of calisthenics to prepare for tomorrow. They worked out in silence, the tension between them so thick she practically choked on it. What was wrong with them? They were usually so in sync, even when they were giving each other shit. But here, things kept getting…weird.

			“I’m gonna hit the sack,” Ward said, rising from his position on the living room floor where he’d just finished a set of crunches. “Gotta be fresh for tomorrow.”

			It was eight thirty. How fresh did he need to be? But since she also didn’t want to talk about the attraction elephant in the room, she nodded and headed off to bed herself. She had a fitful night’s sleep where she dreamed she and Ward were in the cabin but it only had one bed. And boy oh boy did they use that bed every way possible. She woke up covered in sweat, her body quivering with an unsated need for release.

			“Dammit!” Shoving the covers off, she hopped out of bed and started to dress for the day. This Ward distraction was getting out of hand. She needed to get it under control before it cost her all her concentration.

			“You ready for today?” Ward asked as she made her way into the kitchen.

			He stood by the full coffee pot, holding out a cup for her. She took it, mumbling her thanks. After eating a fuel-filling bowl of oatmeal, they headed off to the designated spot. The camera crew was already there and waiting. They were the first team to arrive, but the others trickled in as they were getting mics.

			Stephanie stared up at the side of the rock wall they were about to climb. It was a natural rock formation but was clearly used for the ranch’s guests, as it had obvious footholds smoothed into the rock face from years of use.

			A crew member came along and passed out the safety equipment. Ward offered to help her put hers on, but she waved him away. The last thing she needed was for the man to touch her again and have her reaction caught on film.

			“Welcome, everyone, to our next event,” Gina said, smile in place. “As you can see, today’s challenge is to rescue the climber that got stuck on the ledge.”

			Everyone glanced up at a dummy lying on a jut sixty feet up the rock wall.

			“The team with the fastest time will win today’s challenge, and the first team member who reaches the stranded climber will win the next Hero Star.”

			Her heart jumped in her chest. Determination filled her. Yes! She was damn sure going to get that star. She might not be the strongest climber here, but she was the smartest. Her mind already began to dissect the rock wall, eyes taking in every foothold for the best, fastest way up.

			“The order for the day will be as follows.” Gina called out the names of each team in a random order.

			They were slated to go last again. Her nerves rose with every team’s time. Poor Kayleigh and Cora had a hell of a time with their footholds. Stephanie found it odd that she actually felt bad for them. They were her competitors. She shouldn’t feel bad. But they were also really nice people, and Stephanie wasn’t a monster who rooted for anyone to fail.

			The police team ended up being the time to beat, which only fueled her need to win more. Everyone knew that firefighters and police had a friendly competition going on with their baseball games. It often bled over into other areas of competition as well. Judging by the smug look the cops sent their way, this was no exception.

			“Team Firefighter,” Gina called finally. “You’re up.”

			“Let’s do this,” Ward said, muttering their phrase and holding out his fist.

			She bumped it with her own and took her starting place next to him at the rock wall.

			“On your mark,” Gina said. “Get set… Go!”

			The air horn blew. Stephanie clipped her carabiner in the first ring and launched herself up the wall. She noticed Ward beside her, keeping pace. She kept her focus on getting up as fast as she could, stretching her body as much as it would go to launch herself up higher, faster. She heard the jeers and taunts coming from below, the doubt the other teams tried to hurl at her. But she wasn’t listening. She’d show them; she’d show everybody. She had this.

			Suddenly, her foot slipped, shin scraping against the hard, gritty surface of the rocks as she fell slightly and slammed into the wall. Pain sliced into her. Burning, searing white-hot pain enveloped her lower leg. A warm, wet sensation coated her shin, and she knew she had to be bleeding. Holding back a cry, she clenched her teeth and shook it off. There was no time.

			“Stephanie!”

			At Ward’s worried call, she glanced down to see his face, pale white.

			“I’m okay,” she called down to him. 

			He shook his head. “You’re bleeding. Let’s go down.”

			It was just a scratch. She moved her leg, wincing as the move shot a bolt of fire through the appendage. Okay, maybe more than a scratch, but she wasn’t letting it slow her down. She was not giving up. Not now. 

			“No. We have a person who needs rescue.”

			His brow furrowed, worry and anger filling his eyes. “It’s just a game.”

			Maybe to him, but not to her. It was a chance to prove herself, and she wasn’t letting a silly scratch get in the way. Even if it did hurt like hell.

			Ignoring Ward’s shouts, she repositioned herself and found a new foothold, pushing herself as hard as she could. She scrambled up the last few footholds, ignoring the searing pain in her leg as she reached the ledge and touched the red button on the chest of the dummy.

			“Time! Five minutes and three point one seconds!” Gina called out. “Team Firefighters wins, and Stephanie receives the next Hero Star!”

			Stephanie let out a sigh of relief, belaying down to the ground, where Ward was already waiting, fury filling his face. She opened her mouth to apologize—and point out that they won, thanks to her—but she was quickly shuffled away by the set doctor to examine her leg. As much as it hurt, the thrill of winning overrode everything else. And she’d just deal with Ward’s tantrum when she got back to the cabin. Seriously, how could the guy be mad at her? They won!

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Eli. Was. Pissed.

			He stormed into the cabin. Díaz had been whisked off to the on-set medical site. They wouldn’t let him treat her due to “legal reasons.” She walked there on her own, so he took that as a good sign, but fucking hell! When he’d looked up and saw her foot slip, his entire world zeroed down to one point.

			His heart stopped beating only to burst from his chest as he watched her slam into the rock face, helpless to do anything to stop it. When he saw the blood pooling against the leg of her pants, he lost it. All he could think about was getting her down. Getting her safe.

			But no.

			Not Díaz.

			She wouldn’t give up on a rescue if she lost a damn leg, and while he admired her dedication, this was not a real rescue. It was a fucking game! She could have gotten hurt a lot worse. For what? Some cash and bragging rights? He knew she was competitive—they all were—but to risk her safety like that. His blood was still boiling thinking about it.

			Was he a little more frantic about it because of what happened between them yesterday? Maybe. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen her in dangerous situations before in their job. It might not make sense or be fair, but after she asked him to kiss her last night, touching her, having her press into him, sense had left his body when it came to her safety.

			He wished like hell right now that the show had provided them with alcohol. He needed something to help him calm the rage, which to be honest was really just fear in disguise. He took a few deep breaths, focusing his thoughts, counting to four like he did during a stressful call. What would he have done if she’d gotten seriously hurt…or worse? He shook the thought from his head. She was fine, and any minute now she’d come marching in this door, telling him she had it and he was being a big baby about it.

			Excuse the hell out of him for worrying about his friend. Someone had to, since the woman didn’t have enough self-preservation to worry about herself.

			Heading to the kitchen, he opened the pantry and rooted around for some herbal tea. Wasn’t chamomile supposed to be calming or some shit? As he searched, he heard the cabin door squeak open. Body tensing, he took a deep breath, counting to ten to try and calm his nerves. 

			“Hey.”

			Her voice was soft and tentative. Clearly, she knew he was not happy. Good. He wasn’t, and he sure as shit wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. He turned. Díaz stood in the middle of the kitchen, her hands clasped behind her. Her pants had been swapped out for a pair of dark black gym shorts that hit her mid-thigh. A long white bandage wrapped around her shin from right below her knee to just above her ankle.

			His calm disappeared. Fear clogged his throat. His jaw tightened at the sight, the reminder of how bad it could have been had she not been strapped into safety lines. He clenched his teeth so hard his jaw ached.

			“It’s not that bad,” she said, motioning to the bandage. “Just a really long scratch. I didn’t need stitches or anything. Just some antiseptic and a bandage until it scabs up. You can’t even see the bone, so I don’t even get a cool scar or anything from—”

			“Stop.” The word pulled from his throat, dark and painful.

			“Eli—”

			“No!” He moved closer, being careful not to touch her injury. He needed to be near her. Needed to know she was okay. “You don’t get to waltz in here, laughing and joking when you were so reckless out there—”

			“Reckless?’ Her eyebrows went up, then down. The quiet disappeared from her demeanor as her spine straightened and she got right back in his face. “I wasn’t being reckless. I was playing the game, trying to win.”

			“You were trying to prove yourself to everyone.”

			She threw her hands up in the air. “Of course I was; that’s what we’re here to do. Prove ourselves to people. You don’t get it, Ward. You’re a cis white man in a ‘man’s job.’ Nobody questions you or your skills. But I’m questioned every day, by everyone. My hair, my skin color, my gender, and where I’m from. You live such a carefree and privileged life, and you have no fucking clue about it.”

			Shit, he knew that. He knew it was harder for her and Torres than it was for him and the other guys. But he tried his damned best to make sure he never made her feel any different from any of their other crewmates. He did his best to stand beside her, offer support when people were being dickheads. But he knew she was right. Society would always make their judgments. No matter how wrong they were.

			“Who the fuck cares what anyone else thinks?”

			“I don’t care what they think, but I have to work twice as hard to prove myself. To prove I deserve to be where I am.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. It’s bullshit! I wish everyone could see you the way I do, but this world sucks.” He stepped even closer, until their toes touched; her breasts brushed against his chest. Lifting his hand, he cupped the side of her face, staring into those dark eyes burning with a fire of determination, so strong, so fearless. “You, Stephanie, are the strongest person I have ever met. You’re kind, smart, and the best damn firefighter I know.”

			She sucked in a sharp breath, but he wasn’t finished. He needed her to see. Needed her to know how damn spectacular she was.

			“You are so much more than the world gives you credit for. I see how damn hard you work. Every day, I am in awe of you.”

			Her eyes widened. Had he said too much? Taken it too far? Dammit! He was just about to step back and apologize when she lifted her hands, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. She pulled him to her, lips slamming down on his.

			Shock kept him immobile for all of point two seconds. Stephanie was kissing him. Him! Her mouth tasted like heaven. Sweet like sugar, so full and plump he could feast on it for days. His hands tangled in her hair. The curls were as soft as he’d always imagined. The hands on his chest pushed him back but not away.

			Oh no. Stephanie wasn’t going anywhere. The woman had his back slammed against the wall as her tongue pushed into his mouth. His own was eagerly tangling, savoring. She tasted like smooth whiskey and all the other deliciously dangerous things the world had to offer rolled into one keg of dynamite. And they’d just lit a match.

			But as much as he wanted this, as much as he’d dreamed of this, his brain reminded him that they still hadn’t talked about what they were doing.

			Dredging up all the willpower he had, he gently pulled away. Her eyes were hazy, filled with need. He’d love to change that look of need into one of satisfaction, but first he had to clear up a few things.

			“Stephanie, what is this?”

			She shook her head as if she didn’t understand what he said. “This?”

			“Just yesterday you had a major meltdown because fans were shipping us, and now—”

			“I did not have a meltdown!”

			She glared at him, but the harshness was undercut by the hard point of her nipple still pressing into his chest.

			“What I’m trying to say is, why this? Why now?”

			Her teeth came out to worry her lower lip, but she didn’t push away from him. If anything, she pressed closer.

			“The other night.” She paused. “I figured we’d kiss and I’d feel nothing. We could move on, but…”

			“But you did feel something?”

			She nodded. “Maybe avoiding this heat between us isn’t a good thing. Maybe it’s this place, maybe it’s being stuck together, but lately everything has been boiling up, and I feel like if I don’t do something, it’s going to…”

			“Explode?” he asked, because he felt the same damn way.

			She nodded, staring up at him with worried eyes. “Eli…it’s not that I’m not attracted to you.”

			He sensed a very big but coming.

			“But…”

			There it was.

			“We work together, and…I’ve been down that road before. When the relationship ended, it was bad. Really bad.”

			He didn’t know he could hate someone he’d never met, but he hated her ex. He hoped one day she’d be willing to talk to him about it. But until then: “So…what are you saying?” Because he had no fucking clue.

			She worried her bottom lip. “I guess I’m saying…I’m asking if we could maybe have a fling.”

			“A fling?”

			“A secret fling,” she said quickly.

			Of course, secret, because it would look bad for her if everyone found out. He got that, even if he hated it had to be this way. But the truth was, he was so far gone for this woman he was willing to agree to any of her demands just to be with her. However brief it may be.

			He stared into her eyes, hands moving to her hips, lightly caressing her spectacular ass and moving down to grip her thighs. “Fine.”

			He lifted her, spinning them so her back hit the wall. A shocked breath of air left her lips as she wrapped her legs around him. The new position had his rock-hard cock straining against the front of his jeans, pressing against the part of her he craved the most. The layers of fabric between them were too much and not enough.

			“But if you make the rules on keeping this private.” His head bent down, lips caressing the hollow just below her ear. Blood rushed in his ears at the warm, soft feel of her skin under his mouth. He planned to have tasted every inch of it before the night was over. Words rumbled deep in his throat as he lifted his head and continued with his dark demand. “I get to make the rules in the bedroom.”

			Her eyes widened, lust sparking in the dark depths. He knew how much Stephanie loved her control, but he wanted her to give up just a little for him. 

			“Should we have a safe word?” Her lips curled up in a sassy grin.

			“How about this. If I do anything you don’t like, just say so, and I’ll stop.” He pressed himself against her, reveling in the fact that her eyes closed, a moan escaping her lips as her head pressed back against the wall. “But if you do like it, you tell me. Loudly, while screaming my name.”

			He dipped his head, mouth latching on to the sweet spot where her neck met her shoulder. He bit down gently, soothing the hurt with his tongue. 

			She arched against him, dragging his name out on a deep moan. “Elllllliii.”

			“Good, but not loud enough.”

			“We…” She panted as he continued to give her little love bites. “We should…go to the…bedroom.”

			He lifted his head. “Did I say we were going to the bedroom?”

			Her eyes snapped open, tongue darting out to wet her bottom lip. Fuck, he couldn’t resist an invitation like that. He kissed her again. Amazed that he was actually here, kissing Stephanie Díaz. A thing he’d dreamed about for four years now, and it was actually happening. He hoped this wasn’t some reality show prank. No, there were no cameras in the cabins, and it’s not like she’d agree to anything like that anyway. This was real.

			For now.

			“The condoms are in the bedroom,” she said, pulling away from his lips.

			Damn. She had a point there. Plus, like an ass, he’d forgotten about her injury. He had to remember to be careful with her. The very last thing he wanted to do was cause Stephanie pain of any kind. Refusing to put her down, even for a second, he moved them away from the wall and down the hallway toward his bedroom. He heard her snicker.

			“What?”

			“I can walk, you know.”

			“I know, but you’re injured.”

			Her eyes rolled, hands playing with the tiny hairs at the nape of his neck, driving him wild.

			“It’s a glorified scratch, and I can’t even feel it.”

			He sure as hell hoped she’d be feeling a lot soon. All good.

			“My rules, remember?”

			She gave a very delicate snort. “I thought your rules were going to be domination, not babying me.”

			He shrugged, nudging open his bedroom door with his toe and walking them inside. “I can do both.”

			Moving over to the bed, he gently placed her on it, feeling a jolt of disbelief seeing her there. Stephanie Díaz was on his bed. And not because she was short-sheeting it, but because she wanted him. It still blew his mind. But he wasn’t about to blow this. He had no idea how long this thing between them would last, but he was determined to make it so memorable that she never forgot him. 

			“You gonna stare at me all night or do something?”

			There was the Díaz sass he loved.

			Moving to the edge of the bed, he reached out, grabbing her shoes and slowly untying the laces. He slipped them off, peeling her socks off, first one and then the other. Watching her the entire time. His hands moved up her legs, pausing at the bandage. He leaned over to place a gentle kiss to the white cotton.

			“Please don’t scare me like that again,” he whispered so quietly he wasn’t sure she heard, but when he looked up, he saw her staring at him with some unnamed emotion in her eyes. 

			“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			She had no idea how much she meant to him. Since she indicated this was only about sex, he sure as shit wasn’t about to tell her. Not now.

			He continued to move his hands up her body, saving the shorts for later as he slipped his finger under her T-shirt. 

			“Up,” he commanded.

			She complied, sitting up slightly so he could pull the fabric up and over her head. He let out a sharp breath as he stared at her stiff, hard nipples peeking out against her black bra. He wanted to take it off, but first…

			He dipped his head down, capturing one firm peak in his mouth. She cried out, hands clasping his head, pressing him harder against her. He was only too happy to obey. He closed his teeth gently around her, not too hard, but enough to make her gasp. His hand came up, finger and thumb paying attention to the other nipple, pinching with the same amount of pressure.

			“Yes, Eli! More.”

			He paused to push the fabric down, giving him full, unfettered access to the most amazing pair of breasts he had ever seen. He kissed, nibbled, and teased her until he thought he might blow his top listening to her sexy little moans. Reaching around, he unclipped her bra and tossed it to the floor, moving his hands down her ribs to her hips.

			It was time for these shorts to go.

			Carefully, he pulled the elastic waistband. She lifted her hips, allowing him to drag them down. He made sure to take extra care with her injured leg. Once the shorts were off, she was left in nothing but a pair of black boy shorts. He’d never considered the underwear particularly sexy before, but on her, they were hotter than anything he’d ever seen.

			He hooked a finger in the waistband and dragged them down her hips and off, being cautious of her injury again.

			“Let me see you, Stephanie.”

			Her legs parted, opening for him. Damn, it was a beautiful sight. He wanted to rip off his clothes and plunge into her, but he didn’t. He’d waited too long to let this be a quick fuck. He wanted her so sated she couldn’t even think of a bed again without imagining him in it with her.

			He reached out a finger, softly stroking her, grinning when she gasped out his name at the touch. She’d soon be screaming it.

			“Tell me what you want,” he growled, barely able to form words he was so desperate for her.

			“You, Eli,” she panted. “I want you.”

			“This?” he asked, pressing two fingers deep inside her.

			She cried out, arching slightly off the bed. But her head shook.

			“More.”

			“This?” Bending his head down, he pressed his mouth against her to taste her sweetness.

			She moaned, louder this time. He loved that moan. Wanted to bottle it and carry it with him to take out on nights when the horrors of his job got so dark it felt like it would consume him. He wanted to stay here forever. Tasting the sweet, honeyed heaven of her, wrenching every last ounce of pleasure from her body. Worshiping her the way she deserved to be. 

			He kept up his ministrations, working her body, learning what she liked from the noises she made, the pleas she cried out. She was paradise, and he couldn’t get enough. He slipped a hand behind her back, tilting her hips to give himself a better angle. He felt her inner walls tighten, knew she was close.

			“Eli!”

			Yes! There it was. What he craved. His name, shouted from her lips as he brought her to completion.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Stephanie cried out as the orgasm rushed over her. Who the hell knew Eli Ward was so good with his hands…and his mouth.

			There was a possibility she might rethink this in the morning, but right now all she could think about was how good she felt. And how much more she wanted.

			“Fuck me, that was beautiful,” he said as he crawled up her body.

			She pulled him down for a kiss, tasting herself on his lips. 

			“You’re wearing far too many clothes,” she whispered against his mouth.

			He chuckled, rising from the bed and quickly stripping off every item of clothing he was wearing. She’d never seen a man get naked so fast. Then again, she’d never wanted a man to get naked so fast, so maybe she was projecting.

			Her greedy eyes took him in in all his glory. And oh, was he glorious. She knew Ward was built. They worked out together on a regular basis. But she had no idea how delicious his abs were or how sharp the V of his hips was. And, oh my, she stared at his cock, long and hard, jutting out like it was happy to see her. She was happy, too. Very happy. But she’d be a hell of a lot happier once it was inside her. Which reminded her.

			“Condoms?” The words squeaked out of her—not the sultry, sexy voice she intended, but she blamed that on him. He was throwing her off her game.

			He sauntered over to the bedside drawer, pulling it open to reveal the box she’d seen in his suitcase. She was so happy he’d thought to bring them along. Whatever the reason.

			He opened the box, pulling out a strip and ripping one off. But she wasn’t ready for that just yet. He’d had his taste. She wanted hers, too. Reaching out, she grasped his thickness in her hand and stroked.

			“Stephanie,” he moaned, slowly thrusting his hips toward her as if he wasn’t even aware he was doing it.

			She leaned over, closer to the edge of the bed.

			“Your leg,” he protested.

			“It doesn’t even hurt,” she said.

			It didn’t. All she could feel right now was needy anticipation and desire. Plus, she was on her uninjured side; her leg was fine. It wasn’t even touching the mattress.

			She stroked him, reveling in the feel of him. Her tongue came out to swipe against him. He swore, so she did it again, sucking just the tip of him into her mouth, closing her lips around him and moaning as the taste of Eli danced on her tongue.

			“Holy fuck, that feels amazing,” he said, eyes closing as he let her have her way with him.

			She indulged herself a bit longer, learning his taste, loving the hot and heavy feel of him. After a few minutes, he pulled away. She started to protest, but he sent her a hard look.

			“My rules, and I say playtime is over.”

			Okay, she could get down with that, especially since pleasuring Eli had twisted her up so much inside she was about three seconds from her second orgasm. And she didn’t want to experience this one without him.

			He quickly donned the condom, getting back on the bed. She rolled to her back, spreading her legs, welcoming him. He kneeled between her spread legs, placing himself at her entrance. He stared deeply into her eyes, pausing.

			“Are you sure about this?”

			Tonight? Yes. Tomorrow…she’d deal with that when it came.

			“Yes.” She nodded.

			He pushed inside her slowly. Inch by tantalizing inch. She sucked in a breath, pleasure overwhelming her at the feel of him. Normally she liked things fast and hard, but with Eli, this slow and torturous tease had her body vibrating. She wanted to prolong it. Savor every second, every small touch, every spark he set off within her. 

			He seated himself fully, her name falling from his lips when they joined completely. She felt his arms slip under her knees. He gently lifted them, changing the angle of her hips, pushing himself in deeper. Her body clenched, walls tightly gripping him in response. She loved it.

			“Yes, oh fuck, yes.”

			He chuckled, setting a slow and deep rhythm. She assumed he’d quicken the pace, but he didn’t. Eli kept up the slow and torturous method. He pressed into her, deeper with each stroke, impossibly deeper each time. She heard soft mewling noises coming from somewhere, and it took her a moment to realize it was her, sobbing out his name as he brought her to the peak. 

			“More?” his hard growl asked.

			“Yes, more, harder.”

			He complied with her request, pounding into her at a steady, hard rhythm that soon had her body tightening. Her inner walls clenched him as she screamed out his name, her release enveloping her in a cloud of nirvana.

			She felt him stiffen above her as he called out her own name before he collapsed beside her and everything went hazy.

			 

			“Hey, sleepyhead.”

			Stephanie moaned as a pair of warm, soft lips glided up her shoulder, caressing her cheek. Eli’s whispered words broke through the sated sleep cloud she’d been enjoying.

			“Come on, wake up, beautiful.”

			Beautiful? Oooo, she liked that. Still feeling playful, she burrowed deeper into the covers, pulling the thick blanket over her head, refusing to leave the sanctuary. If she got up, she’d have to face the reality of what they did. She didn’t regret it, not for one second. But now that they weren’t in the heat of the moment, all the consequences she’d pushed to the side would rear their ugly heads, and she just didn’t want to deal with any of them right now. 

			She wanted to enjoy her post-coital glow and maybe go for another round.

			Or two.

			“Okay.” He chuckled. “But dinner is only served for another forty-five minutes, and if we don’t get over there now, I’m going to have to cook for us, so—”

			“I’m up!”

			She threw back the covers, springing from the bed. As much as she wanted to stay in their cozy little love nest and forget the outside world, she wasn’t willing to risk food poisoning. He may be a sex god in the bedroom, but he was still a disaster in the kitchen.

			His warm laughter followed her as he rose, snaking his arms around her from behind and nibbling on her neck.

			“Eliiiii,” she moaned, rethinking her position on food poisoning for just a moment as a shiver of need skated up her inner thighs. 

			“I know, I know. Food first.”

			Yes, food. In public. With everyone…

			The euphoria she’d been riding from her multiple orgasms died. Reality intruded to remind her what they had here was temporary and had to remain secret at all costs.

			While he grabbed his clothes and started dressing, she hurried across the hall, making a quick bathroom stop before heading to her room for clothes of her own. Grabbing a black T-shirt and a pair of cutoffs, she slipped the shorts carefully over her injured leg. Now that all the sex endorphins had left her body, the slight sting of the raw skin made its presence known. Wasn’t too bad. She’d had worse.

			“Hey, Stephanie, you ready?”

			She sighed. Sleep with a man once and he starts calling you by your first name. Something they’d have to talk about. If he called her Stephanie or “Beautiful” or any other pet name around others, they’d know. And heaven help them if Gina suspected anything. The host was already pushing fans toward their nonexistent relationship. If that woman found out they slept together…she didn’t want to know what the ratings-hungry host would do.

			“Keep your bunk gear out of your butt,” she said as she pushed out of her bedroom door and breezed past him without a glance.

			“Hey.” He placed a gentle hand on her arm, stopping her and pulling her to face him. “What’s up?”

			Crap! How did she bring this up without sounding like a total bitch? She didn’t want him to think she regretted what they did—or that she didn’t want to do it again, for that matter. And she sure as hell didn’t want him thinking he was her dirty little secret, but at the same time it was important to her that no one know. 

			“Stephanie, talk to me.”

			Her head snapped up. She stared into his concerned blue eyes, losing herself in them for a moment before she shook her head and did her best to explain. “You can’t call me Stephanie.”

			One eyebrow shot up. “Ooookay, something wrong with your name?”

			“No, it’s just…you always call me Díaz, and if you start changing that, people will know—”

			“Will know we slept together.” His eyes dimmed. “Right. And we agreed to keep this secret.”

			Shit. She’d hurt his feelings. That was exactly what she didn’t want to do. Swallowing past the lump of guilt clogging her throat, she put her hand over his heart. The strong and steady thump pulsed against her palm, calming her with its steady rhythm.

			“Eli, I don’t regret anything we did, and I’m not ashamed of you.”

			“But?” he prodded.

			She rolled her lips in, knowing he deserved an explanation. Her own heart started to race, but she had to do this—had to explain to him why she needed to keep this under wraps.

			“Remember when I said I once dated a coworker? At my old station.” 

			He nodded.

			Blowing out a breath, she gathered her strength and plowed through the story. 

			“At my old station, back east, I was really close with a fellow firefighter. His name was Tommy, and we hit it off right away. While there weren’t any set rules against coworkers dating, it wasn’t encouraged. We didn’t hide it, but we also didn’t shove it in everyone’s face, either.”

			Ward slid his hand into hers, giving it a gentle squeeze, encouraging her to go on. 

			“Everything was going great, or so I thought. When it came time for our annual evaluations, I got high marks.”

			“Naturally,” he said with a smile.

			She found a soft smile to return to him, but the next part of the story made her lips fall. Her stomach soured as she remembered what happened, how naive she’d been.

			“Tommy didn’t… He was known to cut corners and drop the ball on paperwork. He was a good firefighter; he just had trouble with the other parts of the job. Anyway, he got a notice on his report, and I don’t know why, but he took it hard. He started blaming me.”

			“What the fuck?” Ward’s jaw tightened, his smile disappearing.

			She rushed through the rest, needing to get it all out now that she’d started. “He told everyone at the station I was the reason he’d been failing. I was distracting him; I told him to drop his work to bang in the bunk room.”

			“And they believed him?” His scowl intensified. “That’s bullshit. You’d never encourage anyone to be anything less than one hundred percent.”

			Her heart warmed at his confidence in her. “My chief didn’t believe any of his bullshit, but enough of the crew did that it soured their opinion of me. I became a pariah at the station. It got so bad that I eventually put in for a transfer. That’s how I ended up at Station Forty-Two and why I…”

			“Why you don’t date coworkers,” he finished for her.

			She nodded. Now he knew it all. The reason she had her rules and never broke them. Not until today.

			“Steph—Díaz, you know I would never do that to you, right?” He gathered both her hands in his, lifting them to his lips to kiss her knuckles.

			“I know.” She did, she really did, and still. “But I can’t risk anyone thinking I’m using sex to sabotage my coworkers for a promotion. If people know we’re sleeping together and the chief gives me the promotion, they’ll say I used sex to distract you and make you lose. If you get the promotion, they’ll say it’s because I was too busy fucking you to do a good enough job. It’s lose-lose for me, Ward. Don’t you see that?”

			He nodded. “First of all, fuck that dude.”

			She gave a small laugh, grateful he had her back.

			“Second, I meant what I said. I’m cool with playing this how you want. You want to keep it under wraps? Not let anyone know? I’m good.”

			He said he was good, but the small tightening around his smile indicated otherwise. She hated asking this of him, but it was either keep it to themselves or not be together at all. Those were the only options she could offer him.

			“So then, you’re okay with…exploring this thing between us while we’re here and not telling anyone?”

			He snorted. “Am I okay with kicking ass by day with my partner and making her scream at night with pleasure? Yeah, I’m okay with that.”

			Playfully swatting his shoulder, she gave him a mock frown. “I didn’t scream.”

			Dropping her hands, he gripped her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling her lips with his own as he whispered against them. “You sure as hell did, beautiful. And I can’t wait to make you do it again.”

			Her body trembled, needy anticipation causing every cell in her to quiver with want.

			“But for now…”

			He pulled away, and she almost cried out in protest.

			“Dinner time is a-wasting, so let’s get it, Díaz.”

			Her body warred with her brain, but even though she wanted nothing more than to drag him back in the bedroom and spend all night testing the spring rating of the cabin’s mattress, she knew they had to make an appearance at dinner or suspicions would arise.

			They headed out of the cabin, keeping a foot of distance between them. Odd. It had never been a problem to put space between her and Ward. Usually, it was the lack of space that got her all twitchy. But now, after having him, tasting him, feeling every inch of his delectable body on top of hers, not touching him was proving to be a big challenge.

			As they made their way to the lodge and into the dining room, she saw everyone was already seated and eating. Heads turned at their entrance. Kayleigh popped up from her seat, rushing toward them with a worried expression.

			“Stephanie, are you okay?” 

			The nurse crouched down, hovering by her injury but not touching it.

			“That looked like a nasty spill. Did you need stitches, antiseptic? When was your last tetanus shot?” 

			“Kayleigh.” Ward laughed, reaching down and gently pulling the other woman up to her feet. “She’s fine. Right, Díaz?”

			It was odd to have a competitor so concerned about her, but Kayleigh was so genuine. It was impossible not to like the woman.

			Nodding, she smiled. “Yup. All good. No stitches, up to date on all my shots, and yes, they took good care of me. It’s really just a big scrape. Nothing serious.”

			Kayleigh laughed. “Yeah, well, the way Gina was talking to the cameras, you’d have thought you lost a leg or something.”

			“Clickbait,” she replied with a shrug. She was sure the host would be milking this for all the views she could. 

			“Well, come on.” Kayleigh grabbed her hand and tugged. “Come sit with us and have dinner. Sajan said we’re doing interviews in the morning before our next challenge, so let’s enjoy the evening together.”

			She’d rather enjoy the evening with Eli. But she had to eat, and they didn’t want to bring attention to the fact that they spent the afternoon in their cabin alone together. Besides, since they didn’t have to do their interviews tonight, they could head back to the cabin after dinner and spend the rest of the night exploring each other’s bodies.

			A flush rose up her chest. She hoped nobody noticed, but as she sat at the table, where Cora gave a friendly hello, she noticed Ward’s smug grin as he stared at her from across the table. He said nothing, but the wicked promise in his eyes made her thighs clench. He was a dangerous distraction from the reason she was here, but she couldn’t deny herself.

			Besides, by being together, their bond was stronger. Stood to reason it would only make them more connected and in sync for the challenges ahead. After they won this thing, they’d head back home and resume their friendship as it was. 

			And no one would ever know.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			“I have to say, Stephanie,” Cora said as she dug into her food. “It was amazing watching you scale that rock after your slip. Terrifying but amazing.”

			Terrifying was an accurate descriptor. For half a second, she’d feared her line would snap, plummeting her to the ground below. Slamming into all that hard rock hadn’t felt any better, but at least she hadn’t broken anything. A guarantee if her safety rope hadn’t been there.

			Kayleigh turned to her teammate with a wince. 

			“Hey, remember the time those rock climbers came into the ER a few years ago? The one guy hadn’t properly secured his line, and it came loose. He fell, what? Sixty feet?” The nurse shuddered. “Broke both legs, his pelvis, his right arm. Boy, that was a rough one.”

			Stephanie swallowed at the image Kayleigh’s story put in her mind. The competition today hadn’t been nearly that high, but just the thought of what could have happened made a cold shiver crawl over her skin. Maybe Ward had been right to worry.

			“You’re exaggerating, Kayleigh,” Cora said. “It was only thirty feet, and his pelvis was fractured, not broken. And we probably shouldn’t talk about it. You’re freaking out Stephanie and Eli.”

			What?

			Stephanie turned her head to see Eli had gone pale. His knuckles were stark white from the vice grip he had on his fork. She thought Kayleigh’s story was messing with her head; it appeared to be affecting Ward even worse. Once more, her stomach cramped with a pang of guilt. He must have been so terrified staring up at her as she fell. She knew if the positions had been reversed, she would have lost her flipping mind.

			Getting hurt on the job was inevitable in their line of work. No matter that this technically wasn’t on the job, it was related. But worse than getting injured yourself was watching your crewmates get injured. Especially when there was nothing you could do about it.

			“Oh, don’t worry about me.” She laughed, trying to infuse some levity into the horrifying subject. “I know you both have seen stuff in the ER, but until you’ve gone to a call where some dude got his penis stuck in a hot tub jet, you haven’t seen anything.”

			Kayleigh’s eyes brightened. “Oooo, you wanna swap emergency call horror stories? We have dozens about the butt box.”

			“What’s the butt box?” she asked with horror. With a name like that, it couldn’t be good.

			Cora chuckled. “Um, it’s the box in the ER where we put all the…items we have to remove from people’s rectums. Bottles, flashlights, vegetables—”

			“Vegetables? As in food?”

			Cora nodded.

			Yup, definitely not a fun box. She turned to Ward, who had regained his color and stared at Cora with a frown.

			“Uh, how do these items get in their butts?” he asked.

			Cora and Kayleigh shared a look before turning back and saying as deadpan as possible, in unison, “They fell on them.”

			Silence fell over the table for a few beats before Ward burst out laughing. Kayleigh and Cora joined in. Stephanie tried her best to contain her own humor—these were medical emergencies, after all—but the images her new friends painted were too vivid and hilarious. Snorts of amusement escaped the fingers she’d closed over her mouth. The laughter was infectious and needed after the very strange day she’d had. 

			Who in the hell would believe someone fell on something and it went up their butt? Did people just wander around their house naked, poised above household items?

			They spent the next half hour talking about work stories, keeping it light because they all knew the bad calls were too difficult to share. Cora and Kayleigh shared funny ER visits of people confusing symptoms of everyday ailments for some rare, potentially deadly disease that they could only get if they licked an endangered plant native to a habitat thousands of miles from where they lived. 

			Stephanie shared a few of the firehouse favorites. Stuck stories. It was amazing the things people got themselves stuck inside of. Windows, stair railings, toilets, plaster chest casts—Cora was familiar with that one. That was how her friend Tamsen and their buddy Kincaid met—playground equipment. She was all for parents playing with their kids, but sometimes drunk jackasses thought it was a good idea to go down a tube slide that was clearly too small for an adult. Cue the emergency call and the hacksaw.

			“It’s a strange job for sure, but I love it.” Kayleigh laughed. 

			“Same,” she agreed, feeling a warm kinship with the nurse.

			“We should totally hang out after this is all over.” Kayleigh smiled at her. “Meet for lunch and have a post-show hang out. What do ya say?”

			Stephanie didn’t have many friends outside the fire department. It was hard to cultivate a friendship when your schedule was so hectic, but with these two it might work. As nurses, their schedule was just as chaotic. They’d understand days of no contact. And surprisingly…she found she really wanted to make the time when she had it to meet up. She liked Kayleigh and Cora. It’d be nice to have more women friends. 

			With a bright smile, she said, “I’d love to.”

			“Yay!” Kayleigh squealed with joy, raising her water glass. “First responders for life.”

			Cora raised and clinked her glass. Stephanie started to do the same, but she hesitated when she noticed Eli. His face was blank. The ever-present smile was wiped clear. His eyes looked…haunted. As if something in Kayleigh’s words struck a chord. A dissonant one. She was just about to ask what was up when a light switched behind his eyes. A smile curled his lips—not a real one. Another one of his fake smiles. He’d been using it more and more these past few days. A sharp pain stabbed her chest each time she saw it. She didn’t like this new smile of his. It was strange. The kind a person put on when they were trying to convince everyone things were fine when that was the furthest thing from the truth. 

			“First responders,” he said cheerfully, swallowing hard before finishing. “For life.”

			They all clinked, Eli’s weird behavior going unnoticed by their competitors. But Stephanie knew him. Something was up. She wanted to ask, but not here. Not in front of everyone. Kayleigh and Cora might be nice, but they were still the competition. If something was bugging Eli, she would find out in private.

			Once the meal was over, they said their goodbyes to Kayleigh and Cora and walked back to their cabin. The night sky dazzled yet again. The twinkling starlight hypnotized her, refusing to let her gaze stray too far for too long.

			“Wow,” she whispered, trying to navigate not falling on her face while keeping her gaze aimed at the sky. “If I didn’t love the amenities of the city so much, I’d be tempted to move up here just for the view alone.”

			Eli laughed softly. “I’ve been tempted myself a time or two, but there’s no all-night taco bar out here in the mountains.”

			“Oh, forget that, then. I’m out.”

			He opened the door of the cabin for her. She stepped through, turning to face him, intent on asking him what was up earlier at dinner, but the look in his eyes made her pause. A wild, heated, hungry look. A look that promised her hours of pleasure. 

			“Stephanie.”

			Her name. Just her name, uttered low and rough from his lips, and her entire body was trembling. Her knees shook, heart racing, panties growing damp. She pressed her thighs together, but it did nothing to help alleviate the aching need inside.

			Only he could do that.

			“Eli.”

			“Fuck, I love the sound of my name on your lips.”

			That’s just what she’d been thinking, but she couldn’t think anything anymore. Not when he grabbed the back of her neck and hauled her to him. She went willingly. Eagerly. Meeting his open mouth with a hunger of her own. His tongue rushed out to tangle with hers, brushing against her, drinking her in. She felt consumed by him. Sparks raced up and down her spine from nothing but a simple kiss.

			Not a simple kiss.

			Nothing with Eli was simple. It was complicated, messy, terrifying, and wonderful all at the same time. It was magical. This connection they had. This hungry driving need they managed to ignore for all these years. And now it was overflowing. They’d burst the dam, and they were drowning in a sea of passion.

			What a way to go.

			He pulled his mouth away, and she let out a small whimper. Normal Stephanie would be horrified by the needy sound, but she wasn’t in charge right now. Horny Stephanie was, and she wanted more of Eli’s lips.

			“On the couch,” he growled, his chest heaving in and out with his deep breaths. “Now.”

			“But the condoms are—”

			“We don’t need those yet. Couch,” he demanded, pointing to the living room. “Now.”

			Her breath hitched, core tightening with need. She liked this dominant side of him. If anyone had told her a month ago she’d get all hot and bothered by Eli Ward telling her what to do, she would have kicked their ass, but here she was, walking over to the couch as he commanded. Adding a sassy little sway to her hips as she went.

			Who would have ever guessed? 

			“No,” he barked when she went to sit down. “Undress first.”

			Her hands went to the hem of her shirt without a moment’s hesitation.

			She really liked it.

			Stripping off her shirt and shorts, she tossed them on the floor, leaving her in only her red lacy bra-and-panty set.

			“Such a surprise,” Eli muttered with a shake of his head.

			Most people would be shocked by her choice of underwear if they knew. Yes, she was a badass, but she was a badass who liked sexy lingerie. It made her feel confident, strong, and she liked the idea of having a sexy little secret under her clothes no one knew about.

			Eli knew now. And judging by the hungry look on his face, he liked it. A lot.

			“Bra on, panties off.”

			His commands washed over her like a velvet whip. The cracking sting wrapped in soft promises of pleasure. The trembles racing along her lips were almost too much to take. Needing to sit down, she quickly slid off her panties and sat on the couch, tucking her legs up underneath her, being careful of her injury.

			Eli stalked across the room, his eyes never leaving hers as he came to kneel in front of her. He placed his hands on her ankles, softly stroking up and down as he pulled her legs out from under her, placing each one on either side of him so he was directly in between them. His gaze shifted down to her center, a small growl escaping his lips.

			She’d never felt so exposed. Or more turned on.

			“I going to taste you now.” He raised a brow, waiting on her agreement.

			So commanding, and yet he still sought her permission. Damn, this man was going to kill her. But not before he made her scream. She needed the release those tempting eyes promised.

			“Yes,” she whispered, barely able to get the word past her dry throat.

			“Stephanie.”

			Her name turned into a purr as he bent his head and kissed his way up her right thigh. Her head fell against the back of the couch, blood pounding in her ears as he made his way higher and higher. She made a soft cry of disappointment when he skipped over her center to continue his path down the other thigh. She lifted her head slightly, staring down at him.

			“Tease,” she accused.

			He chuckled, glancing up at her. “I’m just prolonging the anticipation, beautiful.”

			“Less anticipation, more making me scream.”

			His warm palm settled over her core. She sucked in a sharp breath at the sensation. So close, but not enough. Not what she wanted.

			“My rules,” he reminded her.

			Then he removed his hand and bent his head again. His mouth found her. She cried out at the first swipe of his tongue against her. Her head dropped back once more, eyes closing.

			“No!” 

			His guttural command made her eyes snap open.

			“Look at me. Look at what I’m doing to you, Stephanie.”

			She stared down at him.

			“Remember who makes you feel like this. Who makes you cry out in passion. Who makes you lose control.”

			His fingers pressed into her, and she cried out his name. As if she could ever forget him. Ever forget this stolen time they were sharing together. A part of her knew she would never forget. She feared she may never find another person who made her feel the way he did. Who understood her, knew her so completely.

			“Eli!” she cried out again when his tongue joined his fingers, both of them working her body into a frenzy. 

			“I want you,” she panted out.

			“Not yet.” He continued to worship her body with his hands and mouth, murmuring against her. “First I want to taste your pleasure. Come for me, beautiful.”

			He continued his pace, listening to her cries, using just the right amount of speed and pressure until she did just that, screaming out his name as she reached completion.

			“Beautiful, absolutely beautiful.”

			She barely heard his words past the ringing in her ears. Could orgasms burst a person’s eardrums? Because she was pretty sure hers just had.

			“Come on,” he said, standing and scooping her up into his arms. “Let’s move this to the bedroom.”

			“Yes please.” The bedroom was where the condoms were, and she wasn’t nearly done with him yet.

			Eli deposited her onto his bed, quickly shucking off all his clothing and joining her. Feeling a bit playful, she reached out, grasping his hard cock in her hand and stroking the length. He cursed, thrusting his hips into her hand.

			She nibbled on his neck, placing soft kisses all the way up until she reached his ear. Taking the soft lobe between her teeth, she gently bit, silently celebrating when he gave a sharp hiss.

			“Fuck me, where are those condoms?”

			She laughed as his hand flailed wildly at the bedside table, knocking into the box and scattering the condoms on the floor.

			“Dammit!”

			He hopped off the bed to gather the dropped supplies. She couldn’t stop the bark of laughter from leaving her.

			He stared at her with one raised eyebrow, condom in hand. “Oh, you think that’s funny.”

			She lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “Yeah, kinda.”

			“Mmmm-hmmmm. Roll over. Hands and knees.”

			Oooo, dominant Eli was back. Damned if she wasn’t excited for that.

			With a cheeky little grin, she rolled over, rising on her hands and knees, waggling her ass in the air as she looked over her shoulder at him.

			“Like this?”

			She watched as he reached down to stroke himself. The sight made her core clench.

			“Yeah, beautiful. Like that.”

			Ripping open the condom, he rolled it down his length, the sight jacking up her need. Tempting her. She shouldn’t need another release so close to her first one, but something about this man made her greedy. Made her crave more.

			“Hurry,” she demanded.

			Her word earned her a sharp smack to her butt. She cried out as the small sting quickly turned into a wave of pleasure. Holy shit…did she have a spanking fetish? She didn’t think so before, but Eli was opening her up to all kinds of things she never thought she would do.

			“Do you want me?” he asked, joining her on the bed. Kneeling behind her.

			His hands came out to caress the skin he’d just marked. A moan rose up within her, escaping with her softly whispered, “Yes.”

			Then she felt his hands move to her hips, pulling her back as he positioned the blunt head of his cock against her. He pushed inside, slowly, inch by inch until he was settled as deep as he could go. Until they felt like one person instead of two. Usually, sex was just scratching an itch for her. A good time, a bad time, or a great time, depending on the partner.

			But with Eli, it felt like more.

			More that she didn’t want to explore at this moment or anytime in the near future. Her logical brain knew they could never work, no matter what any other part of her said. She shut off those thoughts and focused on the here and now. How good he made her feel. She arched her hips, taking him deeper, relishing the curse that escaped him when she did.

			They found a steady rhythm, completely in sync, just like in the competitions. Only this wasn’t something to win or lose. They were both winners here.

			She grasped onto the headboard as his thrusts got faster, deeper. Her body tightened, breath freezing in her lungs as her entire being zeroed down to one single thought, one single sensation. She cried out as her orgasm hit, pushing back against him. Eli grasped her hips in a bruising grip, but she didn’t care. Nothing but the overwhelming sense of euphoria crashing over her right now could break through her senses. She collapsed on the bed, Eli calling out her name as she felt him pulse within her.

			He pulled her up against him, cradling her in his arms.

			“Damn, beautiful.”

			She’d say the same thing, but she was incapable of speech at the moment.

			“Shower?”

			She sucked in a larger breath, managing to get her throat working enough to answer. “In a minute. Just…hold me for a bit.”

			She had no idea why she asked him that. This was just supposed to be sex. Fun. Not snuggles and comfort. She was just about to pull away when his arms tightened around her. His lips pressed against her temple in a soft kiss.

			“Anything, Stephanie. Anything.”

			She swallowed, trying not to read too much into those simple words. No matter how much she wanted to.

			… 

			Stephanie woke in the middle of the night. At least, she thought it was the middle of the night. The room was bathed in darkness. The only light came from the tiny sliver of moonlight spilling in through the cracks of the curtain. What had woken her?

			“Can’t lose.” 

			The mumbled words came from behind her in the bed. She gently turned over to see Eli’s face, pinched in sleep, his lips moving as he talked through the dream or memory or whatever was going on in his brain right now. 

			“The star,” Eli mumbled.

			She shook her head slightly. He better enjoy this dream, because that was the only way he was winning the next Hero Star. Stephanie wasn’t giving up this promotion. Eli was her friend and the best lover she’d ever had, but this promotion and the money were hers. End of story.

			“I don’t think so,” she whispered into the night. “You might be a god in the sack, but that Hero Star is mine.”

			“Have to.”

			Oh man, she couldn’t wait to tell him he talked in his sleep. It was adorable, to be honest. But if he thought just because he gave her the best sex of her life that meant she’d give up on winning the Hero Star, he—

			“Surgery…Mom.”

			What?

			Her smile slipped. Mrs. Ward needed surgery? What kind? What for? Jane Ward was a sweetheart. Stephanie had spent some time around the woman in the few years she’d worked with Eli, and she always enjoyed it. Jane was just about the nicest person ever. She reminded Díaz of her own mother.

			Her heart sank to the pit of her stomach. That’s why Eli had been so insistent on winning the Hero Star. It wasn’t just about beating her or some silly spending spree. He really needed the money. For his mom. 

			Shit!

			She couldn’t win now. But she couldn’t throw the competition, either. For one, she was not giving up the promotion. Then she’d become exactly what she feared people would accuse her of. Tossing away her dreams for a guy. Also, Eli would be pissed as hell if she tossed a win just for him. He valued earning his wins, just like her. He wouldn’t want her to pity him.

			Yeah, right. Like that was even possible. The man was amazing.

			But she didn’t want to pry. He hadn’t told her about his mom’s health. If he hadn’t woken her up with his sleep talking, would she ever even have known about it?

			What to do?

			Her breath shuddered, chest squeezing as she tried to think of a solution. Maybe she could still play this thing. Still win, then donate the money to his mom’s surgery. After all, if she won, the money was hers to do with as she pleased. He might not want her to purposely lose to him, but he damn sure couldn’t do anything about her gifting the money to his mother. It would be Jane’s money, not Eli’s. She couldn’t give up the promotion. Couldn’t give up her dreams. But she could give up the money. 

			Satisfied she’d come up with a solution, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. The tiny frown furrowing his brow disappeared. His mumbles turned into a pleasant moan as he nuzzled closer to her. Reaching up, she gently stroked his jaw, hoping his worries were done for the night and he could find some peace. Because even after making her decision, she felt more of a mess than ever.

			What in the world was this man doing to her?

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Eli woke up in a manner he never in his wildest dreams would ever think could have happened. With a soft and warm Stephanie Díaz wrapped in his arms. He rolled over, burying his nose in her dark curls, and inhaled deeply. The clean smell of her mint shampoo and something else, something unique to her, surrounded him. Rightness settled over him. A sense of profound calm washed over his entire being.

			“Are you smelling me?” Her sleepy mutter was followed by a small chuckle. “Because I gotta say, Eli. That’s kinda weird.”

			He grinned, placing his lips against the sensitive part of her neck where the fleshy bit met her shoulder. The part he’d discovered made her moan and beg him for things he was already willing to give her.

			He nibbled her neck, speaking in between little love bites. “I can do other things to you if you’d prefer.”

			She gave a happy sigh, rolling over with a small frown. “Hold that thought. We have our interview this morning, and then the next challenge.”

			Damn.

			For a moment he’d almost forgotten why he was here. To win a competition, not Stephanie’s heart. He scoffed to himself. Yeah, like he had a shot at that. She’d made it clear this was a temporary thing. A secret temporary thing. There was a clock ticking down on their time together, and he’d be smart not to forget it.

			They washed and dressed before heading out of the cabin to the lodge. The night before, they’d all gotten instructions to be at the lodge at eight for breakfast and interviews. He wished he knew what order they’d be in, but Sajan hadn’t had that information. Gina liked to keep everyone on their toes. Annoying as hell, but he assumed there was a method to the producer’s tactics.

			He and Díaz made it to the dining area before most of the other teams. She pointed to a table in the back, and he followed. Happy to follow her anywhere. Damn, he was like a freaking lovesick puppy. He’d hoped that sating his need for her would clear his head, but it only proved to muddle things further. 

			Something he didn’t need right now, because he had to keep his eyes on the prize. He had no doubt they were a shoo-in for the win. He didn’t want to count his chickens before they hatched, but they’d been doing pretty well. The real prize he needed to focus on was the grand prize. The Hero Stars. 

			Plus, there was the issue of the promotion. Both he and Díaz knew whoever won the Hero Stars would get that promotion the chief was dangling. No doubt they both deserved it, but with only one of them getting it, he had to make sure it was him. He had a promise to fulfill to his dad. 

			They ate their breakfast, acknowledging the other teams as they came in. Kayleigh and Cora waved as they entered, heading over to their table. It was funny, but they were the only other team he and Díaz talked to. Other than a few muttered hellos, he hadn’t spoken to any of the other contestants. Most everyone kept to themselves. For strategic reasons, he supposed, or perhaps because they didn’t know each other. Since he knew Kayleigh and Cora, he felt comfortable conversing with them.

			He was shocked as hell that Díaz allowed such familiarity with the other team, they were competition. But for some reason Kayleigh and Díaz seemed to get along swimmingly. Weird as hell, considering how different the women were, but he was glad to see it. They were both awesome, and he liked it when his friends were friends. 

			Though what he had with Stephanie right now was more than platonic friendship. He had no idea what to call it…complicated as hell worked. Whatever this was, it was in the realm of a romance.

			He held back a deep sigh. For now, anyway.

			Halfway through their meal, Sajan called him and Díaz in for their interview. They went back to the small room they’d been in before, the same tiny couch forcing them to sit thigh to thigh. Looked like Gina was still trying to work the Steli angle. He wasn’t complaining, but after last night, the close proximity made his body tighten with delicious memories and anticipation of more to come.

			“Stephanie, dear,” Gina started, practiced concern turning her lips down. “How are you feeling?”

			“Fine. The medical team took good care of me. It’s really just a scratch.”

			“That’s good to hear. But it was quite a nasty fall.” Gina nodded, her gaze shifting to him. “Eli, what was going through your mind as you saw your partner slip and plummet down the rock face?”

			Plummet? A little bit on the dramatic side, but he supposed she was milking this for the streams.

			“It was scary as hell, but Díaz is a badass. I’m not surprised she kept going.” Scared as hell, yes. But surprised, no. Had he wished in the moment she’d listened to him and come down? Yes. Did Stephanie ever listen to anyone telling her she couldn’t do something? No. Her independence was one of the things he admired most about her, even when it did scare the hell out of him.

			Gina gave a little smile, as if she’d unlocked something. Uh-oh, that couldn’t be good.

			“You two certainly are in sync on a…deeper level.”

			And there she went, fishing again for something that wasn’t there.

			Well, it’s there now!

			Sort of. Díaz had been very clear that this was temporary. Scratching an itch until the show was over—nothing more. He better remember that before he fell ass over elbows for the woman.

			Giving her a jovial laugh, he leaned forward, pouring all his charm into his smile. “You have to be in sync when you battle fires together, or your butt’s gonna get burned.”

			Gina laughed along with him. “In addition to crushing your competition, Eli and Stephanie, you both have a Hero Star now. Do you have any predictions on who will win the next one?” 

			“Me,” he and Díaz said at the same time.

			Gina’s eyes widened; she glanced at the camera as she spoke. “Oooo, we might have some cracks in our golden team, folks. With both Eli and Stephanie fighting for that grand prize, will their teamwork continue to shine or crumble under the pressure to win?”

			He bit back a growl. Of course, the grand prize was meant to cause dissent within the teams, between teammates. Since there were no alliances or voting off, they had to do something to create drama. He hated it, but there it was. And as much as he knew Díaz needed a new car, his mother needed surgery more.

			Their interview finished, and they were given a sheet of paper with a list of supplies and told to head back to their cabin, gather everything on the list, and meet at the trailhead in one hour.

			“It’s a hike, I think,” Díaz said as they packed up a pair of backpacks.

			She was looking over the list, nibbling her lower lip as she stared at the paper. He wanted nothing more than to take his tongue and soothe the tiny marks she was making. Taste the richness of her over and over again. But she was in game mode, and he knew better than to mess with Díaz when she was aiming to win.

			“Why do you say that?”

			She pointed to the paper. “They say we need a compass, first aid kit, food and water, sunscreen, a poncho, and socks. That’s a hiking go-bag 101.”

			He had to agree, but what the hell kind of challenge was a hike? Unless it was a hike that was a race? The fastest one up the trail wins? 

			“Guess we’ll see soon.” 

			They had fifteen minutes left on their clock. He headed back to his room to grab an extra pair of socks, pausing as he spied the open box of condoms on the bedside table. After a moment of thought, he grabbed those as well and brought them and his socks back to the living room to shove in his bag. Díaz’s gaze fell on the condoms with a raised brow.

			“Really?”

			“What?” He shrugged. One never knew when they might come in handy.

			She snorted. “If you think we’re having backwoods sex with all those bugs flying places they shouldn’t be, dirt getting into crevices it has no business seeing, and bears watching from the trees, you are sorely mistaken.”

			“Bears watching?” He laughed. “Your biggest concern is bears watching us have sex? Not the bears charging us while we’re having sex?”

			She frowned. “Well, now I’m concerned about the charging!”

			He bent over, laughter spilling from him.

			The list fluttered from her fingers as she moved over to him, pushing his shoulder gently until he fell onto the couch. She straddled him, putting a knee on either side of his hips. Sinking down, she rubbed herself against his growing erection.

			“But we won’t have to worry about any of that because we’re going out there to win, not get lucky.”

			His hands slid up her thighs, settling on her hips, thumbs slipping under the hem of her shirt to stroke the bare skin of her stomach.

			“Can’t we do both?”

			Her head bent down, lips pressing gently to his. He deepened the kiss, wishing he could exist forever in this moment. Sooner than he liked, she pulled away. He held back a protest.

			“No. So get your butt in gear and finish packing so we can win this thing, come back here, and put those condoms to good use.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He smacked her ass, which got him a small moan and a tiny scowl.

			“Keep it in your pants, Ward.” She hopped off his lap and gave him a wink. “For now.”

			Once they had their bags packed, they headed over to the trailhead. The camera crew was all set up, red lights steady. He noticed a small table with the drones set out on it. Looked like they were hoofing it into the forest, if they had the drones ready again. 

			“Okay, everyone,” Sajan called out as the rest of the contestants arrived. “Please take your places on your marks.”

			“No mics?” he asked.

			Sajan shook his head. “Not this challenge. Their range won’t transmit.”

			Really? That must mean they were going deep into the woods with this one.

			“Come on.” Díaz pointed.

			There, on the ground, was a small square of red carpet that had the words Team Firefighters on it. He followed her over to their mark, anticipation thrumming in his blood. He still had no idea what the next challenge was, but he was ready. He bounced on his feet, excitement coursing through his veins, heart racing.

			“And ready in three, two…” Sajan pointed at Gina and silently mouthed the last number.

			“Welcome, everyone, to your next challenge. Today’s event will be a test of brawns and brains.”

			There was a hush in the air as they all held their breath, waiting.

			“Today’s mission…” Gina paused, gaze sweeping across all the contestants. “Is a scavenger hunt.”

			Hell yeah! He loved those things. Pretty damn good at them, too, if he was being honest. His dad used to make scavenger hunts for him and his brothers every birthday. They were some of his best memories with his dad. The old man’s eyes would light up whenever Eli deciphered a clue. He couldn’t tell who was more excited by the hunt, him or his old man.

			A small ache pierced his heart at the memories. Damn, even after all these years he still felt the stinging loss of his father. It had been thirteen years since his dad passed, and he missed him every day. But sometimes a memory would surface and punch him in the heart. He rubbed his chest, trying to soothe the emotional pain.

			“Hey.” Díaz touched his arm, her gaze filled with concern. “You okay?”

			Shaking off memories, he nodded. “I’m good.”

			He turned his focus back to Gina and the game at hand. A crew member passed out a sheet of paper containing the first clue.

			“The first team to find all the clues and get back to the lodge will win this competition.” 

			No time limit mentioned. He wondered how hard these clues were.

			“Your time starts…now!”

			The air horn went off, and everyone raced for the trailhead. Everyone but them. He turned to Díaz, a grin curling his lips.

			“Think we should run ahead with no direction or figure out this first clue before we get ourselves lost in the damn woods?”

			“Took the words right out of my mouth.” She grinned back.

			He stared at the paper in her hand, reading the clue out loud. “I sometimes am birthed from mountains, when they serve as my source. I am a vein of life uncut, flowing with force.”

			“Hmmmm.” She tapped a finger to her chin, eyes narrowing. 

			“It’s gotta be a body of water of some kind.” At her raised brow, he explained. “‘Flowing’ is usually associated with water, right?”

			“Agreed. We should check out the trailhead.” She held out a fist. “Let’s do this.”

			He bumped it with his own, and they set off on the trail. The whirring buzz of a drone followed them.

			He could hear the rest of the contestants up ahead. They were heading up the mountain, not down. When they came to the first trail split, he motioned to Díaz and pointed to the left fork. “Sign says Bear Ridge Lake is up and River Falls is down.”

			“The clue said it starts at the mountain, but that’s its source.” Her brow furrowed in concentration. “I think we should go down instead of up. Mass of liquid with lots of force indicates a river, not a lake. I say down.” 

			He agreed, and since everyone else had headed up, they were already behind if the lake was the answer. Better to bet their odds on the river. “Let’s go.”

			They headed down the path, the sounds of their compatriots getting farther and farther away. He only hoped the head of the river didn’t start at the top of the mountain.

			They followed the trail for a few minutes before the sound of rushing water hit their ears. He breathed a sigh of relief as they turned a bend and the sight of a small rolling river met them. 

			“Yes!” Díaz smiled back at him. “We found it.”

			Sure, they found the river, but where the hell was the next clue? It could be anywhere.

			“Eli!” Díaz shouted excitedly, bending down by a bush. “I found something!”

			He could remind her they weren’t supposed to use first names, but no one was around, and she looked so damn cute when she got excited. Glancing up, he saw the drone still following them and wondered if it had a mic attached to it as well.

			“Look.” She stood, hurrying over to him with something in her hands. A small wooden box.

			“Open it,” he said.

			She opened the box to reveal another piece of paper.

			“I can keep you warm, but you won’t mistake me for a scarf. I’m often made of brick or stone, but call me a wall and I will laugh. I sometimes have a poker, but a spade will do as well. I contain logs, but what I resemble most is hell.”

			“What do you suppose that means?” For the life of him, it made no sense.

			Resemble most is hell. What an odd choice of words. Hell, poker, logs—all things associated with fire. Something they were very familiar with. But the bricks and stone part was stumping him. Bricks and stone stopped fire, generally…

			Or contained it. 

			“Sounds like a fireplace, but where the hell are we going to find a fireplace out in the middle of the woods?”

			She nibbled on her bottom lip. The move was not intentionally sensual, even as his body tightened with need. He had to remind himself that even though they were alone—he glanced up into the sky at the drone—people were still watching, and he couldn’t drag her to the ground and devour her mouth with his own.

			Dammit.

			“Wait, I remember something in the paperwork they gave us.” Her brow furrowed. “Something about the history of this place. There’s supposed to be an old homesteader cabin around here. Wouldn’t that have fireplaces?”

			Good thing one of them read through all that boring slog. “Sounds plausible to me. Let’s go.”

			She nodded. “Okay. It’s along the river, so I think we just keep going down and we’ll find—”

			A big boom interrupted her. He flinched, glancing up to see the skies had turned gray. When had that happened? Ominous-looking clouds started to creep across the sky, blotting out the sunlight.

			“Shit,” he muttered. “Now we know why they said to pack the ponchos. Looks like rain is coming; we’d better double-time it.”

			“Let’s go.”

			She took off at a fast jog. Eli followed her, hoping they could find the rest of the clues before the rain started. He didn’t see any lightning, but the thunder made him nervous. Being out in the forest during a storm was a very bad idea.

			They jogged for a few minutes before there was another bend in the path.

			“There!” Díaz called.

			He glanced to where she pointed. Up on a rise was a small structure of stones that could have once been a house. Right now, it looked more like a small rock wall surrounding the only thing that had survived the last century. A stone fireplace. He hurried up the hill, slipping on the steep loose dirt here and there. Díaz was much nimbler as she sprinted up the side of the hill. She had already grabbed the next clue from inside the firepit before he’d even made it halfway up.

			“Another box with a clue,” she called out, lifting the box above her head.

			She was almost bouncing with excitement. He couldn’t share her enthusiasm. His eyes kept wandering above them. The rumbling was getting louder, and he could have sworn he saw a flash of light from the corner of his eye. He jerked, almost slipping down the hill, when a drop of wetness hit his cheek.

			Shit!

			The storm was starting. They needed to get out of the forest and back to the ranch pronto.

			“Stephanie, we have to—”

			Another crack of thunder drowned out his words, and then the skies opened up.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“Oh no!” 

			Stephanie’s words were drowned out by the deluge of rain that soaked them in seconds. She glanced over to Ward, but her vision was obscured by all the water running into her eyes.

			“We gotta find shelter,” he shouted over the loud rumblings of the storm.

			She agreed. The rain wouldn’t bother her, but she’d seen a few flashes. You didn’t want to get caught in one of those. Even an Olympic swimmer could drown in a flash flood. Another boom jarred her bones. She shivered, and not all from the dampness of the cold rain; the thunder was getting closer and closer. The hairs on her arms rose as the air charged. Everyone knew it was a bad idea to be out in the middle of the woods during a lightning storm.

			Cupping her hands over her eyes to stop the pour of rain, she glanced around, looking for a dry place to hole up in, but the remains of the cabin were a poor place to take shelter. There was no roof, and the only place to take cover was the crumbling fireplace. She snorted as she leaned down to inspect it. Barely big enough for her to crouch in. No way was Ward fitting in—

			“Díaz!” Ward’s voice carried with the wind. “Let’s go.”

			She started to back out of the old stone structure when her gaze caught on a glint of something. Something shiny directly above where she found the box with the clue. Her breath caught as water sprinkled down the open chimney into her eyes. Brushing the moisture away, she reached up and pulled out the object from where it had been placed on a small ledge inside the fireplace.

			“Yes!” 

			She curled her hand around the Hero Star, tucking it into her pocket. Her mood rising, the pounding rain now felt more like a celebration, like when sports teams poured the pitcher over their coach after a big win. She’d done it! She found another Hero Star. Pride warmed her chest. The promotion was hers. She felt it in her bones.

			Another sharp crack of thunder boomed, piercing her ears as it echoed down the chimney.

			“Dammit, Stephanie, we have to go!” Ward’s frantic voice called up to her. “Come on!” 

			She hurried out from the ramshackle remains of the cabin and half stumbled, half slid down the slope to Ward’s side.

			He held out his hand. Tucking the clue into her pants pocket along with the Hero Star—because they were still in a game, and no way was she giving up—she hurried over to his side, grasping his hand. They hustled down the hill. Her footing wasn’t as sure going down, and the rain was already turning the dirt floor into slippery mud, but he didn’t let her fall. He tightened his grip on her hand, pulling her closer to his body, steadying them both as they made it down the hill back to the path.

			She breathed out a sigh of relief when their feet hit the path again. Now all they had to do was find shelter and wait out—

			“Holy shit!” Ward cursed as a bright burst of fire flashed before them.

			A hunk of metal fell from the sky, landing in a broken heap on the trail in front of them.

			“Oh crap.” She squinted, holding a hand to her forehead to block out the pouring rain. “Is that the drone?”

			“Yup.” He nodded. 

			That wasn’t good. Worry clawed at her, but she pushed it away. Now was not the time to panic. She was trained for this. Well, not this situation exactly, but emergencies like this. She knew what to do. They had to find a safe, dry place to wait out the storm. Too bad the old cabin was just a pile of rubble. And where were the other contestants? She knew they headed up the trail instead of down, but how long before they realized their mistake and came this way?

			She groaned, guessing they were all probably back at the ranch. They went up, so if they turned around, they’d have been closer to the trailhead when the storm started. She and Ward might be ahead in this game, but they were shit out of luck with the storm. They had to hurry and get back to the ranch now.

			Another bright flash lit up the sky. She counted on her fingers. “One one thousand, two one thous—”

			BOOM!

			She flinched, heart pounding in her chest as loud as the threatening thunder surrounding them. Terror tensed her body as she realized they didn’t have time to make it back to the ranch. Any second now, they could be hit by a bolt. She knew some people survived lightning strikes, but she didn’t want to personally test the theory. 

			She glanced around, doing her best to see through the rain. There had to be something around here they could use as shelter. Moving deeper into the forest was a bad idea, but being out in the open was even worse.

			“Stephanie, look over there.” Ward pointed across the river.

			She glanced where he was pointing, squinting as the rain poured all around, obscuring her view. But she could just make out what appeared to be a cave opening hidden among the trees. Yes! Her heart leaped in her chest. That would be a perfect place to take shelter, except for…

			“What about bears?” Yes, she was a badass, but bears were bears. They could tear your face off with one swipe. What if that cave over there was home to a bear or bear family? She was not in the mood to play Extreme Goldilocks right now. 

			Ward pulled off his backpack, slipping his hand into the side mesh pocket and pulling out a can of bear spray the show had provided them.

			“We can’t risk being out in this storm any longer,” he said.

			She agreed, and that’s how she found herself following him across the river toward a cave that could be filled with life-size deadly teddy bears. Lucky for them, the river was still low enough that they could cross. The water came up to her knees. The current rushed around her, nature trying its damnedest to knock her off-balance.

			Not gonna happen.

			Stronger forces than a little bit of running water had tried to knock her down before, but she never gave up. She didn’t give up when everyone told her firefighter wasn’t a proper job for a woman. She didn’t give up when her ex tried to ruin her career. And she wasn’t giving up now.

			When they reached the other bank, Ward grabbed her hand in his. They ran across the open field toward the mouth of the cave. 

			“Stay here,” he commanded. “Let me check it out first.”

			Like hell. She might have a healthy dose of caution for the situation they were approaching, but no way was she letting him go in alone. Partners didn’t do that. Friends didn’t do that.

			“No.” She reached into her own backpack and grabbed her flashlight. “We do this together.”

			He nodded.

			They made their way to the mouth of the cave, cautiously approaching it. The darkened skies made it hard to see. She clicked on her flashlight, swallowing back her fear as she shone the bright beam into the darkness beyond them. Nothing. She let out a breath of relief, swinging the light around every inch of the small cave to reveal it was empty. Judging by the state of it, it didn’t appear to have been a home for any large animal in a while.

			“I think we’re good,” she told him.

			“Yeah,” he agreed. “Let’s get in there and see what we can do about getting warm.”

			It wasn’t until he spoke those words she realized how wet and cold she was. Worry and fear had overtaken her the moment the first raindrop hit her head. She’d been so amped up on adrenaline, trying to figure out a solution to their predicament, she hadn’t realized how icy the rain was or how soaked crossing the river made her.

			A shiver racked her body as sensations set in. The dampness of her clothes as they clung to her; her wet hair matted to her forehead, half falling out of her ponytail; her soaking-wet socks. Ugh! Nothing in the world was worse than wet socks. She quickly followed Eli’s example and took off her shoes and socks.

			“Hey, look. There’s an old firepit.” Ward pointed to a small circle of rocks with bits of dark ash in the middle of them to the left of the cave opening. “Looks like we aren’t the first hikers to take shelter in this place.”

			Could explain why there were no bears. If this was a human hangout, animals would probably steer clear.

			“I’ll look around for some wood or branches,” she said.

			The cave wasn’t huge, but it was about a quarter the size of a studio apartment. A hundred square feet, maybe a little more, if she had to make a guess. As she searched around the dirt-strewn floor, she managed to find a few dry branches and two logs, left over by whoever was in here last. If she knew who it was, she’d kiss them in gratitude.

			Grabbing her discoveries, she brought them over to Ward, who had put his backpack down and was rifling through it. He pulled out a box of matches and a stack of papers and started twisting them, placing them in the firepit. She recognized some of the words on the paper.

			“Hey, is that your copy of the show contract?”

			He grinned up at her. “Yes, but this is an emergency. Besides, I can always refer to yours if I need to sue anybody.”

			She rolled her eyes but couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. He was right, after all. And they had been emailed the contracts, so he had a digital copy, she assumed.

			They worked together and in minutes had a warm, roaring fire going. 

			“Now we need to get out of these wet clothes,” he said.

			She knew he was speaking in an emergency sense, but her mind put together wet and clothes and went to one destination. One where they were both naked and sated. She glanced around the rocky floor with a grimace. Then again, maybe a cave wasn’t the best place to get it on.

			“Stephanie, you need to take off your clothes.”

			She glanced up at Eli’s deep, gentle command. Her jaw dropped open. While she’d been debating the logistics of cave sex, he’d stripped down to his boxer briefs. He stood a few feet away from the fire. The light given off by the flames cast sharp shadows along the hard planes of his muscles. Her mouth watered as she took in the dips and curves of his biceps, the hard definition of his abs, the…growing hardness in his boxers.

			“Eli, as tempting as that is, this place is dirty.”

			He chuckled. “A, I wasn’t trying to get in your pants. You need to take off those clothes so you don’t get hypothermia.”

			She knew that. She had the same emergency medical training as him, but it was hard to remember anything when he was standing there, mostly naked and at full attention.

			“And B, this,” he continued, motioning to his erection, “is a permanent fixture around you, beautiful. Nothing I can do about it.”

			She could do something about it. Her mind raced, trying to come up with a solution for what her brain knew wasn’t a good idea but her body begged to happen. Dropping her backpack to the floor, she peeled off her shirt, tossing it on a small stone protruding from the ground. The thin cotton had been soaked by the rain.

			“Looks like my bra’s wet, too.”

			Eli’s eyes darkened. His jaw tensed as he stared at her, his gaze so intense her entire body tingled. Tiny pinpricks of awareness jumped all over her skin.

			“You better take it off, then,” he said in a low growl.

			Reaching back, she unclipped it and let it fall on top of her shirt. Maintaining eye contact with him, she tucked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and started to pull them down, grateful her leg wound had scabbed over enough to not need bandaging today. She stepped out of the shorts and played with the band of her boy shorts.

			“Stephanie,” he warned.

			Giving him an innocent smile, she lifted one shoulder and pulled them off. “What? These are wet, too. Or should I say…damp.”

			He was in front of her in seconds. She’d never seen anyone move as fast as Eli. One minute he was six feet across the cave, and the next he was right in front of her, hands gripping her hips. He crushed his mouth to hers, but she wasn’t letting him take control this time. After all, they weren’t in the cabin. Out here, she was in charge.

			“You brought the condoms, right?” she asked, pulling away from his tempting lips.

			His breath heaved out of him as his eyes dipped to her bare breasts. “I thought you said it was too dirty.”

			She had, but… “Can’t get dirty if we stay standing up.”

			Lust burned in his eyes, brighter than the lightning outside, hotter than the fire a few feet away. He started to pull down his boxers, but she placed a hand on his wrist, stopping him. He had all the fun the other night. It was her turn. Slipping her hands into the slightly damp cotton, she pulled them down his legs, following the movement with her body. He stepped out of them, but instead of tossing them she reached over and grabbed her wet clothing, placing it on the ground in front of her and putting his boxers on top so she could rest her knees on top of the pile.

			She wanted to have fun, but she didn’t want to grind dirt into her kneecaps—that sounded significantly less fun.

			His erection sprang toward her, hard and full. She gripped it in her hand, stroking down his length and up again, wrenching a tortured moan from his lips. Flicking out her tongue, she tasted him, just barely. Just enough to tease him, to have him swearing.

			“Stephanie, I swear to—”

			His words ended on a curse as she took him into her mouth, reveling in the decadent taste of Eli Ward. His fingers slid into her wet curls, gripping her head as he gently held her, letting her set the pace. Neediness throbbed between her legs, but she was enjoying herself so much. She didn’t want to stop.

			“Enough!” Eli released her head and gripped her arms, gently pulling her to her feet.

			Looks like someone wanted her to stop.

			“Beautiful, you have to stop, or we won’t be able to put those condoms to their intended use.”

			She laughed softly. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?”

			He grinned, his hand sliding down her body as he followed her lead to kneel on the pile of clothing. “No, we can’t.”

			His fingers found her first. Soft and light, like the whisper of a butterfly’s wings. Torturous in their feathered exploration.

			“More, Eli,” she demanded.

			He chuckled. “So, you’re in charge in the cave?”

			“Yes,” she panted. “I’m in charge in the cave.”

			His breath blew across her as he whispered, “Then your wish is my command.”

			Then he didn’t say anything. He used that talented tongue on the part of her that was aching for him. She cried out as he worked her body into a frenzy, his mouth and hands playing her like a…damn, she couldn’t even think of a cheesy cliché she was so far gone.

			“Eli.” She gripped the wet strands on the top of his head, pulling back. He gazed up at her. “I need you now.”

			He rose to his feet, motioning to the wall of the cave. “Turn around and put your hands against the rock.”

			This was supposed to be her show, but right now she needed him so badly she couldn’t find the pique to argue. Turning, she took a few steps and placed her hands against the cool stone of the cave wall. The sound of rummaging and the tearing of foil hit her ears, and then she felt his presence behind her.

			“Are you ready?” he asked.

			She’d been ready. Since the moment they started this ill-advised sexcapade.

			“Yes.”

			She felt the blunt head of his cock against her. His hand came around her hips to angle them down, making it easier for him to slip in. Inch by agonizingly pleasurable inch.

			“Stephanie.” Her name fell from his lips like a prayer.

			The heat of his body enveloped her as he pressed against her, his hands sliding up her stomach to cup her breasts. She cried out when he pinched her nipples, adding just the right amount of pressure to send a shockwave of euphoria through her.

			“Fuck, you feel amazing.” 

			She could say the same about him, only she’d lost all ability to speak at the moment. He’d rendered her speechless. A fact she would never tell him or anyone. Ever.

			He moved inside her, a slow and steady rhythm that had her screaming for more, but he kept it up. That easy, lazy pace. As if they had all the time in the world just to be together. Her heart hitched as the thought blossomed within. A strange ache settled deep inside her, and she found herself wishing it were true. That somehow, some way, she and Eli could continue what they were doing. Perhaps turn it into something more. 

			Something real.

			She pushed the tiny voice away.

			It wasn’t possible. They were just letting off steam. There was no future for them. They would always be teammates, always coworkers, always friends, but never anything more. They couldn’t. And she needed to remember that. Remember the pain and humiliation that came when she thought something like that was possible.

			“Hey,” he whispered, pressing his soft lips to the back of her neck. “You still with me?”

			She turned her head, capturing that wicked mouth with her own. “Yeah, I’m here.”

			He smiled, groaning when she arched her back, pressing hard against him. He took the hint, gripping her hips and quickening his thrusts.

			“Eli…” she panted. “I’m close.”

			His right hand moved down, pressing against her in a way that had her body tensing. She threw back her head, crying out as her orgasm rushed over her. She felt him clutch her tight, pressing in deeper as he cried out her name, joining her in bliss.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			“That’s one way to warm a body up.”

			Stephanie snorted at Eli’s comment. “Real classy, dude.”

			He nuzzled the sensitive skin behind her ear, pressing his lips to a spot that made her eyes close with pleasure. “Never said I was classy, but I sure can make you scream when I—”

			“Okay.” Reaching back, she placed a hand over his smiling lips. “This was fun and all, but we need to get these clothes dry so we can head back to the ranch when the rain stops.”

			“Fun?” 

			His brow pulled down, grin slipping a bit before he wiped the expression from his face and gifted her with a bright smile. A bright, fake smile. That horrible smile that was becoming all too common to see on his face.

			“Fun. Right.” He gave an empty laugh. “Yeah, let’s work on getting out of here.”

			He pulled away, and she immediately felt chilled. Not from the loss of his body heat, but a deeper chill. One that came from inside and wrapped around her heart, squeezing it. Had she hurt his feelings? They’d agreed to what this thing was. No matter how much a part of her wished otherwise, they couldn’t continue being together outside of this place. It wouldn’t work, and she’d end up taking the flak. Once was enough for her; never again.

			Ward grabbed a bag of tissues from his pack, handing one to her before tending to his own needs. She cleaned up, tossing the tissue into the flames. Watching it catch fire and burn brilliantly before it turned to ash.

			Ward grabbed their piles of wet clothes, wringing them out as best he could before draping them across the small rocks close to the firepit. She rummaged in her bag until she found her dry pair of socks and poncho. Being naked in a cave while her body was brought to the height of pleasure was one thing. Hanging out naked on a rock in the chilly, rain-filled air was another.

			“Do you think the others made it back to the lodge okay?” she asked, because this awkward silence they’d found themselves in pinched at her. Like the sting of a sunburn you couldn’t quite ignore.

			“Hmmmm, I think so.” He grabbed a long stick and stoked the fire. “They went up the trail, so going back down would have been easier.”

			She noticed he’d also put his fresh socks and poncho on. They were so in sync sometimes it frightened her. It’d be so easy to fall for him. Yes, they gave each other shit nonstop, but in a teasing way. She loved trading barbs with him, pushing his buttons and having him push hers. It kept her on her toes, and she’d be lying if she didn’t admit to an underlying current of sexual tension these past years.

			But being together was supposed to have knocked that out. 

			Finally having sex with Eli was meant to quench her thirst, not have her dreaming of an alternate world where they could be together. In reality, they were still coworkers, still fighting for the same promotions—hell, still fighting in this competition for the Hero Stars.

			The thought made her remember Eli’s mother. She still had no idea why Jane needed surgery, but she planned on making sure the woman got it. Winning the Hero Star was a must, and the promotion was hers, but there was nothing in the rules saying she couldn’t give her cash winnings to a friend. If they couldn’t be together, the least she could do was help him take care of his mom. 

			As their clothing dried, the rain started to let up. The thunder softened as the storm started to wind down, but it was still too dangerous to leave the cave. She grabbed a protein bar and her water from her bag because sitting in silence was twisting her nerves every which way. At least if she was eating, she had a reason for not talking. She hated the weirdness that had settled over them. Normally she knew how to act around Ward, but now…things had gotten complicated.

			“Hey, Stephanie,” he said focus still on the flames of the fire.

			“Yeah?”

			“Do you think…do you think if things were different. If we didn’t work together, then we could maybe take this thing out into the real world? See where it went?”

			Wanting squeezed her chest, tightening the air in her lungs, making it hard to breathe past the pull of something she secretly yearned for but knew she could never have.

			“Why?” Her tone was harsher than intended, but anger started to well up inside her—he knew they couldn’t have that perfect future. “You thinking of quitting the crew anytime soon? Cause I sure as hell won’t.”

			His gaze snapped to hers, hurt swimming in his pale blue eyes. 

			“I’d never ask you to.” A heavy sigh left him. “And you know I can’t.”

			Because he was a legacy. Because he made his father a deathbed promise. Yes, she knew, and she understood. Still didn’t mean it sucked any less for them.

			The rain finally stopped. Their clothes weren’t fully dry, but she couldn’t stay in this cave with their unspoken confessions hanging over her head any longer. She grabbed her damp clothes and started to wrestle them on when the sound of whirring filled the air.

			“The hell is that?” Ward asked as he pulled his boxers on and moved toward the mouth of the cave, where the sound was coming from.

			Stephanie pulled her shirt over her head, pants still damp where they lay on the rock beside her as she moved with him. The strange hum grew louder, and it sounded familiar; it sounded like—

			“Eli!” She gripped his shoulder as the objects hovered into view ahead of them. “A drone!”

			Stomach dropping to her toes, Stephanie froze as she spied one of the show’s drones flying a few feet ahead of them, red blinking light sealing her doom.

			“Shit!” She scrambled back into the cave, grabbing her pants and pulling the still-damp clothing on as fast as she could. Her head turned back to the mouth of the cave, where she saw Eli still standing there in all his mostly naked glory. “Ward! Get in here!”

			He turned and headed back into the cave. Thankfully, the drone didn’t follow, but the damage was already done. Fuck! How could she be so thoughtless? How could she have let this happen? She knew Gina was out for blood. A juicy bit of clickbait. The host had not been subtle about wanting to catch her and Eli. Prove they were lovers like she said. And now she had.

			And Stephanie could kiss her promotion goodbye. No way Chief would give her the job if she was caught in a sex scandal.

			Heart pounding so loud she feared it would rip out of her chest, she grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder.

			“Stephanie, it’s okay. We—”

			“It’s not okay!” She whirled around, body tense as she took in the man in front of her. The man who made her body sing and her heart crave. He didn’t get it. He didn’t understand what just happened. 

			“They caught us.” The words slipped out with more fear than anger, though both raged within her.

			“We don’t know if the drone was recording.”

			“The red light was on.”

			He nodded. “Okay, but they might not use—”

			“Oh please, Ward. Don’t be naive. This is the juicy scoop Gina has been looking for.”

			“It was raining. We can say we were just drying off in the cave. Which we were.”

			“Without our clothes?”

			“They were drying by the fire. All true.”

			He was trying to make this better. A part of her knew that. But there was no making this better. As soon as Gina released that drone footage, she’d go back to being the firehouse slut. But now, it wouldn’t only be her station discussing her actions. It would be the whole world. Or at least anyone who watched the show.

			“Maybe I can talk to Gina,” Eli offered.

			“And say what?” Dread filled her with every breath. “Say what?”

			His mouth opened, but no words fell from his lips. Because he knew they were screwed. There was no way Gina wouldn’t release that footage. It had viral written all over it. She was fucked. She could kiss her dream of ever becoming a chief goodbye. She had sex with her coworker in a cave on a reality show. Not only that, but they were also competing for the same promotion. She’d go viral for using her “womanly wiles” to… She had no idea how people would twist it, but it wouldn’t be in her favor. That much she knew.

			She’d failed. 

			Tears threatened to fall, but she pushed them back. 

			“We should go.” The words scraped her throat as they left her lips. A cold numbness fell over her, blocking out every other emotion.

			Eli opened his mouth, then closed it. Nodding and grabbing his clothes. Dressing quickly. They doused the fire with dirt, making sure it was completely out before they headed out of the cave, across the river, and back up to the ranch. She noticed the drone that found them was mysteriously missing on their trek back.

			As they passed the cabins, heading up to the main lodge, a small group of the crew, decked out in rain ponchos, milled around the back entrance. She noticed Sajan look up and spot them. The relief on the man’s face was palpable as he raised a walkie and spoke into it.

			“They’re here! Gina, they’re back. Eli! Stephanie!” Sajan ran toward them. “Oh, thank goodness. We were so worried when the other teams came back and you didn’t show. No one remembered seeing you on the trail.”

			“We went down the trail, not up,” she said, pulling the Hero Star and soggy clue from her pocket and holding it up for him to see.

			Eli raised at brow when she produced the Hero Star but said nothing.

			A smile lit Sajan’s face. “That’s because you two are the smartest. Gina knew you’d gone the right way. Let’s get you inside and warmed up. We’ve got some dry sweats for you.”

			Sweats? Why couldn’t they just go back to their cabin and change?

			“Gina wants an interview right away,” he said, ushering them toward the doors of the lodge.

			Of course she did. Because even if Sajan didn’t seem to know about the drone that caught them in the cave, she’d bet her ass Gina did. The host probably watched all the drone footage live. A vulture circling the dead.

			Sajan hustled them inside, where a crew member gave them both a pair of gray sweats and directed them to the bathrooms. Once she was inside the large stall, she disrobed and put the fresh clothing on, noticing the Battle of the First Responders emblazoned on the front of the sweatshirt. Clever marketing technique, she’d give Gina that.

			When she stepped out of the bathroom, another crew member was there to take her bag and damp clothing, promising to deposit both in her cabin. He handed her a body mic, then instructed her to go to the interview room, where she found Ward already waiting, clad in the same promo gear as her. He smiled, but there was a tightness to it as she approached and sat on the couch next to him.

			“If I didn’t know any better,” he leaned over and said in a hushed whisper, “I’d think Gina orchestrated that storm for this exact purpose.”

			He tugged on the sweatshirt and bobbed his eyebrows. She huffed out a small laugh, not putting it past the producer. If anyone could do it, it was Gina.

			Her gaze caught on the show’s host, and her heart froze. Pure glee lit the other woman’s eyes as she stared at Stephanie and Eli. Dread wrapped around Stephanie’s chest, squeezing the air from her lungs. Gina had seen the footage. She had to have. The host’s body was practically vibrating. The knowing tilt to her smile spelled doom. Bile rose in Stephanie’s throat, but she swallowed it down. She would not make this shit show of a situation worse by vomiting on a live stream.

			“And we’re rolling in, three, two.” The camera operator pointed to Gina and mouthed a silent “one.”

			“Eli, Stephanie, what a harrowing ordeal you must have had out there in the woods during the storm. It must have been terrifying, but it appears you two found comfort…in each other?”

			Silence fell over the room. Stephanie wanted to defend herself, explain what happened, tell Gina where she could shove that damn drone, but the words wouldn’t come. They were stuck in her throat. No one was going to believe her, anyway. No one ever did.

			“Not sure I like what you’re implying, Gina,” Ward said, the friendly smile on his face belying the sharp edge in his tone.

			Gina laughed, the sound just as razor edged. “Oh come on now, Eli. Our drone caught footage of you and Stephanie here in a cave in…shall we say a risqué position? Half your clothes were missing.”

			“They got soaked,” Stephanie said, finally finding her voice. “We had to cross the river, and our clothing was wet. We found the cave and started a fire, but we had to remove our clothing to avoid hypothermia. We put on our rain ponchos and dried our clothes. We were getting ready to leave when we heard the drone and came out to investigate.”

			Her heart pounded a million miles a minute. Gina’s skeptical gaze indicated the host clearly didn’t believe her. Tough shit. That was Stephanie’s story, and she was sticking to it.

			“Is that what happened, Eli?” Gina asked.

			Heart racing, she turned to glance over at Eli, hoping with everything in her he would back her up. On any other day, with any other moment, she’d be completely secure in her trust of him. They were friends, coworkers. They always had each other’s backs. 

			But this…

			This was his chance. His chance to throw her under the bus and take the promotion for himself. He could paint her as a seductress. Everyone knew that when it came to matters of sex in the workplace, the woman was always to blame while the man got high fives. It happened to her before, so why would this time be any different?

			Eli smiled, leaning back against the couch as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Stephanie held her breath, bracing for the worst.

			“Down to the letter.” He chuckled. “Sorry to disappoint you and any fans, Gina. But the most comforting thing in that cave was the heat from the fire.”

			Gina’s smile tightened at their solid front. 

			Stephanie let out her breath, relief and guilt swarming her. She should have known Eli wouldn’t share what they did. He wasn’t Tommy. But she couldn’t shake the past. The scars ran too deep.

			“Well.” Gina glanced into the camera. “I guess we’ll never really know what went on in the cave. But it appears this competition is heating up. Stay tuned, everyone. You don’t want to miss it.”

			“And clear!” the camera operator called out.

			Gina’s smile slipped a fraction of an inch, tense lines crinkling the corners of her eyes. “Great. You two go get checked by medical, then head to the dining hall for some food. Anything you want—just ask the cook and she’ll make it for you.”

			“We didn’t get injured out there. We don’t need—”

			“Nonnegotiable,” Gina interrupted Stephanie’s protest. “Get checked out or go home.”

			Okay, then. Gina was obviously pissed they didn’t go along with her cave-hookup angle. Why the hell she thought they would was beyond Stephanie. 

			A crewmember shuffled them over to medical, where she and Eli were checked out and given the all clear. 

			“You wanna grab some food from the dining hall?” he asked as they walked out of medical.

			The sounds of laughter and voices carried from down the hall. Stephanie knew the other contestants were in there, eating, talking about the latest challenge. Were they talking about her? Had they seen the drone footage? Were they also speculating on what happened in the cave? Her stomach clenched, heart pounding again.

			They couldn’t have. Only the crew saw the footage, right? Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone knew and was judging her.

			“No.” She shook her head. “I just want to go take a hot shower and sit in silence for a while.”

			Eli nodded, and they headed back to the cabin in silence. Once Eli closed the cabin door behind him, he leaned against it and spoke.

			“Something on your mind?”

			She glanced around the small living room, noticing the crew had indeed brought their bags back, depositing them in the middle of the room.

			“Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “For backing me up and not…”

			“Not what? Telling Gina all the sordid details of our cave escapade? Telling the entire world we were hooking up? Using you the way your ex did?” He pushed away from the door and came to stand in front of her. “Fuck, Stephanie, do you really think I’m that big of an asshole?”

			No. She didn’t think he was an asshole at all, but she hadn’t been able to stop the dark thoughts from entering her mind. Besides, no matter how much they denied it, the damage had already been done. Which meant…

			“We need to end it.” The words ripped out of her, stabbing her heart as they fell from her lips.

			He tensed. “End what?” 

			“This.” She glanced up into his eyes. “Us.”

			His jaw tightened. “Why?” 

			“Why? Why? Seriously, Eli? It doesn’t matter what we say went on in that cave—people are going to think what they want. They’re going to spread rumors, theories, hell, write fucking fanfic, probably!” She clutched her hands together, breathing rapidly as emotions tightened her chest. “It doesn’t matter if we say nothing happened. People will believe what they want, and who do you think will get painted in a bad light, huh? Not you. I can kiss that promotion goodbye now.”

			“Just because your old firehouse believed that jackass doesn’t mean the crew at Forty-Two will. Chief sure as shit won’t—”

			“You don’t know that!” Frustrated tears leaked out of her eyes. She swiped at them with the back of her hand, staring at Eli, willing him to understand. “You can’t guarantee the chief will believe us. Or that the crew will have my back. I thought the same thing about my old station, my old crew, and look what happened!”

			“I understand the bullshit you had to deal with in the past, Stephanie. It wasn’t right or fair, but you can’t compare then to now,” he insisted, shaking his head. “This is different. Station Forty-Two is different. I’m different.”

			“You knew what this was going in.” 

			He reared back as if she’d slapped him.

			“I never promised you anything more, Eli.” Even if her heart had started screaming, begging for her to change her mind. Whispering in the darkness that she could have everything she wanted. Her dream job and the man who’d started working his way into her heart.

			He sucked in a sharp breath. “So, it’s over, then?”

			“I…just don’t see any way we can ever work out.”

			Letting out a mocking laugh, he scrubbed a hand over his face. “Right, because we both want to be chief someday, and when we get home one of us is going to be promoted.”

			Yes, one of them would move up. Be the boss. And as bad as dating a coworker was, dating a boss really was out of the question.

			Her heart started to crack in her chest, his own pain amplifying hers. But it was for the best. Better to break it off now. If it hurt this much today, how much more would it hurt when they had to go back into the real world?

			“I’m sorry, Eli.” She blinked away the moisture gathering in her eyes.

			He lifted a hand, his thumb brushing away a stray tear that had escaped and rolled down her cheek. “Me too, beautiful. Me too.”

			Then he turned and headed back to his room, shutting the door with a soft finality while she stayed in the living room, heart breaking in half, tears streaming down her face, contemplating every dream she’d ever had and what they just cost her.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The past week had been hell. Okay, maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration, but Eli sure felt like he was being tortured day and night. Since the drone incident and Stephanie’s demand that they end things, he’d been walking around, putting on his carefree smile, pretending like his heart wasn’t split in two. And he wasn’t the only one.

			Stephanie had been avoiding him. Running off to her room whenever they were in the cabin together, sitting with Kayleigh more and more at mealtimes. They’d even fallen out of sync with the challenges. They’d lost the last three competitions. Their communication was off, which led to them missing clues, falling behind, and losing. Technically, they got second place in the last three events, but he still considered it losing. One of the S&R guys found a Hero Star, as did Cora. He managed to snag the one in the last competition. He and Díaz were now tied, and they were down to the final event. That meant there was only one left. One more chance to win the money for his mother’s surgery. One more chance to prove to the chief that he deserved the promotion.

			Between worrying about that and his heartbreak, he was in a rough place. But what the hell could he do about it? He had to honor Stephanie’s request. Not like he could force someone to be in a relationship with him if they didn’t want to be.

			She wants to be. She just can’t.

			There were other obstacles standing in their way. Obstacles that would force one of them to give up their goals. He couldn’t do that, and no way would he ever ask her to. 

			And that left him here. Stuck between a rock and a very shitty place. 

			“Hey, Ward.” Stephanie’s soft voice filtered through his closed bedroom door.

			Back to Ward. While it was familiar, he hated it. He’d loved hearing his first name fall from her lips. In the throes of passion. While she teased him about his cooking. Hell, even asking him a simple question. Those three little letters were the most amazing sound he’d ever heard when they came from her. Would he ever hear it again?

			For fuck’s sake, could he get any mopeyer? They hadn’t even been in a real relationship. It had been a week. Not even seven full days were they technically together. Why the hell was this hitting him so hard?

			Because I’ve been in love with Stephanie for years.

			The realization knocked the wind out of him with the force of a back draft. The door to his true feelings he’d always kept closed burst open. The burning truth settled inside him. 

			Yeah, he loved Stephanie Díaz.

			But the sad reality of the matter was that his love didn’t change a damn thing. It only made his sorry state even sorrier.

			“Ward?”

			“Yeah.” He shook himself out of his stupor, rising from his bed and heading to the door. “Coming.”

			He opened the door and got a punch to the gut. Metaphorically. Stephanie stood there, looking as beautiful as ever. The same sad longing in her eyes that he felt deep within his heart. Fuck. Life just wasn’t fair sometimes.

			“What’s up?”

			She motioned to the front door with her thumb. “It’s time.”

			Time. Right.

			Time for the final competition. The last chance to win. The last chance to find a Hero Star. The last hope he had for them. Gone.

			He held up his fist. “Let’s do this.”

			She stared at his hand, hesitating. His heart cracked, lungs freezing in his chest. Could they not even touch anymore without memories of what they could have been overwhelming them? Had this little venture ruined their friendship? Did she wish it had never happened? A small part of him did, but a bigger part, the hopeful part, knew no matter what, having Stephanie—even if only for a brief moment—was far superior to never being with her at all.

			He’d cherish their memories together for the rest of his miserable, lonely life. Because if he couldn’t be with the woman he loved, what was the point of being with anyone else? It wasn’t fair to him or any woman he might use to try and forget Stephanie.

			Ha! Forget Stephanie, like that was even a possibility.

			After a few moments, she brought her fist up and bumped his, briefly, and hurried to the front door.

			They walked in uncomfortable silence to the lodge. The crew was set up outside by the obstacle course again, but it had been expanded. New obstacles had been added. A taller climbing net, rolling barrels, rope ladders. It looked like the set of American Ninja Warrior. He should have known the show would go all out for the final competition.

			Sajan walked across the starting line of the course, pointing to the small colored squares placed on the ground while crewmembers handed out body mics. “Okay, everyone, gather on your marks! We go in five.”

			“Mega obstacle course,” Stephanie said. “Think there’s more to it than that?”

			He snorted. “Yeah. I think there’s a hell of a lot more, but it doesn’t matter. We’re gonna crush this. Right?”

			She turned to glance at him, a small smile curling her lips. “Yeah, no one can beat Team Firefighters.”

			There was a hint of the Díaz he knew and loved.

			His heart pinched at the L word, but he wasn’t denying it anymore. He’d just have to live with it. Somehow.

			Everyone shuffled to their marks. Gina took position at the starting line of the course on a raised wooden platform. The crew fussed around her, setting up her light and lapel mic. He was glad he never had dreams of joining the entertainment industry. It looked exhausting. Besides, he didn’t have dreams to pursue. He had a legacy to fulfill. He was meant to be a firefighter. Eli promised his dad he’d make him happy and follow in his footsteps.

			But will that make you happy, son?

			He jolted as his father’s voice filled his head, as loud and clear as if the old man was right there talking to him.

			“Hey.” Stephanie gently touched his arm, concern pinching her brow. “You okay?”

			Maybe. He didn’t know. His mind was a swirling mess of contradictions. He needed some time to sit and figure things out. But not right now. Right now, they had a competition to win. Dredging up some old-school Ward charm, he grinned and winked.

			“Hell yeah, just excited to get this started and kick some ass.”

			She nodded, the wariness not completely gone from her eyes, but he saw the fiery spark of competition begin to burn. This was their last chance to win and the last chance for a Hero Star. He knew it; she knew it.

			“Okay, everyone,” Sajan shouted, causing the teams to fall silent. “We go in five, four, three, two…”

			After he mouthed one and pointed, Gina dazzled the cameras with her smile.

			“Welcome back, viewers, to the final competition of Battle of the First Responders. We’ve seen our contestants claw and fight their way to victory using every skill they’ve learned. It’s down to the final challenge and the final Hero Star. Who will walk away victorious?”

			They would. Eli knew no matter what happened he was winning this thing. They were winning this thing.

			“Behind me is an obstacle course with twists and turns meant to push our contestants to their very breaking point. But, as this is a team effort, each team will be tied together as they complete the course.”

			And there it was. The extra oomph he knew was coming. 

			A group of crew members came to each team with a set of ropes. The tall woman who stopped in front of them twirled her finger in the air, motioning for them to stand side by side. Fantastic. He couldn’t be within inches of Stephanie without remembering the soft feel of her skin, the rightness that settled deep within his chest at her touch. If being close to her messed with his head, how the hell was he going to get through an entire obstacle course strapped to her?

			Her leg pressed against his, calf to calf, thigh to thigh, hip to hip. A shiver of need and yearning raced along his spine. He tried to shut it down, but his body literally started to shake, tiny quakes he had no control over.

			“It’s okay, Eli. We got this.”

			His name. His first name. That’s all she had to say, and it soothed the raggedness inside. His quaking stopped, a calm settling over his body. The crewmember secured their ankles together, standing and motioning to their hands. Stephanie slipped her fingers into his, clasping their hands together and lifting them. The warmth of her palm seeped into him, sparking that connection, the closeness, they’d always had.

			Once their hands were secured, the woman left. Gina called all the contestants to the starting line. He and Stephanie carefully moved forward, testing their new predicament. It was slightly difficult with his left side attached to her right, but they made it up to the line without falling over. Which was more than he could say for half the teams. 

			“Teams,” Gina called. “On your marks.”

			“Eli,” Stephanie whispered. “I want you to know, no matter what happens. I’m glad you were picked to be my partner…and I’m lucky to count you as my friend.”

			“Get set…”

			He squeezed her hand, his heart clenching along with the movement. He was glad, too. So damn glad. He just wished there was a way for them to be more. Now that they’d crossed a line, he wasn’t sure how they could ever go back. But he did know they were winning this thing. Pushing all other thoughts aside, he focused on the task ahead.

			“Me too. Now let’s win this.”

			“Okay, dude.”

			He chuckled at her tease, still grasping her hand when Gina shouted, “Go!”

			They were off. Two teams fell the second the airhorn went off, but he didn’t care about any team except the one he was on. He and Stephanie worked like a well-oiled machine. They were once again completely in sync. The discomfort and underlying issues facing them disappeared as the reality of their situation set in. This was it. Their last chance to prove themselves. Last chance to win. Last chance to prove, together, they could accomplish the impossible.

			They worked in tandem, quickly assessing the obstacles and calling out commands to each other. Okay, she called out commands, and he listened because, hell, she was good under pressure and he knew when to zip it and follow a good leader.

			They flew over the climbing net, then faltered a little on the swinging rings but made it past. The rolling barrels were tricky, but they managed to make it across without falling or breaking anything. None of the obstacles could slow them down, and while Kayleigh and Cora were gaining, Team Firefighters clearly had a lead.

			The damn rope ladder gave them a snag of trouble. 

			“Lean more toward me,” Stephanie said as their rickety balance swung and swayed with the trick ladder. “Not too much!”

			He adjusted at her cry. Maneuvering his body to counter her weight, trying his best to find that tricky balance so they didn’t flip over and plummet to the ground. As they neared the end, he was just about to hop off when Stephanie called for him to halt. He froze, bouncing slightly due to the suspension.

			“There it is!” she cried out with excitement. “The last Hero Star.”

			His head snapped up. Stephanie was reaching over her head to the post the ladder was attached to. He could barely make out the glint of gold high above them. His body locked up, freezing even as his mind screamed at him to reach over her and take it. The grand prize was fair game. She saw it, but she hadn’t grabbed it yet. He needed that money for his mother’s surgery. He needed that promotion.

			But for some reason, his body refused to move. He watched as she reached even farther, the ladder wobbling underneath them. He adjusted his stance to steady it, observing with a swirling mix of emotions as she grasped the edge of the star, pulling it into her grasp. She turned to him with a smile so bright it filled his vision. All he could feel was pure, unfiltered happiness for her.

			Her eyes lit with a joy he’d never experienced before. Seeing her so happy in her element, so proud of her accomplishment, a light bulb went off in his head. Clarity came rushing over him as he realized he’d never felt that in his entire life. Never experienced the joy in his work she did. Never aimed for goals because he wanted them. He didn’t have the drive Stephanie had, but he wanted it. He wanted to do a job he loved, have goals he set for himself. He wanted that pride he saw radiating off every inch of her. And somehow in that moment he knew Stephanie had been right. His dad never would have wanted him to be a firefighter simply to fulfill a legacy.

			His father would have wanted Eli to be happy.

			No matter what.

			“I got it!” She nodded to the platform. “Let’s finish this thing.”

			Putting his self-discovery away for later, he followed her lead. They hopped to the platform, racing across the thin wooden plank at a side shuffle. Kayleigh and Cora were right behind them. The plank wobbled as their competitors caught up, threatening to toss them all over the edge. For a split second, he feared everyone was going to fall. The bitter taste of defeat coated his tongue. But then he felt the sweet solidness of the platform beneath his feet. Díaz slapped the buzzer, and the glorious sound of victory filled his ears.

			“We have our winners: Team Firefighters!” Gina announced to the cameras. “And the grand prize winner of our Hero Stars, Stephanie Díaz!”

			A crew member came over and untied their hands and feet. High on the rush of the win, Eli scooped Stephanie up into his arms and spun. Her laughter and cries of victory were the most beautiful music he’d ever heard.

			“Well, it seems whatever funk you two were in for the last few competitions melted away today.”

			Gina’s voice interrupted their joyful celebration. Stephanie cleared her throat, wiggling in his grasp. Taking the hint, he set her down as Gina eyed them with a speculative grin. 

			“So, tell the viewers. What was the magic that helped you win?”

			“The magic was the power of friendship,” he said, staring into the camera. “Corny, I know, but it’s true. Me and Díaz are a badass team.”

			He winced, wondering if he was allowed to say “badass” on camera. Eh, the finale wasn’t live; he was sure they could edit it out before airing. At least all that slipped out of his mouth was a swear and not a confession of love for his partner.

			“And Stephanie.” Gina turned to face her. “What are you planning to do with your grand prize money?”

			Stephanie glanced at him from the corner of her eye, clearing her throat before answering. “I’m donating it to a friend’s medical fund. I think his mother needs surgery and can’t afford it.”

			What the hell? He blinked as her words sank in, doing his best to keep the shock from showing on his face. He didn’t want Gina asking more questions. His mom would have his ass if he aired out her private matters for the whole internet to see. 

			But how had Stephanie known about his mom, and why was she giving him the money? He knew she needed a new car and a holiday at the very least. He and his brothers could take care of his mother’s surgery on their own. He couldn’t let her give up her winnings. It wasn’t right. Stephanie deserved her win.

			“Generous to the very end.” Gina smiled at the cameras. “That’s why our sponsors at Putt Tech Industries are not only giving our winners’ charity twenty thousand dollars but have graciously offered to donate ten thousand dollars to all the contestants’ charities, and we encourage you, our viewers, to do the same. We want to thank our sponsors…”

			The host’s words faded out as their moment in the sun ended. After Gina wrapped up the shooting, the other teams came up to congratulate them. It was fifteen excruciatingly long minutes before he was able to pull Stephanie aside.

			“Hey, how did you know about my mom’s surgery?”

			“You, um…you talk in your sleep,” she admitted. 

			He scoffed. “I do not.”

			She arched one eyebrow, a smile lighting her face. “You do, and you were mumbling about surgery and your mom. I kind of put two and two together. I hope… I hope it’s nothing serious.”

			“Cataract surgery,” he answered, his mind whirling to the last time they actually slept next to each other. It had been a week ago. A week she’d suspected but hadn’t said anything.

			“Well, I didn’t want to pry…”

			Because Stephanie didn’t pry. She supported without having to be asked. Always. Because she was a good person and a great friend. And so wrapped around his heart it fucking killed him that they couldn’t be together.

			But why couldn’t they be together?

			It was clear they cared for each other, had great chemistry, shared respect and admiration. The only obstacle was their careers. He’d always thought being a firefighter was in his blood. His legacy. He’d promised his father he’d carry on the tradition. Follow in the old man’s footsteps. The childhood promise haunted him, directing his life even to this day. And it was only now that he truly saw how unhappy he’d been all these years, stuck in a job he thought he had to do. Seeing Stephanie win that final Hero Star, the pride and unfiltered joy on her face in her accomplishment, he knew firefighter might be in his blood, but it wasn’t in his heart.

			She was.

			A calmness settled over him knowing his dad would approve of his decision. His father had loved his family—all the man wanted was their happiness. Eli thought that meant being just like his dad, but he wasn’t his dad. He was his own person, and he could discover and pursue his own goals and dreams.

			It was time to stop chasing after what he thought he should do and figure out what would truly make him happy.

			“Eli, are you okay?” She placed a gentle hand on his arm. “You look…strange.”

			He felt strange. A weird sense of elation and terror swirled within him as pieces of the puzzle snapped into place. “Yeah, I’m good. Just feels weird for it to all be over, ya know?”

			Her smile dimmed. “Yeah. Back to real life tomorrow, I suppose.”

			Yup, and with it, some new changes for him. He wanted to tell her—the words were right there on the tip of his tongue, begging to be heard. But he shoved them back down. Anxious excitement sizzled just below the surface of his skin, but he knew he couldn’t tell Stephanie anything until he had his plan in place. She wouldn’t fully trust it until he showed her. Fine with him, because he wasn’t only doing this for her. He was doing it for him.

			They won the game. Now it was time for him to win his life and the woman he loved.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			“Stephanie, wake up.”

			The deep, warm voice rumbled in her ear, wrapping around her body like a cozy blanket. But she didn’t want to wake up. Didn’t want to open her eyes. Because the minute she did, reality would come crashing in. She was very happy staying in her current dreamland, where she and Eli were stuck in a small cabin during a wild snowstorm. Exploring every inch of each other’s bodies. If she opened her eyes, she’d have to acknowledge she was in Eli’s truck and they were back home.

			“Don’t make me carry you up the stairs. I’m weakened by all the ass-kicking we just did, and I’d probably fall down and break something.”

			She cracked an eye open and glanced over at Eli in the driver’s seat. “You mean all the ass-kicking I did. After all, I won the grand prize.”

			He chuckled. “You did, indeed.” His smile fell, eyes turning serious as he gazed at her. “And about that. I can’t let you give the money to me.”

			Annoyance cleared up her sleep-muddled brain. He couldn’t tell her what to do with her winnings. She sat up straight in the passenger seat of Eli’s truck, narrowing her eyes at him.

			“Ward, you can’t tell me what to do with my money. If I want to give it to you for your mom’s surgery, then that’s damn well what I’m going to do.”

			“But you won it and you need it.”

			“A car and your mom’s health are not on the same level of importance.” She waved a hand in the air. “I can get a bigger car loan. I don’t need such a huge down payment. It’ll just take a little longer to pay off.”

			“But you don’t need to—”

			“Just let me do this for you!”

			His jaw tightened, eyes hard as he stared at her. “Why?”

			Discomfort settled into her gut at his question. “Why what?”

			“Why do you want to give me the money?”

			“Because you need it—your mom needs it.”

			He paused, glancing away, seeming to choose his words cautiously as he spoke softly. “So it doesn’t have anything to do with how you feel about me?”

			Did it? She searched her heart. The truth was, she’d give his mom the money even if they’d never…because she liked his mom. The woman was strong and fierce but also had a gentle, loving air to her. But Stephanie would be a liar if she didn’t acknowledge that a part of her very much regretted how she had to end things with Eli and gifting him the money was her weird way of making penance.

			“Eli, you know I care about you, but we can’t…”

			He nodded. “Yeah, I know, but I don’t just care about you, Stephanie.”

			His head turned, clear blue gaze falling on her. She sucked in a breath, her heart racing at the deep emotions she saw swimming in his beautiful eyes. Somehow, she knew what he was going to say, even before the words left his annoyingly perfect lips.

			“I love you, and I don’t say that to hurt you or make you feel guilty. I just want you to know because it’s how I feel, and I’ve decided to start telling the people in my life exactly how I feel. Starting with you.”

			She didn’t know what to say, what to feel. Her mouth hung open as she stared at him. This man who’d been one of her closest friends for the past four years. He annoyed her, comforted her, challenged her. She knew her life would be much dimmer without him in it, even if he did get on her last nerve some days. He was everything she wanted and couldn’t have, and here he was, declaring his love for her, asking nothing in return. What the hell was she supposed to do with that?

			Eli didn’t demand a response from her, didn’t pry about how she felt about him or his declaration. He seemed to know his revelation shocked her and she needed time.

			Because he knew her.

			He simply gave a soft smile and said, “See ya later?”

			She nodded because words were still lodged in her throat, stuck behind a mountain of shock and confusion. By rote, she got out of the truck, grabbed her suitcase, and headed inside to her apartment. Once she was home, she stood, looking around the small space. It hadn’t changed a bit since she left. Maybe a few more specks of dust here and there, but everything was the same.

			On the outside.

			In her mind’s eye, everything was different. Her bed in the corner looked much smaller. Only room for one. The bookshelf stacked with her TBR pile in order of how she intended to read them reminded her of all the plans she put in place, the single-minded goals she focused on regardless of if life threw her a curveball. She plucked out an epic sci-fi that was three books back. She’d been so eager to read it when she bought it last month. Who said she couldn’t change her plans? Why shouldn’t she move this book to the front of the pile? No one said she had to maintain an order that wasn’t working for her.

			Hands shaking, she moved the book to the front, letting out a small breath of nervous energy as she waited for…something to happen? Seconds ticked by, and nothing did. See? She could adjust things in her life without it falling apart.

			If she could switch up her reading order, maybe she could adjust bigger things, too? 

			“One step at a time,” she whispered to herself. Baby steps. There was a whole lot of work between changing her reading plan and changing her life plan. Not that she intended to change it—just do some adjusting.

			She had two days off before she had to go in and talk to the chief for a debriefing. Plenty of time to think about her life, goals, and come up with a few plans. She had to think, about what she really wanted from life and how she could achieve it. Because while Eli’s confession might have thrown her, the truth of the matter was…

			She loved him, too.

			… 

			Walking back into Station 42 after two weeks away was…surreal. The place was familiar and yet completely different. Stephanie glanced around the brick walls she’d called her second home for the past four years. She’d always felt safe here, in control. But she didn’t feel any of that right now.

			Uncertainty churned in her gut as she stepped into the main living area. She glanced over at the kitchen and dining area. Turner was at the stove, cooking something that smelled delicious. O’Neil and Kincaid were at the table with Jamison, playing cards. It all looked so normal. But how could anything be normal when she’d just gone through a life-changing shift?

			Doing the show with Eli made her realize a few things. One, she was a bit too independent for her own good. She needed to let go of some of her control and accept help from people when they offered. And two, she fell hard for a man she always thought she couldn’t have.

			The past few days without him had been awful. A hollow ache settled into her chest and would not leave, no matter how many fried plantains she ate. Even her go-to comfort food wasn’t helping ease her misery. She’d wake in the middle of the night, reaching for him, her arms aching with the loss. How? How had he become so important to her in such a short amount of time?

			He’s always been important to me.

			There went the inner voice of truth again. Damn bitch was really hitting her over the head today. And she was right. Eli had always been important to her. She never realized how much until recently.

			“Hey, Díaz,” Kincaid called from the table. “You’re back!”

			The guys all hurried over, congratulating her on the win and asking a million questions about the show. The episodes were released a day after filming, except for the few live interviews, so the entire world—or at least the people who watched the show—had already marathoned the whole thing.

			“Lexi is over the moon with the donation. The show sent it over yesterday,” O’Neil said. “Thanks again for picking DYC.”

			“Of course.” Like she would have picked anything else. She might be the badass bitch of Station 42, but even she couldn’t escape the charms and persuasion of O’Neil’s fiancée, Lexi. The woman was a barracuda when it came to getting funding and volunteers for the youth center.

			She smiled, answering as many questions for her friends as she could. Her gaze kept darting around the firehouse, searching for the one person she didn’t see. Eli Ward. She knew neither of them were on the schedule today, but Chief had asked her to come in for a discussion. Had he asked Eli, too?

			“Díaz,” Chief Jeffords called from his office.

			The noisy ruckus in the station dimmed. She gave her friends a smile and headed toward the office.

			“More stories later, guys, I promise, but duty calls.”

			Anxious nerves skittered along her skin. She knew her boss probably just wanted to talk about the show, maybe congratulate her, and get her up to speed on returning to duty. But a small part of her feared her secret was out. That Jeffords knew about her and Eli. That he didn’t buy their denial about the cave. She’d seen the footage since she got home, and luckily all the drone caught was some blurry images of them standing outside the cave partially dressed. Gina wanted to sensationalize it—and the rumors were running wild on social media right now—but their story of simply getting dressed after drying their clothes seemed to be holding up in a lot of spaces. No one knew the truth but her and Eli. And Eli would never betray her trust like that.

			Because he loves me.

			The words still bounced around her chest, simultaneously warming her and chilling her to the bone. It was such a wonderful and scary thing, love. Companies used it to sell products, touting the magical powers it possessed to make your life into a picture of perfection. But in real life it wasn’t magical or perfect. It was messy and hard sometimes. Obstacles got thrown in your way, and you had to decide if the love was worth the pain of stepping outside of your comfort zone, stepping away from your carefully planned path. A scary proposition for anyone. Especially those who valued control as much as her.

			“Sir,” she said, stepping into the office.

			Jeffords glanced up from some paperwork on his desk and motioned to the seat in front of it. “Sit.”

			She did so, still worried that Eli wasn’t here. Her gut churned, brain thinking of all kinds of awful reasons why. Eli got fired. She was getting fired. They were both fired, and now she was banned from every firehouse in the state. 

			Clasping her hands together in her lap, she straightened her spine, putting on her bad-bitch panties. She prepared to deal with whatever the chief had to say.

			“Great job on the show.”

			Off to a good start. The vice on her lungs loosened. “Thank you, sir.”

			“You and Ward made the station look good, and your leadership capabilities showed strong. I also see you won the Hero Stars, which is why I’m recommending you for a promotion.”

			Excitement had her lips curving into a smile. Relief filled her. It was happening. Finally, all her hard work and dedication was paying off. She’d done it. She’d gotten the promotion!

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“Effective immediately, you’ll be put on the lieutenant track. There’ll be some paperwork to fill out, exams to take, and a pay raise, of course, but you deserve it. You’ve earned it. Congratulations, Díaz.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			She couldn’t say anything more, couldn’t think of anything else to say. Pride swelled in her chest, lifting her spirits sky-high as everything she’d worked so hard for finally appeared to be within her reach. The vice fell off her lungs, only to sink to her stomach and twist as realization set in. 

			Eli.

			Her getting the promotion meant he…didn’t.

			Logically, she always knew that would be the case. They both did. It was why they fought so hard for those Hero Stars. But now that she’d done it. Won. Beaten him. The victory didn’t taste as sweet.

			Normally she’d be running off to shove it in his face like they always did when one of them won something over the other. But this… This was different. This was bigger. And it also meant there was no way they could ever be together. Not when she would effectively be his boss.

			There was no chance for them now.

			Her heart clenched. They were well and truly done, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

			“I have you on the schedule starting next week.”

			She blinked, remembering she was still sitting in front of her boss, the office coming back into focus. “Next week?”

			He nodded. “I wanted to give you a little breather. I know you and Ward have been gone for two weeks, but you weren’t exactly on vacation.”

			It felt like a vacation at times. The times she got to spend with Eli, alone. It had felt like their own little world where they were free from pressures, free to be themselves and together without judgment.

			“Take a week to decompress, and I’ll see you in seven days.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			She rose, moving to the door, her head still spinning with the news of her upcoming promotion and the impact it had. Opening the door, she moved into the hallway and ran smack into a brick wall. A brick wall named Eli Ward.

			“Whoa there.” He gently grabbed her upper arms, steadying her when she stumbled. “You okay, Díaz?”

			“I’m fine,” she said, stepping out of his touch. “Geez, Ward, don’t you ever look where you’re going?” She was being snippy, but to literally run into the man after learning they could never be together made her a bit snippy. And heartbroken. Offense was the best defense.

			He arched one eyebrow. “You’re the one who came out of nowhere.”

			“It wasn’t nowhere; I was just in the chief’s office.” Her tone softened, gaze falling to her feet. She should feel amazing about this promotion, and she did, but now, standing in front of him, she couldn’t help the small pinch of sadness that her friend wouldn’t be getting his dream, too.

			“Chief tell you you got the promotion?”

			Her head snapped up, but she didn’t see any sadness or jealousy in his eyes. His smile was bright and real, and she could be wrong, but was that pride shining out of their blue depths?

			“Yeah. How did you…”

			A chuckle escaped his lips. “It was always going to be you over me, Díaz. You’re the best candidate for the job. Everyone can see that. I know the chief might have said he was considering us both, but up against you?” He grinned. “No way I ever had a shot. Besides, you won the Hero Stars. I’m happy for you, Díaz.”

			“You are?” He wasn’t concerned that soon she’d be in a superior position? That she beat him? That their power dynamic had shifted so that a relationship between them was all but impossible now? Did he think that just because they loved each other, they could work it out? That wasn’t how things worked. Didn’t he see that?

			“Yeah.” He reached out and tucked a wayward curl that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear. “You’ve been working your ass off, and it’s great that the chief noticed. I know you’ve wanted this for a long time, and you deserve it. You’re the best firefighter I know. I’m proud of you.”

			Tears gathered in her eyes. She blinked them away, fighting to get breath in her lungs as his words settled like beautiful roses complete with sharp thorns stabbing into her flesh. How? How could he say such wonderful, amazing things when he knew this meant the end of them? Permanently. He was putting her goals and dreams above his feelings, and she didn’t understand it. He was happy for her, proud of her, genuinely. How was he only seeing the positives? He should be pissed that she got the job over him.

			Maybe it hadn’t sunk in yet.

			“You’re going to be a great chief someday, Stephanie.”

			“Thank you.” She could barely get the words past her dry throat. All the moisture in her body was currently trying to sneak out of her eyes, but she wouldn’t let it. She couldn’t cry; not here, not in front of Eli. 

			And how could he be so happy about this? What about him? She knew it was his plan to be chief someday, too. Why was he being so nice to her when she was moving past him? Achieving his goals before him? It didn’t make sense. He should be a little upset or at least not so damn blissful. 

			“I gotta go talk with the chief, but I’m happy for you,” he said with a smile. “Really happy.”

			He stepped around her, heading into the chief’s office and shutting the door. Stephanie walked back into the dining area, taking Turner up on his offer of chow. As she sat with her coworkers—soon to be her underlings—she ate the delicious meal Turner had prepared, not tasting a bite of it.

			Her head and heart kept riding the rollercoaster of joy, loss, and confusion. She was well on her way to achieving her dreams, but as she stared at the chief’s closed door, thinking about the man behind it talking to their boss, she had to wonder if somewhere along the way her dreams had changed and she never even realized it. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			“Eli, great job on the show.”

			Eli smiled at Chief Jeffords. “Thanks. It was a piece of cake.”

			The chief raised one dark eyebrow. “Piece of cake? I watched every single episode, son, and if that’s what you call a piece of cake, maybe I haven’t been training you all hard enough.”

			He laughed, knowing the chief was just yanking his chain. The man was a hardass when it came to training. The crew at Station 42 was the best in the state. And he wasn’t just saying that because they’d won the annual firefighters’ competition three years in a row.

			“Have a seat.” Jeffords motioned to the chair across from his desk. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

			Eli sucked in a fortifying breath. This was it. He was really doing this. For half a second, his legs refused to work. They froze to the spot on the floor. His mind screamed that he could still back out. Still continue on with his life as he’d promised.

			But then it wouldn’t truly be my life.

			He let out a breath. Calm settled over him, slowing the race of his heartbeat. No. He had to do this. He’d made up his mind, and he knew it was the right choice. If he backed down now, he wouldn’t be living his life. He’d be living a life for someone else, and he couldn’t do that anymore. 

			He wasn’t going to do that. He knew now his father would never want that for him.

			Ungluing his feet from the floor, he took the few steps to the chair and lowered himself into it, sitting up straight, unlike his usual relaxed slump. Jeffords’s eyes narrowed, his head tilting.

			“Something’s going on. Isn’t it?”

			He loved his chief. The guy always knew when something was up with his crew. It’s what made him a good chief, a great boss, and an even better friend.

			“Yup.”

			The chief folded his hands together, placed them on his desk, and leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

			Nerves caused Eli’s leg to bounce. He took a few deep breaths, calming the jitters. He knew he was doing the right thing, but damn, he hadn’t expected it to be so hard. This place had been his home for years. Firefighting had been a part of his life forever, and he knew it always would be, but it was time to move on. Time to make himself happy for once.

			“I’m quitting.”

			“Is this because Díaz got the promotion?” Chief nodded to his door. “You all always forget how thin that door is.”

			Of course the chief would have heard his and Díaz’s conversation only moments ago. The man had ears like a bat.

			“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Díaz deserves the promotion. She’s the best candidate for the job hands down.”

			Chief nodded.

			“I’m quitting because I realized something out there.” He lifted his chin and stared his chief directly in the eyes as he spoke. “I don’t want to be a firefighter anymore.”

			Jeffords was silent for a moment. Each second ramped up Eli’s nerves but not his doubt. He’d squashed that, and no way in hell was he ever letting it return. Finally, the chief smiled, letting out a heavy sigh.

			“I knew this day was coming.”

			Eli reared back in shock. “You did?”

			“Yeah, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t come this soon. You’re a great firefighter, Eli. One of the best we have, but…when you work this job as long as I have, you can tell the ones who are in it for life and the ones who give all they can.”

			His heart eased down from the spot it had lodged in his throat the moment he stepped in here to tell the man he’d looked up to for years he was done being a firefighter. The fact that his boss knew he wasn’t going to make this a lifelong career gave him confidence that he’d done the right thing.

			“I can stay on until you find someone to replace me.”

			The chief waved a hand in the air. “No need. You’ve given years of service. Thank you, Ward. Now I think it’s time for you to go do what makes you happy.”

			What makes you happy. Sweeter words had never been uttered. 

			The chief gave him a sly smile. “And now that you’re not going to be on the crew anymore, you can be with the person who makes you happy.” 

			Wait a minute…did the chief know about him and Stephanie?

			His boss—former boss, now—tapped the computer on his desk. “I’m not one to speculate, but I can say, if the rumors are true, I’m team Steli.”

			“Um, no, we—”

			Jeffords held up a hand, stopping his denial. “Please. I am not an easy man to fool. Deny it all you want, but I can guess what went on in that cave. Besides, you both certainly danced around it long enough around here. Four damn years pretending like you weren’t head over heels for each other. I had to send you both away to get your fool eyes to open.”

			What the hell?

			Did the chief really just admit to sending him and Stephanie on this game show as a…what, a setup?

			A smiled curled Eli’s lips. Crafty old bastard.

			“It’s been a pleasure, Ward,” the chief said, standing and extending his hand. “Don’t be a stranger, now.”

			He rose, shaking Jeffords’s hand, gratitude filling his chest, warming his entire being. His throat tightened as emotions rained down on him: happiness, loss, fear, excitement, appreciation. He was leaving an old part of his life behind. Always a hard thing to do, but he was excited for what the future held. It was all up to him. He could do anything he wanted.

			And speaking of what he wanted…

			As he left the chief’s office, heading outside the station, he pulled his phone from his pocket and texted his brothers.

			Eli: Hey, dudes. You free? 

			He headed to his truck, his phone pinging as his brothers responded.

			Riley: Just finished up for the day.

			Rowan: I could use a beer. You in? 

			Reece, as always was silent, letting his brothers communicate, but Eli knew the third triplet was right there with them. Hopefully, soon they’d all be together. 

			Eli: Meet at City Tavern in ten?

			Riley: Sounds good. 

			Rowan texted a beer emoji. 

			Reece said nothing.

			Ten minutes later, Eli watched as his brothers walked into the bar. He waved a hand in the air. Reece nodded, spotting him at the back table, and they headed over. Once again, the nerves were back. It was one thing to tell the chief. Another to tell his brothers. He knew they’d support him, but a tiny part of him feared they’d be disappointed in their big brother. He shoved the thought away.

			“The prodigal brother returns!”

			Eli stared at his brother Rowan with a droll expression. “I was gone two weeks on a trip you all knew about. Hardly prodigal.”

			Rowan shrugged, sliding into a chair next to him. Riley and Reece took the other two. Eli had ordered a pitcher with four glasses when he arrived. The triplets each grabbed one, filling their pints and taking healthy sips before settling in, three sets of eyes on him.

			Clearing his throat, he decided to just jump right in. “Uh, so I know everyone figured I’d follow in dad’s footsteps and all, but…I think I’m done. With firefighting, I mean. It’s time to move on to something else.”

			Each of his brothers stared at him with wide eyes. 

			Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “Wow, dude. I didn’t know you wanted to do something else.”

			“Me either.” He laughed. “Not until I was on that damn show and got asked why I wanted to be a firefighter and it hit me. I was just doing it to stay close to dad. You know? It felt like if I was a firefighter, a part of him would always be with me. I promised him I’d be a chief like him one day, and I just couldn’t let that go.”

			“Dad wouldn’t want you to spend your life doing something because of him,” Riley said with a soft smile. “He’d want you to be happy.”

			Reece simply nodded.

			“I know. That’s why I quit.”

			“What are you going to do now?” Rowan asked.

			He shrugged. “Haven’t really figured that out yet. But something I want to do. Something that stirs up a fire inside me. One I don’t have to put out.”

			His brothers groaned at his bad joke.

			“You can always come work with us,” Riley offered. “Until you figure out your next steps.”

			Reece and Rowan nodded their agreement.

			Damn, he had the best brothers in the world. Relief rolled down his spine, settling his rioting stomach. He knew his brothers had his back. Why had he been so worried?

			“Have you told Ma yet?” Riley asked.

			He shook his head. Chief was tough, his brothers a bit easier, but his mother… He’d be lying if he didn’t admit that most of his worry came from her reaction. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. It would absolutely gut him to disappoint her, but he couldn’t keep living his life for someone else. He had to do what made him happy.

			“Don’t worry, dude.” Rowan slapped him on the shoulder, squeezing slightly. “You can tell her tomorrow at family dinner. We’ll all be there, help soften the blow. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

			He hoped Rowan was right. That their mother would accept his decision. There was no going back now anyway.

			“This is great, dude. It’s going to be awesome having you on the team.” Riley smiled.

			How the hell did he get so damn lucky to have such awesome brothers?

			“Of course, as the newest member of the team, that means you get all the shit jobs,” Rowan said with a smirk. “Fetching us coffee, mold cleanup duty, rodent disposal…”

			What was that he just thought about his brothers? He took it back. They were jackasses.

			“I’m still the oldest.” He pointed at each of his brothers in turn. “So don’t try giving me all the grunt work, or I’ll pound your asses into the ground.”

			Rowan snorted. “Sure, old man. Whatever you say.”

			Old? He was only two years older than them.

			“To Eli,” Riley said, lifting his glass. “Welcome to Ward Brothers’ Mile High Construction.

			“Eli,” Rowan and Reece said, raising their glasses.

			Smiling, he lifted his and clinked with his brothers. His new life was within his grasp. Now that all the pieces were falling into place, there were only a few things left to do. The first was to tell his mother. His heart still seized a bit at the thought, but his brothers’ support encouraged him.

			And after that, he’d find Stephanie, share his new life plans with her, and wish with every fiber of his being that she wanted to be with him, because no matter what path he followed for his life, if it didn’t have her in it…

			It would never be as bright.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Stephanie was head deep in her fridge, cleaning off some mystery sticky substance that had leaked out of a to-go container she’d forgotten to trash before leaving for the show, when a knock on the door interrupted her.

			“Stephanie? You home?”

			A smile curled her lips as she recognized Kayleigh’s voice. Before leaving the ranch, she’d exchanged numbers with the woman, and the two had been texting back and forth ever since. 

			“Coming!”

			She tossed the wet dishrag in the sink, closing the refrigerator door and making a mental note to grab some heavy-duty cleaner at the store, because whatever she let fester in there, soap and water were not cutting it. Making her way to her apartment door, she pulled it open to see the bright, friendly smile on Kayleigh’s face as the woman held up a small cardboard box.

			“I brought the books! Take your time reading them and get them back whenever, no rush.”

			Stephanie motioned for her to come in. “Thanks, but you didn’t have to bring them all the way over. I could have just grabbed them Friday at drinks.”

			Kayleigh stepped into the apartment, waving a hand in the air as she moved into the kitchen area and set the box down on the table. 

			“No trouble. I was on my way to my shift, and since your place is right by the hospital, I figured I’d drop them off. If you happen to finish the first book before Friday, then we can talk about it over drinks.”

			Stephanie chuckled at her friend’s not-so-subtle hint. When she’d mentioned in an offhand comment how she wanted to read more outside of her preferred genre, Kayleigh had jumped on it, promising to bring Stephanie her favorite urban fantasy book series to borrow. If anyone would have told her at the beginning of the competition that she’d be nearing bestie status with the bubbly nurse, she would have called them a liar, but Stephanie couldn’t resist the joy and sincerity that radiated off Kayleigh. She was glad the other woman wanted to strike up a friendship.

			“I see your angle.” She laughed. “Want some coffee or tea?”

			“Thanks, but I can’t stay. My shift starts soon. I just wanted to drop off the books and warn you.”

			Unease prickled at the back of her neck at the other woman’s words. “Warn me?”

			Kayleigh sighed. “Gina’s on the hunt for blood.”

			Her eyebrows rose at the vivid description.

			“Not actual blood, though I wouldn’t put it past the barracuda.”

			Stephanie stifled a laugh. 

			“She called me earlier today, asking about some reunion episode or something. I politely declined, and then she kept needling me about you and Eli.”

			Her stomach flipped, twisting into itself as the unease grew. “What about me and Eli?”

			“You know, same old same old. She wanted me to spill the dirt on you two. I guess she figured that since we were chatty on the show you confided some deep, dark secret about hooking up with Eli and she wants me to do a tell-all. The Steli thing is really popular online still.”

			Dammit! Why couldn’t people just let it go? Where was a cute sneezing kitten or a ranting Karen video that could go viral and take the heat off her and Eli?

			“The show is over,” she said, swallowing back discomfort.

			“I know, but I guess she’s trying to squeeze it for all it’s worth. You know, strike while the drama is hot.”

			She snorted. The only drama was in Gina’s mind. There was nothing going on between her and Eli. Her heart clenched in her chest, a sharp, stabbing pain gripping her throat. Not anymore.

			“Don’t worry, I told her no comment and hung up.”

			Stephanie glanced up, a small bit of relief easing the anxiety inside. 

			“You looked worried,” Kayleigh explained.

			“Why would I be worried? Nothing happened between me and Ward.” The sour lie fell from her lips, tasting as foul as the smell from the mysterious stain in her fridge.

			Kayleigh frowned, tilting her head as she stared at Stephanie with understanding eyes. “Look, I know it’s not my place, but can I give you a bit of advice?”

			“Can I stop you?”

			“Not really.”

			She waved a hand in the air for her friend to continue.

			“I know hooking up with coworkers is a bad idea. I get it—I’m a nurse, and if I ever date someone at the hospital I get the ‘oh, she’s just trying to bag herself a doctor husband’ bullcrap. But I also know that when you find that special person, the one who makes every day brighter, the one who always has your back, the one who stands by you through the rumors and judgments—then that’s a person you can’t give up.”

			Stephanie swallowed past the lump forming in her throat.

			“People will say and think what they want,” Kayleigh continued. “You can’t stop them, no matter how much you explain. But you also can’t let the judgment of others stop you from being happy. From being with who makes you happy. And from what I saw the past two weeks, Eli makes you very happy, and vice versa.”

			He did make her happy. When he teased her, when he gave her shit, when he challenged her to be her best, when he worried about her. Eli made her happy just by being. Just thinking about him put a smile on her face. As much as she wanted to take Kayleigh’s advice, say fuck it to what everyone else thought and just go for it, she couldn’t. Not anymore. Her promotion made her his superior, and that was against policy.

			There was no way for them to be together now.

			“Thanks, Kayleigh, but it’s…complicated.”

			“It always is.”

			A small beeping sound filled the air. Kayleigh grabbed her wrist, pressing the screen of her watch and frowning.

			“Shoot, I have to leave, but think about what I said. Problems always have solutions.” After giving Stephine a quick hug, Kayleigh headed out the door, calling over her shoulder, “And be on the lookout for Gina’s call!”

			Not one minute after she closed the door behind her friend, Stephanie’s cell phone rang. She glanced down at the screen with a grimace.

			“Speak of the devil.”

			Taking a fortifying breath, she pressed the “accept call” button and lifted the phone to her ear.

			“Gina.”

			“Stephanie, how nice to talk to you again.” The woman’s bright voice came over the line. “I was calling to see if you’d be interested in a—”

			“No.”

			Silence filled the air for a beat before Gina laughed softly.

			“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

			“Look, Gina. Thank you for the opportunity on the show. The charity thing was awesome, and the Hero Star and prize money is really great, but I don’t want to be part of any reunion show or anything.”

			She was a firefighter. She had no dream of being some sort of internet celebrity or influencer. Just the thought made a shiver crawl up her spine.

			“Fair enough,” Gina said, her voice distinctly less bright than before. “But I would love to get a quote from you or an update on the whole Eli situation.”

			Damn this woman. Like a dog with a bone.

			“There is no Eli situation,” she said between clenched teeth. “We’re friends and coworkers. Nothing else.”

			“Not anymore, according to my sources.”

			Apprehension tingled at the base of her spine at the woman’s declaration. “What do you mean?”

			A small chuckle sounded in her ear as Gina spoke, her tone haughty. “Oh, didn’t you hear? A little birdie told me Eli has quit the force. I have to wonder if it’s because of you, Stephanie? Another workplace romance gone wrong?”

			What. The. Hell.

			Rage burned low in her gut. What the hell was Gina talking about? Eli quit? When? Why? And why didn’t he tell her? Had he truly been upset when she got the promotion? Was he just faking his happiness for her? No, he might be upset, but she knew Eli. She’d seen the joy and pride shining out of his eyes when he realized she got the promotion. He had been happy for her. Proud of her, even. 

			Then why the hell did he quit, and why didn’t he tell her about it?

			“Care to make a statement?”

			She held back a growl. Yeah, she’d like to make a statement, but since cussing out the web-show host wouldn’t look good for a newly promoted lieutenant, Stephanie held her tongue and instead asked, “Why don’t you ask Ward why he quit?”

			“I would,” Gina huffed. “But he’s dodging my calls.”

			A small smile curled her lips, relief easing some of the rage. She hated that he hadn’t shared that he left the force or his reason for leaving with her, but she took solace in the fact that he wasn’t sharing it with Gina, either. That meant it wasn’t out of anger or spite. 

			But then why the hell did he do it?

			Her mind could think of only one other reason…

			For me.

			He knew just as well as she did that with her new promotion, their being together would be impossible. Had Eli quit the force for her? Cold dread settled into her gut. That was somehow even worse than him quitting out of anger. If he quit his job for her, to be with her, one day he might regret it, and she couldn’t live with that weight hanging over her head. Wondering every day when it would fall and crush her. Shit! She had to talk to Eli. Now.

			“Stephanie?” 

			Gina’s voice interrupted her frantic thoughts.

			“Can I get a statement on you and Eli?”

			Reaching down for all the calm she had, Stephanie spoke into the phone. “The statement is Eli Ward is a damn good firefighter—one of the best. And if he decided to leave the force, it was his decision, for reasons he knows and frankly aren’t anyone else’s business. People can speculate all they want, but the truth is, the only people who should be concerned with me and Eli are me and Eli. It’s nobody’s business what we are. Frankly, I really don’t care what you or anyone else thinks. Goodbye.”

			She hit the “end call” button. A satisfying sense of relief filled her. Like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. The moment was enjoyed briefly before she remembered that Eli had quit the force and didn’t tell her. The annoyance and panic came rushing back. Hitting his name in her contacts, she lifted the phone to her ear again, but it went straight to voicemail. 

			“Shit!”

			She tried texting him, but no response.

			“Dammit, Ward!”

			He couldn’t avoid her forever. She grinned as she scrolled through her contacts. She knew how to find him. Clicking on his brother’s number, she shot off a text to Rowan. If Ward thought he could just quit without telling her, she was about to show him how wrong he was. Eli might be running from the station, but he couldn’t hide from her.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			“The time has come, dude.” Rowan answered the door with a stark expression on his face.

			Eli stepped into his mother’s house, closing the door behind him as the middle triplet gave him a snarky grin. Rowan was such a smart-ass. A trait he picked up from Eli, no doubt. 

			“Where’s the rest of the Triad of Trouble?”

			“Ouch, brother.” Rowan placed a hand to his chest. “You cut me deep. Reece is helping Mom finish dinner, and Riley is on the phone with—”

			“Hey, dudes.”

			The man in question came down the hall at a fast clip. Eli’s hopes soared at the look on his brother’s face. After they’d discussed his career shift at the bar, they’d started working on figuring out ideas to help their mother with her surgery costs.

			“I’ve got some great news,” Riley said.

			“Well, don’t keep us in suspense, dude.” Eli motioned for his brother to continue. 

			“I just got off the phone with the insurance company. Apparently, something got filed wrong, and that’s why Mom’s surgery was initially denied. I’ve been working with them all day, and everything is right now, so we don’t even have to dip into our savings and convince Mom the insurance came through, because it actually did.”

			Eli let out a sigh of relief. He’d do anything for his mother, but lying to her—even for her own good—would have been hard. His mom could smell a lie a hundred yards away.

			“Eli? Is that you?” a voice called from the kitchen.

			She could also hear across the house.

			“Yeah, Ma, it’s me.”

			“You boys get in here. Dinner’s almost ready.”

			He smiled at his brothers and headed into the kitchen. His mother squealed with glee when she saw him, rushing over to throw her arms around his neck.

			“Oh, my boy. How are you? I saw the show. Watched every episode with your brothers. We are so proud of you and Stephanie. That woman is amazing.”

			No arguments from him on that count.

			“Now, sit down, dear, and tell us all about it.”

			He helped his brothers set the dishes and food on the table. Once everyone had been dished up and started eating, he went over the highs and lows of the show. His mother listened with rapt attention. Rowan gave him crap for losing the Hero Star to Stephanie. Riley congratulated him on his win, and Reece, in true Reece fashion, gave him a silent nod of acknowledgment. 

			“That’s so wonderful, dear,” his mom said, scooping another helping of dinner onto his plate. “And when do you go back to the station?”

			He shared a look with his brothers, nerves clawing their way up his throat. He’d made his decision—couldn’t go back now even if he wanted to. And he didn’t. He was happy with his choice, but a part of him still feared disappointing his mother.

			“Um, actually.” The words caught in his throat, but an encouraging nod from each of his brothers gave him the strength to continue. “I’m not going back.”

			She blinked, her fork lowering to her plate as she stared at him in confusion. “What?”

			Taking a deep breath, he launched into the words he’d always held back for fear of disappointing the people who mattered most in his life. 

			“Mom, I know you and Dad always wanted me to follow in his footsteps, become chief one day, but lately I’ve started to realize something. Being chief was Dad’s and Grandpa’s path. Not mine. I like firefighting, but…I’m burned out. I don’t want to make it a lifelong career. While I figure out what I want to do, I’m going to join Rowan, Reece, and Riley in their construction company.” 

			His mother stared at him, concern filling her eyes. He glanced over at his brothers, who each gave him a nod of encouragement.

			“I know I promised Dad I’d be a chief one day, but…it’s just not something I want.” He swallowed hard, staring at the food on his plate, unable to meet her gaze. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

			Silence fell over the table. The clock in the kitchen ticked so loud he swore the ticktock was coming from inside his head. Finally, his mother let out a soft sigh.

			“Oh, my boy. I could never be disappointed…in any of you.”

			He risked a small glance up to see her smiling at him. “Your father and I never wanted anything for you boys but to be happy. Did he dream of working side by side with you, watching you follow in his footsteps? Yes, most parents do, but I know he would never want you to stay somewhere that made you unhappy. You’ve served selflessly for a long time, Eli. It’s okay to rest now. To let someone else do the saving and do what makes you happy.”

			Relief washed over him. The weight he’d been carrying on his shoulders for years cracked, falling off. He felt so light, as if anything was possible. He reached over to squeeze his mother’s hand. “Thanks, Ma.”

			She picked her fork back up and said with a sly smile, “And if you change careers, you and Stephanie can start dating and eventually give me grandbabies.”

			He choked on the bit of roast beef he’d just put in his mouth. Riley rushed over and slapped his back. Reece handed him a glass of water. Rowan laughed his ass off.

			Once he had himself under control, he stared at his mother. “What do you mean, Stephanie and I can—”

			“Oh please, dear.” She waved a hand in the air. “I watched the entire show. I saw the sparks at the beginning, just like that host, Gina, did. And I don’t believe a word of that denial about the cave. Not that I want to know what went on in there—some things a mother should never know about her son—but it didn’t look very innocent, dear. Besides, who do you think started the hashtag Steli?”

			His mouth dropped open. “You did not.”

			She chuckled. “No, but I do like it.”

			He laughed, his brothers joining in. Everything had gone even better than he could have hoped. The chief had accepted his resignation. His brothers were already booking him on jobs with them. His mother accepted his new life direction. Now all he had to do was talk to Stephanie and—

			Ding dong.

			“I got it,” Riley said, hopping up from the table.

			“It better not be that pest control salesman again,” his mother complained. “They’ve shown up twice in the last month despite my three no soliciting signs.”

			“Eli!” Riley called from the front door. “You have a visitor.”

			A visitor? At his mother’s house? 

			“Who…” He glanced over to see Rowan wince. “Dude, what?”

			His little brother held up his hands. “Okay, don’t be mad, but I might have gotten a text before dinner asking where my, and I quote, ‘jackass brother’ was.”

			Jackass brother? Oh no. The only person who would ask that was—

			“Ward, get your ass out here now!” Stephanie yelled from the front door. “Sorry for swearing, Mrs. Ward.”

			His mother smiled, raising her voice. “It’s all right, dear. Would you like to stay for dinner?”

			He stood. “I don’t think this is a social visit, Ma.”

			If Stephanie was here and pissed, she must have found out he quit. Dammit, she probably thought it was because he didn’t get the promotion. That he was being a baby about it. 

			Cold dread filled him. Or worse, she thought he was going to go online and admit they slept together and say that was the reason she got the promotion. Maybe she was worried he’d pull the same crap her ex did and she was covering her fear with anger. Classic Díaz move. 

			Shit! He should have talked to her before his mom. He shouldn’t have turned his phone off, but Gina kept calling and—

			Oh hell, Gina! The host probably called Stephanie and filled her head with who knew what theories about why he quit. How she found out he left the firehouse was anyone’s guess, but that damn place was like a high school cafeteria. Full of gossip. Someone had to have seen him clearing out his locker yesterday. As much as he loved his crewmates, he wouldn’t put it past one of them to get all excited talking to a web-show host and spill the beans on his leaving. Fuck, he had to fix this fast.

			He hurried to the front door, passing Riley, who gave him a softly muttered, “Good luck, dude.”

			Stephanie stood in the entryway of his mother’s house, her dark curls loose, hanging around her beautiful face. Even scowling, she was a sight to behold.

			“You quit!”

			Yup, she’d heard.

			“Yeah.”

			“Eli, you can’t quit.”

			Pretty sure he could, since he did.

			“Please tell me this isn’t some ridiculous grand gesture to prove how much you love me, so you quit your job, your career, to show your devotion, because that’s too much pressure to put on me. One day down the road you’re going to regret the decision and you’ll blame me and—”

			“Stephanie, hold on.” He reached out, grasping her hands in his. A sigh of relief filled him that she didn’t think the worst of him. She wasn’t worried he would betray her. She was worried he sacrificed his dreams for her. Silly Díaz. Didn’t she realize she was his dream? 

			Her breath came out in heaving, rapid gusts. Her eyes shone with worry and, if he wasn’t mistaken, hope. This was why he’d planned on telling her himself after he’d spoken to his mother. He didn’t want her getting the wrong idea.

			Too late.

			Pulling her into the living room, he sat on the black leather couch his mother bought when he was ten because she claimed with four kids she needed an easy-wipe fabric. He tugged, and she sat next to him, their knees touching as they faced each other.

			“First,” he said. “I have no idea how Gina found out I quit. I’m assuming she called you and told you everything?”

			She nodded.

			“I didn’t tell her I quit. I didn’t even take her calls. I listened to her voicemail, then shut my phone off. I have no idea how she found out.”

			“Pretty sure that woman made a deal with the devil and sold her soul for dirt on everyone in the world.”

			He laughed. “More likely she called the station and someone let it slip.”

			“I know.” She sighed. “Nothing can be a secret at Station Forty-Two.”

			He chuckled. “Second, this isn’t some grand gesture. It’s not even about you. Not fully.”

			She stiffened, and he pushed on, needing to get it all out.

			“You know my dad and my grandfather were firefighters—chiefs.”

			She nodded.

			“It was always assumed that I’d follow in their footsteps, but on the show I realized it’s not really what I want. It isn’t what my dad would have wanted for me, either. You were right when you said he’d just want me to be happy.”

			She sucked in a sharp breath and muttered softly, “I’m always right.”

			He chuckled, his love for this woman threatening to drown him. But he needed to get it all out, so he pressed on. “I don’t know what I want to do, but while I figure it out I’m going to be working with my brothers.”

			“In construction?” Her eyebrows rose.

			“Yup. I thought about being a chef, but…”

			She let out a bark of laughter. “Please, no. Figure things out, but don’t poison the population while doing it.”

			He tapped a finger to her nose. “Smart-ass.”

			A hesitant smile tilted her lips. Her hands squeezed his. “So, you really didn’t quit for me?”

			“I quit for me.” He squeezed back. “You were born for this life, Stephanie. I was born into it. There’s a big difference. You want it, and I don’t. I’ll find what I want to do someday. But I’ve already found someone I want. The fact that me quitting means we can be together is just a happy bonus.”

			She bit her lip, and worry struck his chest. He swallowed down past a lump of fear.

			“You…do want to be with me, right?”

			He held his breath for what seemed like an eternity. His palms started to sweat, nerves and doubt invading his brain as he waited for her response. It was true what he told her. He didn’t quit for her, but he hoped his quitting would make it easier for her to admit her feelings for him. For them to be together. For real, this time. He hadn’t thought about the fact that Stephanie just didn’t want to be with him. The uncertainty gripping his chest loosened slightly when she smiled.

			“Yes, I do. Because as bad of a cook as you are, as much as you drive me up the wall sometimes, as wimpy as your taste in spicy food is…I love you, Eli. And I have for a long time now, even if I didn’t realize it until recently.”

			He grasped the back of her neck, pulling her to him. The first taste of her lips hit him like a punch to the gut, going straight to his head. The finest wine in the world. He reveled in the feel of her, of her love. Was it really true? Could he really have everything he wanted? The freedom to find a job he loved, the woman he loved, and the acceptance of his family? It all seemed like some wild dream. One he never wanted to wake from.

			Pulling away slightly, he whispered against her lips, “I’m going to get you back for that wimpy comment, Díaz.”

			She laughed. “Try it, Ward.”

			“Stephanie? Are you staying for dinner, dear?” his mother called from the kitchen.

			“We better get in there before she sends Rowan out to check on us.” He stood, pulling her up with him. “Fair warning—now that we’re together, she’s going to be all up in our business.”

			She smiled, gazing into his eyes, pure love shining from their earthy brown depths. “Fine by me. I’m done hiding. I want the world to know Steli is here to stay.”

			He laughed, wrapping his arm around her and walking into the kitchen. He may have lost the Hero Stars, but he won the grand prize.

			Happiness.

			Pure, messy, complicated, wonderful happiness.

		


		
			Epilogue

			3 months later

			“Eli Ward, you put that ladle down!”

			Stephanie stormed into the kitchen, snatching the plastic utensil out of her loving boyfriend’s hands.

			“What?” He leaned over with a sneaky grin to place a soft kiss to her cheek. “I was just tasting. I wasn’t going to ruin it by trying to cook.”

			Good, because Eli was amazing at many things—trivia, fine woodworking, coming up with creative ways to make her scream out in pleasure in the bedroom—but his skills in the kitchen showed no signs of improvement.

			“Why the fancy dinner?” he asked.

			She stirred the pot, checking to make sure the cheddar broccoli soup—his favorite, along with the pot roast she had cooking in the oven—hadn’t been ruined. Looked okay to her. Thank goodness. Switching off the oven and burner, she let out a sigh of relief. 

			“No reason.”

			Actually, there was a reason, a very big reason, and everything had to go perfectly tonight. In the three months they’d been dating, she’d learned to let go of a lot of things she couldn’t control. A lot had changed since they got back from the show. She’d been promoted to lieutenant; Eli had started working with his brothers, where he discovered a skill and love of fine wood craftsmanship. They’d moved into a new place together two months ago, and while not every day was picture perfect, every day was filled with love.

			“Uh-huh.” He leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest and giving her a hard stare. “Spill it, Díaz.” 

			So funny how just a few months ago her last name on his lips was commonplace and now he only used it to needle things out of her.

			Scowling, she faced him, matching his stance by crossing her own arms. “Make me, Ward.”

			A wolfish grin curled his lips. 

			Oops!

			Jumping back, she held out her hands. “No wait, I didn’t mean that I have plans for— Eli!”

			She shrieked, laughter erupting from her as he wrapped his arms around her, lifted her in the air, tossed her over his shoulder, and headed to their bedroom.

			“But dinner!” she protested on a sigh.

			“Can wait.” 

			He raised a hand to lightly smack her backside. She moaned, all her good parts waking up and agreeing with him. 

			“What the…” His confused voice vibrated against her as he opened their bedroom door. “What’s all this?”

			Oh shoot!

			Scrambling to get down, she remembered what she had waiting for him in the bedroom. How could she have forgotten? Dammit, he distracted her with his sensual smirk and promise of sex.

			“Crap. Eli, you weren’t supposed to see this yet.” 

			Moving to stand in front of him, she tried to shield his view, but it was too late. He’d already seen the rose petals strewn across their bed, the electric candles flickering on the bedside tables. Hopefully he hadn’t spotted the black box in the middle of the bed.

			“You got me a present?”

			Dammit!

			Damn him and his perfect eyesight. She sighed. “You weren’t supposed to see all this until after dinner.”

			He chuckled, hands coming up to cup her face. “I’m sorry, beautiful. Did I ruin the surprise?”

			“Yes.” She frowned as hard as she could, exaggerating it even further with a lip pout. “You did. I had everything set for when you got home from work. Your favorite dinner, some fun in the bedroom, a nice surprise.”

			Her body trembled a bit as she said the last part, hoping he’d like the surprise, hoping he’d feel the same way she did.

			“So domestic,” he teased.

			She poked him in the chest with her finger. “Take it back, or I take sex off the table.”

			He kissed her softly, whispering against her lips. “I take it back. It’s not domestic; it’s generous and kind, just like you.”

			She rolled her eyes at his cheese. “Okay, you get sex.”

			“And my present?” His eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas. 

			Nerves stilted her smile. She had this evening planned down to the letter, but as she’d learned recently, life didn’t always go the way you wanted and sometimes you had to adjust. Taking a deep breath, she moved out of his embrace. Heading to the bed, she grabbed the small black box and came to stand in front of him.

			“Eli, you know I love you.”

			His smile slipped, a bit of wary caution entering his eyes. “Yes. I love you, too.”

			She nodded, heart racing, palms sweating. She felt like she’d drunk a gallon of coffee on an empty stomach. Why was this so hard? She was just asking a simple question. A question that could determine her future happiness, so yeah, no big deal. 

			“I always thought to get what I wanted in life I had to work hard. Keep pressing and eventually I’d get there. I thought I had to follow a specific path. I was always going for my goal and ignoring everything else around me. Everyone else.”

			He nodded, some of his caution morphing into confusion.

			“But I’ve learned that sometimes life throws you curveballs, tosses something or someone into your path to show you it’s okay to lean on others. It’s okay to change the plan when it isn’t working anymore. I don’t have to do this all by myself.”

			He slipped his hand into her free one, squeezing gently. “I’m always here for you, beautiful. You’re never alone.”

			She nodded, tears gathering in her eyes. “I know, and I never want to be alone again. That’s why…”

			She moved to get down on one knee. Eli’s eyes grew wide, his jaw dropping as she opened the black box to reveal two simple silver bands made from silicone, one for him and one for her, because in their lines of work, gaudy metal rings were a safety hazard, and who said only the woman got to have an engagement ring?

			“Eli Ward, you have been my best friend, the person who pushes me, the person who annoys me, and the man I love. You’re still all those things, and I wouldn’t want it any other way, but I would really like to add ‘my husband’ to that list, so would you do the honor of marrying me?”

			She blinked back the moisture gathering in her eyes to see Eli tearing up himself. He came down to his knees in front of her, grasping her shaking hands, which were still clutching the ring box.

			“Stephanie Díaz, you are my best friend, the person who always amazed me, the person I love to annoy, and the woman I love. I never thought I’d get lucky enough to share my life with you, but you can bet that sexy ass of yours I’m not turning down an offer like this. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

			She laughed through a tiny sob as the happy tears ran down her face. “Way to class it up by talking about my ass, Ward.”

			He grinned. “You know me, Díaz. Classy all the way.”

			He pulled her close, kissing her softly as he laid them down on the floor of their bedroom. 

			Yeah, they weren’t the typical couple, but they were perfect for each other, and she couldn’t wait to spend the rest of her life with the man who was perfect for her.
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