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            Chapter One

          

          Rosabelle

        

      

    

    
      “Didn't you get a D in that engineering class you took?” I ask Rie as she plays with the tail of my unicorn costume. I knew she tried out the class her freshman year of college because she’ll try anything. 

      “It was a D plus, so it counts as passing.” She says that, but the look on her face doesn't agree with her as she goes back to messing with the end of the tail. “I think I got it.” 

      She yanks on the tail a little too hard and I feel it tug at the backside of my costume. I almost fall over from the action but she helps catch me before I can face plant onto our living room floor. 

      “I think you should wear flats,” she teases, fighting a laugh. 

      “Crap. I didn't think about shoes! What kind of shoes do unicorns wear?” I glance around the living room like they could magically appear. “I don’t have hooves lying around.” 

      “Thank God because that would be weird.” Rie makes a grossed-out face that isn't helping right now. How could I have forgotten about shoes? I’m dressed to the nines with everything else for this costume. We worked on it all day yesterday so it would be perfect. 

      “I’m serious. I want to do this right so everyone at the office will like me,” I plead with her. 

      My new job hasn't been so easy. I don’t know why a few of the front office girls don’t like me. I try to spark up conversations with them, but most won't give me the time of day. When I walk into a room they all stop talking like whatever they were saying was about me. There’s this clique and I haven’t gotten into it. It’s worse than high school and I thought those days were behind me.

      “I was sure your snickerdoodle cookies would work.” Rie shakes her head, not understanding. 

      That was a bust, too. I make the best snickerdoodles in the world, or at least that’s what people tell me. I baked all night to take them in for the office breakroom. The women informed me how many calories were loaded into my yummy treats and no one touched them. You’d think I worked in the beauty industry or something and not in a call center. I spend my day redirecting calls to the right departments, and although it’s a boring job it pays well. I guess that’s what really matters when you need to pay your bills. 

      I go toward my room in search of shoes. “Watch it!” Rie shouts as she jumps out of the way so I don’t hit her with my tail. 

      “Sorry,” I mumble. This costume might have been a bad idea. I’ve heard of company picnics but I’ve never heard of a company costume picnic. I don’t know how I came up with the idea of dressing up like a unicorn but it sounded easy enough. Unicorns aren’t real so there was some wiggle room to do whatever I wanted. 

      I thought a bodysuit with a tutu would be perfect. Throw some glitter in there with fun makeup and a unicorn horn headband and bam! Then Rie got the bright idea that I should have a tail and I was down with that. She said she could make it for me, but she didn’t tell me it would shoot glitter. I mean, that sounds pretty cool but way over my head. 

      “These?” I turn around to look at her and she’s holding a pair of pink Converse. What the hell? They’re pink and I won’t kill myself wearing them like the purple heels I was eyeing. I got them at a thrift store two months ago but haven’t had the moxie to wear them yet. 

      “Good call.” I take them from her and pull them on. 

      “Okay. So you just need to push this button whenever you want the glitter to come out,” she says as I finish tying my shoes to look up at her. She’s holding out a small remote and my eyes widen. “Don’t push it now. Cleaning up glitter is a mess.” 

      “Maybe I shouldn't use it then.” I worry my bottom lip between my teeth. I don’t want to get in trouble for shooting glitter everywhere. I want everyone to like me. 

      “Stop that. You’ll mess up your lipstick.” She points to my mouth and I let go of my lip. “You’re going to be outside so it will blow away.” She waves her hand dismissively and I take the remote from her. 

      She tucks a curly lock behind her ear that we colored to match my costume. I think about how weird it is to see her dressed up. I should be used to it because she does this every Sunday.

      “You sure you can’t come?” I ask. 

      Rie is better at this kind of stuff than I am. She can make friends in seconds while I can be awkward and tend to get nervous and ramble on about nothing. Either that or I spill every detail of my life and overshare. 

      “You know my dad.” Rie rolls her blue eyes. It’s Sunday and she’s never allowed to miss dinner with her dad. It’s just the two of them and I’ve even gone a few times. They don’t really talk to each other and it’s always somewhere super fancy. I call Rie the black sheep of her family, but can you be the black sheep if there’s only two of you? 

      “Yeah, I know.” I let out a long sigh. 

      I get it and I can't say much. Her father owns the apartment building we live in. We only have to pay for the utilities. I guess you’d say we’re under his thumb somewhat, and although we could find a new place, this one is nice. I’m saving my money in the meantime but I’m not sure what for. I think it’s supposed to be college, but nothing is piquing my interest. I’m drifting and it’s unsettling. It’s probably why I’m trying to fit in so much at my new job. 

      I’m lucky to have Rie as a best friend. I practically ran from my parents’ house when I turned eighteen and Rie did the same. The only stipulation for her was she had to go to college. Her father is footing the bill but isn’t too happy that she’s leaning toward art as her major. She has time to pick what she wants since right now most of her coursework is basic classes she will need no matter what she chooses. 

      I, on the other hand, don’t have someone to pay for school, and my drive to do it is super sucking right now. Rie thinks I need time to breathe and be free from my parents. My home life was chaotic. Eighteen years living with my parents and I still don’t understand them. At times they’re loving and other times they are just crazy. 

      I turn to look at myself in the mirror and realize I look like a cute hot mess.

      “You don’t think it’s too sexy?” I ask, because I’ve never worn a bodysuit before. Unlike the ladies at work, I eat the snickerdoodles and fill out all my womanly curves. I think the bodysuit shows them off in all the right places. Rie helped me pick it out and she always has a good eye for what will look good on me. 

      “No. Besides, people dress like big old sluts at costume parties.” She winks at me in the mirror. 

      I turn to the side to look at my tail. “This is pretty cool.” I give a little wiggle to make it shake back and forth. 

      “You look awesome, Rosa. You’re going to kill it. Is there a costume competition?” Rie smooths out her dress and double checks she doesn’t have any wrinkles.

      “I don’t think so.” I try and think back to what Tiffany told me and I don’t recall anything about a competition. Only to dress up and bring a dish. 

      “Well, if there is one you’re so winning.” She smacks my ass, making me scream. 

      “That bodysuit is thinner than I thought,” she laughs, looking at her hand that just assaulted my butt. “Do you have underwear on?” 

      I shake my head. “It showed! It’s not like anyone will know I don’t.” No one is going to be trying to get their hands in my bodysuit. I straighten out my soft blue tutu. 

      “If you say so. Come on, I’ll drop you off on my way to see good old Dad.” I follow her out of my room and she stops to put on her fancy heels. The way Rie dresses up to see her father is so night and day to who she really is. She’s always in yoga pants and giant sweaters or shirts that are covered in paint. Unless it’s the summer, then she tends to just wear a sports bra. 

      “I’ll come by the picnic afterward,” she tries to reassure me when she sees my forlorn expression. “I’ll put some bitches in their place.” I laugh. 

      My sad look isn’t about going to the picnic alone or them not liking me. It’s for Rie pretending to be someone she isn’t every week. 

      “If I hold out that long. I might melt.” I open the door to our apartment and the heat hits me instantly. I hope this place has shade or something. 

      “You forgot this.” Rie grabs the fruit plate I prepared for the picnic. Lesson learned, no cookies. But you can bet your booty I’m bringing some cream cheese dip to go with this fruit.
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      “You’re buying this time,” Chief laughs as he slaps me on the shoulder and we walk into McCarthy’s bar. 

      “I think your old age is getting to you, Chief. I believe it’s your turn.” 

      The fire chief rolls his eyes and I smile. He’s only five years older than me but we’ve been friends a long time and he’s the chief of our department. 

      “I can’t remember. Do they let rookies at the bar here?” 

      “Rookie?” I call out as we lean against the bar and I raise my fingers for two beers. 

      The bartender raises his chin and slides the beers down the long wooden plank. Chief and I grab them. 

      Just as I bring the bottle to my lips, the walkie-talkie at my side sounds. I reach down and bring it up to my ear as Chief shakes his head. 

      “We’re not on call, Blaze.” 

      Regardless, I listen in for the address to see how far away it is. After a second I look at him and his face falls as he sets down his beer. 

      “It’s over in the park, on Smith and Second. That’s us,” I say, pulling some cash out and leaving it on the bar. “Let’s go.” 

      “You just don’t know when to quit,” Chief grumbles as I tell the dispatcher over the radio that we’re taking it. 

      I’m a part-time firefighter in a small suburb of Chicago, but I usually work full-time hours. It’s not that they need the help, I just like the distraction. When I was in college I lost both my parents in a car crash and I dropped out. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do now that I didn’t have them or their support. I’d thought I wanted to be a banker or something like that and majored in business, but after the shock of losing them, I realized that life is short. 

      Luckily my parents had life insurance and it took care of me. I’ve never had to worry about money, but I’ve always been really careful with it. I never wanted to waste the gift I was given, so when I sat back and thought about what I wanted to do, I realized that helping people was what was in my heart. 

      I had a buddy from high school that reached out to me after I lost my parents and made me go to the gym with him. We started working out every day, and the more I did it, the better I felt. It was at the gym where I would watch the firefighters work out and sometimes I’d see them in the middle of a rep and their radios would go off and they’d have to jet out. They’d hop in their trucks and hit the sirens and I remember standing there watching them leave thinking I should go help too. It truly was a calling inside of me. My need to go into the burning building and rescue someone overrode my need to sit back and watch. 

      I went through the training and Chief was one of my instructors. We ended up getting along and he said he saw a lot of promise in me. The department didn’t have a full-time spot, but I let Chief know that I didn’t want to take the full-time pay away from a firefighter that needed it. Part-time was just fine by me, and late-night hours too. I don’t like being alone and most nights I sleep at the firehouse even if I’m off. 

      Maybe my parents knew one day I’d end up in this job and that’s why they named me Blaze. Everyone thinks it’s a nickname, but I don’t mind it. I was born to do this job, and I work hard at it. I don’t have a lot in my life besides the crew I work with, and it’s okay with me. 

      Some people might think it’s lonely but I’ve gotten used to it. The guys at the station are my family and I really don’t have time for much else. I can’t remember the last time I looked at a woman and felt even a hint of a spark. So what’s the point of wasting my time with women if they mean nothing? I remember how much my parents loved each other, and I won’t settle for anything less than that. Until I find the one, I just plan on working and doing what I can to save lives. 

      “What was the call for?” Chief asks as we hop in the truck and hit the sirens. 

      “A non-emergency, but they’re sending an ambulance,” I tell him as I cut through a red light and head south. 

      There are different levels of emergencies we can be sent to cover, and thankfully since we don’t have our gear this one doesn’t require much. We just need to show up and assist any medical personnel and check for fire safety. 

      “Good. Maybe we can get back to McCarthy’s before my beer gets hot.” 

      I shake my head as I make the turn and see a giant crowd in the park. “What the hell?” I say to myself when I see something that looks like a unicorn.
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      “Oh God,” I whisper to myself when I see no one else is dressed up for the office picnic. 

      Most of the men are in shorts and polos and the girls are all in summer dresses and heels. I’m not sure how they’re walking in the grass with them on. 

      I don't just stand out, I have a freaking spotlight on me. People keep turning to look at me wondering what the heck I’m doing. I’m not sure if I should run and hide or stick it out. I think the girls want me to run away in embarrassment, and truthfully that’s what I really want to do. I don’t understand what I’ve done to these women to make them dislike me so much. To go as far as making up a lie that this was a costume party to try to embarrass me. I should have known better. I’m always too naïve and trusting when it comes to people. I should have gone with my gut because they’ve been so rude to me from the beginning. Why would this be any different? 

      “Are you here to perform or something?” Mike from Accounting asks me as his eyes roam over my outfit. 

      “I’m Rosa. From the front desk,” I remind him. I see the man every morning when he comes in to work. I guess because I dress in clothes that cover myself he hasn't taken the time to notice me. I want to roll my eyes at him, but I’m the one in the middle of a park in a unicorn costume. I don't have room for judgment right now. 

      “Rosa.” He repeats my name as he pulls his beer away from his mouth to run his eyes over me again. The first time was enough to make my skin scrawl. 

      I think Rie was wrong about this outfit. It isn't leaving much to the imagination, and Mike is making sure to take in every inch of me. This bodysuit was a bad idea, plus it’s hot. I thought the white would help keep the sun from beating down on me but it’s not. 

      “Didn’t recognize you with the color in your hair.” So he says, but his eyes never come to my face, let alone my hair. “They paying you to put on a show or something?” He doesn’t wait for a response from me as he keeps on talking. “I had no clue this was under those boxy suits you wear.” He licks his lips before taking another pull from his beer. 

      I glance over toward the girls I share an office with, who are glaring at me. What the hell? I should be the one making faces. They’re dressed up in cute rompers while I have a freaking tail! I don’t know which is worse, the giggles from moments ago or the look of death they’re giving me now. It must have something to do with Mike talking to me. 

      I try to take a step back from Mike because he’s slowly inching in closer. When his hand reaches up to touch my hair, I smack it out of instinct. I don’t want a random person touching me.

      “I was just going to see what’s in it.” He acts like I’m the weird one. 

      “It’s just some spray-in dye with glitter,” I answer as I take another step back from the man and almost trip over my tail. 

      I should call it a day. I came to make friends but now Mike is the only person talking to me and he’s the last person I want to talk to. I know way more about him than I should since the girls like to talk and most of that talk is about him. He gets around the office and the ladies fight over him. I don’t get it.

      They say he’s the whole package because he’s smart, good-looking, and his daddy owns the company. I don’t think he’s too bright if he can’t remember the woman who greets him every day. Or he’s just a pretentious asshole that wears shirts two sizes too small. His muscles look like they are trying to break free and I almost feel bad for them. 

      “Does that hurt?” I ask, nodding to his arm. I’m pretty sure his shirt is cutting off circulation to his bicep. 

      “Nope. Got it inked on me last year.” He mistakenly thinks I’m talking about his tattoo. “I’ll show you.” He gives me a wink as he pulls his shirt over his head. 

      I panic and look around for some kind of help. There are a few other guys standing close that I know are from his department. They are pretty much rolling their eyes at Mike as they go back to drinking their beers. As for the girls in my office, they all come running over. 

      “That’s so sweet of you to give her a shirt to cover up with, Mike.” Shelly uses her hand to make a sweeping motion at my unicorn costume.

      “You told me it was a costume picnic.”

      Shelly bursts into laughter. “Have you ever heard of a picnic costume party before?” She gives me a look that says I’m the dumbest person in the world. Maybe I am, but part of me is hoping that I’m more trusting than anything. 

      “Don’t look so upset about it,” Tiffany snips at me. “Count it as, like, an initiation.” It doesn’t feel like I’m being initiated into anything except a circle of mean girls. I’m going to keep my head down and stop trying to be friends with these people. 

      “I think I’m going to leave,” I say. 

      Now that Mike’s shirt is off I can see his tattoo. He should find a shirt with full sleeves to cover it up. Instead of putting his shirt on, he throws it over his bare shoulder and I secretly hope he gets a sunburn. Luckily all the girls start trying to get his attention and I realize this is my chance to sneak away. 

      I turn to make a run for it but then jerk back as Mike steps his foot down on my tail. I hear a rip and realize the tail probably partially tore off, but then I hear the sound of a tick tick tick. Whatever weird device Rie put in there, it doesn’t sound too happy about being stomped on. 

      Sparks start to fly out of the end of the tail and glitter begins to shoot out of it too. It almost looks like a 4th of July sparkler until part of the grass starts to catch on fire and I realize the tail is still connected to me with half my ass showing! 

      I scream but everyone stands there in shock. Of course this is how I’m doing to die. I can see the headlines now. Unicorn Goes Up in Flames at Company Barbecue. At this point I don’t think things can get worse, but then out of nowhere pops up the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. 

      I am in sheer panic mode but all I can see are the perfect dimples on either side of his cheeks. I’m starting to think maybe I’ve already caught fire and I’m in heaven because no man on earth should look that good.
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      There’s smoke all around her and several people nearby stomping out the flames in the grass. Luckily it rained earlier today so I don’t think there’s chance of a wildfire, but we’ll still make sure. Chief grabs the equipment from the back and goes in spraying while shouting for people to back up. 

      The sound of an ambulance blares in the distance as it gets closer, and I call in to dispatch to report what’s going on. As I get closer I see what looks like a mess of pastel paint and glitter at the center of it all. And if I haven’t lost my mind completely, it looks like a Roman candle is coming out of her barely covered ass. 

      “I think…” I pause with the radio up to my mouth. “I’ve found a unicorn?” 

      “What?” Wanda calls from the other end of the radio, but I ignore her. 

      This isn’t the time to be unprofessional, but dear Lord this poor girl is a mess and I’m trying to hide my smile. I’ve always been told I’ve got a baby face because I’ve still got chubby cheeks with overly pronounced dimples and lips that would make a Real Housewife jealous. 

      “Hey there, Officer,” a woman nearby offers as she looks me up and down. There’s a dude standing next to her with no shirt on and I’m not sure why. This doesn’t really seem like the place for it. 

      Just as I get closer to the unicorn I see Chief blast her back end with the fire extinguisher and the flames from the tail dissipate. It’s then I finally see her face fully and just as soon as we lock eyes she bursts into tears. 

      Suddenly the scene isn’t so comical anymore and I have this need to go to her and make it okay. I rush straight up to her and she practically falls into my arms as the crowd of people around her just stare. 

      I’m angry that not only were they just looking at her while her costume was on fire, but no one is offering to comfort her while she’s obviously in distress. Who the fuck are these people? 

      “Clear out!” I shout to the crowd and it only takes a second before they start to back away. “Shh, it’s okay,” I say as she releases big, heaving sobs against my chest. 

      “What’s the situation?” I hear from beside me. The EMTs are on the scene. 

      “Possible burn injury on her…um—”

      “Her ass,” Chief says as he sprays her once more with the fire extinguisher. 

      “What the hell, Chief?” I say, waving away some of the foam, and he just shrugs. 

      “Miss, what’s your name?” the EMT asks as they try to assess the damage. 

      “R-Rosabelle,” she stammers as she continues to cry against me.

      Her body is so soft and small against mine, and I rest my cheek on her forehead and wrap both of my arms around her. I just have this overwhelming need to protect her and make her feel better. She sniffles a little as I rub her back and I think the immediate shock of what happened might be over. 

      I look around and recognize one of the EMTs nearby. “Hey, April, can you grab me a blanket? I think we can do this in the back of the truck.” 

      “Sure thing,” she calls out and pulls one out of her bag. 

      I grab it with one hand and open it up to drape around Rosabelle’s body. She leans her head back to look up at me and her dark brown eyes are the most beautiful I’ve ever seen. They’re like hot cocoa on a winter night and as I look at her, I wonder what it would be like to cuddle her in front of a fire. 

      “Rosabelle, I’m April. I’d like to take you over to the ambulance so we can check you over. Okay?” 

      The words cause her to break eye contact and it startles me. What the hell was that? It felt like I was falling down a tunnel or going on a roller coaster. The way she looked at me made my stomach drop but in a way that thrilled me. Jesus, my cock is hard and I’m sweating and I think I feel faint. Maybe I should go in the ambulance too. 

      “Can he come with me?” Rosabelle asks softly, echoing my thoughts. 

      “I’m not going anywhere, little unicorn.” When she looks up at me through her wet lashes I smile reassuringly at her. 

      “Sure he can,” April says as she helps put an arm around her and then winks over the top of Rosabelle’s head to me. “But don’t let his good looks fool you. Blaze here is a real piece of work.” 

      “What?” I pretend to be offended but I’ve worked with April a long time. She’s what I imagine my mom would have been like if she were still alive. Tough as nails with a side of sass. 

      “He spends all his time working,” April complains. 

      “Don’t listen to her. She’s the one that won’t go home to that husband of hers,” I whisper to Rosabelle and I see a smile tug at her lips. 

      “Frank can heat up his own damn dinner,” April grumbles as we get to the ambulance and I help Rosabelle into the back. 

      There’s a cot inside and April gets in with her while I stand outside. There’s still a crowd of people having what looks like a party at the park, but they’re far enough away and the door is blocking Rosabelle as much as possible. I turn around and face away from her to give her some privacy, but I’m not ready to leave her. Besides, she did just ask me to stay, didn’t she? 

      “Okay, Rosabelle, lie back on the cot and tell me what happened. I’m just going to check you over and make sure you don’t have any injuries,” I hear April say from behind me. “Tell me if you’re hurting anywhere, okay?” 

      “I think it’s just my pride at this point.” Her voice is so soft but the way she speaks is like a melody and I’m straining my ear to catch every syllable. 

      “I’ll tell you something, honey,” April says, speaking quietly. “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my time, so no matter how bad you think this is, I’ve got a hundred stories to top it.” 

      “I think my coworkers were trying to prank me by telling me this was a costume party. Long story short, my tail caught on fire.” She sounds so sad when she says it and I glare at the crowd, trying to find out who would do this to such a sweet person. 

      I hear material ripping from inside the ambulance, and then April says, “I don’t think we can save the leggings, but I can give you something to cover up with until you get home.” 

      “Nothing feels painful. Does everything look okay?” 

      “Surprisingly, it’s just the tail and you didn’t get any damage from the sparks.” There’s more rustling and then I hear April lower her voice. “You know, if I was about thirty years younger I’d chase down that cutie outside waiting on you.” 

      “Oh?” Rosabelle says, and I lean closer to the ambulance. 

      “He’s too young to be working so much. He needs a woman to make him put down some roots.” April lets out a laugh. “A man like him ought to make about a dozen babies.” 

      Rosabelle coughs and then April laughs. “Is there someone we can call? Boyfriend, husband?” 

      “Rosa!” I hear shouted from nearby and a woman with dark curly hair comes running over. “Oh my God, are you okay? What happened?” 

      “And you are?” I ask, holding out my arm so she can’t get into the ambulance. 

      “Rie, her best friend,” she says, shoving my arm away. “Rosa, dear sweet drama llama, what have you done?” 

      “Oh nothing, just the tail you pinned on me exploded!” Rosabelle shouts. 

      Rie’s eyes widen for a second and then suddenly she bursts into laughter. I step forward thinking I’m going to have to stop her when I hear Rosabelle laughing from inside too, and then a roll of gauze comes flying out to hit Rie in the face. 

      “You could have killed me!” 

      I hear some rustling and think she must be about to come out but just as I’m about to see her, Chief walks up and slaps me on the arm. “Gotta go, Blaze,” he says before he takes off running toward the truck. 

      “Shit,” I say as I look down and realize I turned off my radio after we got here. I hesitate for a second, but I hear the siren on the truck and I can’t wait. I take off running as fast as I can, and every step I put between us is a space that makes my chest pound. 

      I don’t know how but I’m going to find her again.
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      “I’m quitting,” I tell Rie as I drop down into the sofa. I cannot go back to that office. I had to wash my hair five times to get the smell of smoke out of it. “Also, are you sure this hair dye washes out?” 

      I look down at my hair that still has shades of blue and teal in it. After spending over an hour in the shower it should have washed out, but it didn’t and now my towels are ruined.

      Rie picks up one of the discarded boxes out of the trash can and I know before she opens her mouth it’s not the kind that washes out.

      “We can run out and get something to cover it up,” she offers before dropping the box back into the trash can. “But I think it looks cute like it is.” 

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m not going back to that place tomorrow.” I have no idea if there is even a work policy against blue hair or not but it can stay that way for now. 

      “So you’re quitting? You’re going to let those bitches win?” Rie leans against the wall in the kitchen. 

      “They didn’t even care that I was on fire! Why would I want to work with those people? They all stood there watching me as my life flashed before my eyes.” A life that was boring to say the least. I haven’t done much in life and the experience made me wonder what more I could be doing. This job is not it. 

      “There are always going to be people like them in life. It is what it is.” Rie pushes off the wall and comes over to sit with me on the sofa. “They’re lucky I got there late. All of these bitches would have needed new nose jobs if I hadn’t been so focused on making sure you were okay.”

      Rie might be tiny but she can throw a punch. I saw her do it in the boxing classes she takes. She calls it “working out” but I call it hell unless you get to just watch. Her father hates that she does it, especially when she shows up with bruises on her face. 

      “They aren’t worth the jail time.” I let out a long sigh as I drop back onto the sofa. “I won’t be seeing them again so it doesn’t matter.” 

      “Yes, you will.” She hops up from the sofa and grabs us a couple of sodas. “This is part of being an adult; we don’t run from bullies. Hell, you don’t have to fight them, but you don’t let them push you out.”

      I know she’s right but God, it’s hard when no one likes you. “I just don’t see what they have against me.” I open my soda and take a long drink. 

      I know I have to go back tomorrow and at least give my two weeks’ notice. And I have to start looking for a new job too. I don’t want to flake out on the company, but it’s telling since they haven’t reached out to make sure I was okay. 

      I feel so aimless and unsure what I want to do for work. Every time I think about what I want in life nothing ever sparks inside of me. Well, I did find some excitement for the fireman I threw myself at. Although I’m pretty sure crushing on a mystery man isn’t a profession. I’ll probably never see him again, but even with everything that happened I can’t stop thinking about him.

      “What’s got that dreamy look in your eyes?” Rie asks, breaking into my thoughts. My cheeks burn from being busted. “It’s the fireman, isn't it?” I knew she’d know. Rie can always read me so well. “I heard someone call him Blaze. His name sounds pretty badass,” she teases. 

      “I’m not into badasses,” I remind her. Those types of men have never been my thing, but Rie wants them as bad as they come. I’m not sure if that’s really what she’s into or if it’s another way to try and dig at her father. 

      “They might have been calling him Blaze but he didn’t look like a bad boy.” 

      No, in the moment he’d been my guardian angel. He saved my life and held me close while I wept in his arms. He was sweet and handsome. Probably the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. I didn't know dimples could look that good, but damn. Those rounded cheeks and his big smile with perfectly straight teeth. I can’t get the image of his full lips and how soft they were out of my head.

      “Then he took off,” I remind her—and myself—as the image of him dissolves. 

      “He got a call, Rosa. It’s kind of his job.” She gives me a little nudge with her shoulder. 

      I hadn't wanted him to leave, but I understood why. 

      “We can track him down.” Rie pulls out her cell phone and starts clicking away. She’s killer at social media stalking. I should tell her to stop but there’s no point. She’s on a mission, but it’s not like I’m going to find him and track him down. What would I say? Thanks for saving my life and let me cry all over you. Want to go out sometime? I swear I won’t dress up like a unicorn and catch fire. My shyness would never let that happen. I’m still shocked at how I clung to him to begin with. 

      “He doesn't have a social media account. What a weirdo.” 

      “I don’t have one,” I remind her. 

      “Yes you do.” 

      I roll my eyes. She’s made me one but I never use it. I don’t think I’ve ever made a post or even logged into it. The only thing that would possibly show up is whatever profile picture she gave me and whenever she tags me in something. 

      “The firehouse has one.” She makes an evil smirk that says nothing will stop her now. “Found it.” 

      She turns her phone so I can see the screen and on it is a picture of Blaze. He’s leaning up against one of the fire trucks smiling with one of those dimples on full display. I wonder what has put the smile on his face. I look at the date of the post and it says it was only posted a little bit ago. 

      “I normally like them a little rough, but I’d make an exception for him.” I smack her arm, which sends her phone flying. “I was teasing!” she laughs, bending down to pick her phone up from off the floor. “You must really be crushing.” 

      “It doesn't matter. I’m not going to see him again.” Rie starts to say something but I cut her off. “You’re not setting anything on fire.” I point at her, knowing what she’s thinking. 

      “It was just an idea.” I shake my head at her with a solid no. “Okay. How about we make a thank-you basket full of your snickerdoodles and we take it down to the fire station?” she suggests. 

      “I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough in front of that man.” I don't need to go another round, and being shot down by him would be killer. I’ve never come on to a man before and I know I’d end up in some crazy mess the same way I did when I dressed up like a unicorn. I can see it now. Rie would try and dress me up in heels and I’d fall flat on my face right in front of him. 

      “You only live once,” Rie reminds me. “What if he’s, like, your one?” 

      “You don’t believe in the ones,” I remind her, but she keeps on pushing. 

      “Can you blame me? If there was one person for everyone, my dad would have found one by now with the number of women he’s gone through.” She scrunches her face, making me wonder if he’s found a new woman and brought her to their lunch today.

      “I’ll think about it.” I give in because she’s right. You really only live once. 

      He was the first thing in forever that got me excited about something. Unlike Rie, I do believe in finding the one. What if Blaze is mine? 

      Plus, it’s not as though I can make it any worse than I already have. Right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Blaze

        

      

    

    
      “Gotcha,” Chief says from nearby and I look up to see him holding his phone at me. 

      “Did you just take my picture?” My smile falls as I walk over to him. 

      “We need your pretty face to give our firehouse some love. You know my ugly mug can’t do it.” 

      “It’s because you scowl so much,” I say before trying to take his phone from him. “What are you doing with that?” 

      “Posting it to our social media. Why don’t you tell me what had you smiling so big?” 

      “None of your business.” 

      I turn around and go back over to the truck to start cleaning out some of the gear. My thoughts instantly drift back to that glittery unicorn covered in fire extinguisher foam and tears. It shouldn’t make me smile so much, but the way she fell right into my arms did something to me. It made her endearing and her clumsiness makes me want to follow her around so nothing bad happens to her. 

      By the time we handled the call that took us away from her, it was too late. I went back to the park but everyone was gone, and disappointment hit me harder than I thought it would. It surprised me how my heart fell when I couldn’t find her, but I’m hoping for a phone call any moment that can point me in the right direction. 

      As if my hopes have sprung to life, my cell phone rings. 

      “I know why you’re calling me and we both know I can’t give you what you want,” April says, but I can hear the smile in her voice. 

      “Come on, I know you had to write down her info somewhere. Just a phone number. I could call and do your follow-up for you.” I’m not above begging, and maybe even theft. 

      She sighs and then there’s a long pause. “It’s against the law for me to share medical information with you, Blaze.” 

      My hope begins to sink, and I’m already trying to think of another way to find her. 

      “I appreciate you calling, but I’ve got a long shift today.” 

      “I know, I just really—”

      “A really long shift.”

      “I heard you,” I say, but she keeps on talking. 

      “I’ll be out of my office all day.” 

      “Yeah, April, I know how your job goes.” 

      “All day. And I’ve got so much paperwork to file. It’s just sitting here on my desk.” 

      I straighten up as I realize what she’s trying to tell me. 

      “Who knows when I’ll be back here to take care of it? I guess it will just sit here until then.” 

      “That’s too bad,” I say as I walk over to my locker and grab my keys. 

      “Yep, we’re leaving now, so I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.” 

      “I owe you,” I say and she chuckles. 

      “Just don’t let me down.” 

      “Not this time.” I hear her laughing as I hang up the phone. “I’m out of here,” I call over my shoulder to Chief. 

      “You’re leaving?” He sounds like I’ve just told him I’m from another planet. “But you never leave during the day.” 

      He follows behind me as I get in my truck and crank it up. 

      “I’m not even on the schedule today.” I wink at him as I throw it in reverse. 

      “That never stopped you before. Where the hell are you going?” 

      “To find my unicorn.”

      His eyes widen as I turn on the radio and blast the music. 

      I can’t remember the last time I felt this good, and as I drive across town, the excitement feels so damn good. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but I know April wouldn’t do me wrong. 

      When I get to the emergency services building I park my truck and walk in the back. It’s not unusual for firefighters to be here and I wave at a few people I know. I don’t take the time to stop and chat because I’m on a mission. April’s office is at the end of a long corridor so it provides a little bit of privacy. The door is closed and the light is off, but when I grab the handle it turns. I breathe a sigh of relief because I would have straight-up broken a damn window to get in there. 

      I walk in and silently close the door behind me as I go over to her desk. Right on top I see yesterday’s cases and I flip the folder open. I read through until I see the word “unicorn” and stop. 

      “There you are,” I say to myself as I pull out my phone and enter in her name and number. 

      At the bottom she lists a work address as her home address and I see it’s a call center in town. I check my phone to see where exactly it is, but Google says it’s closed today. 

      I debate texting her right now, but I need to see her. Those brown eyes have me all kinds of twisted up and I can’t get her out of my head. I can wait until tomorrow and then ask her out to lunch. But can I wait that long? An internal debate starts and then I hear voices on the other side of the door and I remember where I am. 

      I close the file and then go to the door and press my ear to the glass and wait for the voices to fade. When they do I slip out and try to walk as calmly as I can back out to my truck. I get behind the wheel and I sit there for all of three seconds before I give in and send her a text. 

      I was never one for patience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Rosabelle

        

      

    

    
      I take another screenshot and send it to Rie. I have no idea how to respond to Blaze’s last text. We have been texting back and forth since last night and I’m all aflutter. 

      Rie: He’s flirting with you! Chill out. He wants you bad. 

      She’s been saying that since he sent me the first text. I click back over to the text Blaze sent me that says he still has glitter on himself and he can’t get it off. 

      Me: Sorry! I had no idea how much my friend put in that tail and on me. I think I’m still wearing some myself. My hair might still be a little blue too. 

      I reach up, touching my hair and wanting him to have that small warning before he sees me. Rie said we could dye it back to my normal color but she thinks it looks good on me. I’m not sure how I feel about it yet. It’s different and fun but it isn’t helping me fit in around the office, that’s for sure. 

      Blaze: I love the blue but I think you could pull any color off.

      He even adds a winky face to the text, making me smile so big it almost hurts my face. I was so shocked when I got a text from him. I don’t know how he got my number but I don’t care. I was about to go down to the firehouse and try and find him myself with Rie’s encouragement. It made me feel good that he found me first. It turned my crappy, depressing night into all smiles. 

      “What are you smiling about?” Carrie asks as she stops in front of my cubicle. 

      I look up from my phone that I probably shouldn’t be on, although I see the others on theirs all the time. Besides, it’s almost lunchtime. 

      “Nothing.” I put the phone down on my desk and she rolls her eyes. I wait, wondering why she came over to begin with. It’s not like she ever wants to chat. It puts me on edge that she might be up to something and I don’t trust any of them after what they did to me at the picnic. I’m still upset with myself for being so gullible. Rie says it’s my heart and that I’m sweet to the core. Fuck these assholes for trying to mess with that.

      “You leaving your hair like that?” She gives me a look that lets me know she doesn’t approve of it. 

      “Yep,” I chirp. 

      For the first time I don’t care what they think of me. I’m here to do my job. I’m still looking for a new one but I’ve come to terms with the fact that these girls will never like me and I don’t want to be their friend. Why would I after the way they’ve treated me? I’m sure they do the same to others, and who wants friends like that? Not me. I’d rather have no friends at all. I’m never giving up Rie but I don’t need new ones, nor will I be going out of my way for any of them now. I’ve always been extra helpful around the office for anyone that needs it, but not anymore. I’m going to keep my eyes on my own paper until I find a replacement. 

      “So you want to look like a Smurf?” She laughs at me and I hear a few more chuckles from behind me. I don’t have to look to know the other girls are enjoying this. 

      “What do you care?” I meet her gaze and she looks taken aback by my question. Or maybe it’s because I’m actually challenging her. I wish Rie were here. She’d be cheering me on. 

      “I was just nicely trying to let you know it’s not a good look on you.” She narrows her eyes at me as if giving me a silent warning not to mess with her. 

      I don’t want to mess with her. I want to be left alone. They are the ones that aren't getting that message. 

      “Well, I didn’t ask if you liked it so keep your opinions to yourself.” I stand up from my desk, open my bottom drawer, and grab my bag. I’m going to enjoy my lunch date with Blaze and put this out of my mind. I’m nervous and excited about it all at once and I’m not going to let her sour my mood. 

      “Are you really this pissed about the costume joke?” She gives me another one of her eyerolls and it’s then I see she has a folder in her hand. I’m guessing there’s something she wants me to do for her, which is the same something that would have me working through my lunch for her. 

      “You guys lied to me and did nothing when I caught on fire.” I want my words to have more power to them but they don’t. I can’t help the hurt that bleeds through and I don’t understand how people can be so mean to one another. 

      She starts to respond but I walk away, not listening to her. I’m sure I’ll get her two cents when I get back but she’s not worth it. 

      I walk to the front doors to meet up with Blaze, but my excitement fades when I see Mike standing there. His eyes are tracking me and I know there’s no escaping him. I dodged him this morning before I ducked into the bathroom. Now he’s right in my path with a smirk on his lips. 

      Dang it. He comes right toward me, getting into my personal space and making me feel uncomfortable. I really have to find a new job.
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      “Rosabelle,” I say again to the woman at the desk. She’s not looking up from her computer and it’s not exactly the best customer service. 

      Rosabelle told me she worked at a call center and it was nothing fancy. I got here a little early and thought I could go see where her desk is, but apparently the receptionist doesn’t know who I’m talking about. 

      She clicks away on her keyboard and my frustration begins to build. I walk away from the desk to look down the hall and see if I can spot her. Blue hair can’t be that common in a room that’s almost entirely beige.

      It’s one gigantic open room with cubicles throughout. There’s a row of windows on one side, but other than that it’s fluorescent lighting with nothing worth looking at. It’s a little depressing as my eyes scan the room and I think about being trapped in here all day long. I couldn’t do it, but maybe some people don’t like being outdoors. 

      Just then I see a shock of blue hair coming around the corner, but then it stops. Ignoring the unhelpful woman at the desk, I walk through the doorway and down the side of the room so I can get a better look. I’m almost around the corner to where she is when I hear her voice. 

      “Excuse me, Mike. I’m running late.” 

      “Where you headed off to?” Mike asks. 

      I’m surprised by the jealousy that hits me, but I guess meeting her the way I did made me feel protective of her from the start. 

      “An appointment.” She sounds irritated and my eyebrows draw together. Is she annoyed she has to meet me or because she has to talk to this guy? 

      “I like the new look.” Mike’s voice is low and smooth and I involuntarily clench my fist at my side. “What are you doing after work? Why don’t you come by my place and watch me workout?” 

      My anger swells to the point that there’s a ringing in my ears and I have no choice but to step out from around the corner. As soon as I do, I see Rosabelle looking up at him and the instant I see how uncomfortable she is, I go to her. It’s then I realize the guy she is talking to is the shirtless douchebag from the park. 

      “Blaze,” she calls when she sees me and I watch her face transform from worry to utter relief and that does everything to calm my insecurities. 

      “Hey, beautiful,” I say, and without a second of hesitation I open my arms and wrap her up in them. 

      I watch her cheeks flush with color, but I don’t care. I can’t wipe the grin off my face or describe how damn good she feels in my arms. 

      I hear Mike clear his throat, but lions don’t wait for sheep to tell them what to do. 

      “Miss me?” Those big brown eyes of hers are so soft and warm as she smiles and bites her lip. “Me too,” I say softly as I hug her again. 

      What is it about her? I’ve never wanted to just hold a woman before, and with Rosabelle, the feel of her soft body in my arms heats every inch of me. It’s like Christmas morning and going on a roller coaster all at once. It’s excitement and happiness and I don’t want it to stop. 

      The sound of my stomach grumbling makes her laugh, and when I look up I see Mike is gone. Good. 

      “Let’s get out of here.” I grab her hand and we walk out of the building to my truck. “It’s a bit tall so let me help you up.” 

      When we get to the passenger door I open it and grab her by the hips. She lets out a little squeak as I place her inside and then walk around. 

      “Where are we going?” she asks as she buckles up and I do the same. 

      “How about tacos?” I offer, and she nods, her smile getting bigger. 

      “Awesome. There’s a taco truck near the park. We can sit and eat afterwards.” At the mention of the park I can see the grimace on her face. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Well, I’m not wearing an exploding tail today, so that’s helpful.” 

      “I bet you looked great before you caught on fire.” I wink at her before I reach over and grab her hand. 

      “I thought I looked pretty cute too. Until I got there and no one else was dressed up.” She shrugs as she looks out the window. 

      “Did they do that to you on purpose?” She nods but doesn’t look back at me, and I give her small hand a squeeze. When she turns to me I smile at her. “When I was in high school the guys on my lacrosse team stole my clothes and threw them on my car. I had to walk from the gym to the parking lot completely naked. While the state cheering competition was being held at our school. So I know a little about being embarrassed in front of a big crowd.” 

      “Oh, God, I would have died. At least I wasn’t naked.” I see a smile tug at her lips as I stop at a red light. 

      “Yeah, I might have had a different reaction to you throwing yourself in my arms if that were the case.” I lean over slowly as her lips part and I smile as I cup her cheek. “One day, little unicorn,” I whisper against her mouth right before I kiss her. 

      The first thing that goes through my mind is how damn sweet she is. She’s like cotton candy and sunshine and it warms me from top to bottom. When I feel her tongue touch mine, I reach over with both hands and pull her closer. Instinct takes over and I want her against me, under me and wrapped around my body. My blood heats up and I can feel my heartbeat in my veins. Adrenaline spikes and the kiss has gone from soft and sweet to hungry and ravenous in a half a second. Her hands go to my chest and tighten in my shirt. That need for me only spurs on my efforts. 

      The blaring of multiple horns behind us sound and I pull away to glare at them. I feel Rosabelle laugh in my arms and I look to see a sheepish smile on her face. 

      “Later,” I manage to say, catching my breath. “We’ll do that again later.” 

      She nods as she shyly tucks her chin and I drive forward. I need a cold shower or something because I feel hot and sweaty after just one kiss. 

      Damn, this woman is magic.
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      Walking through the park, he held my hand and we talked for a while. He told me about himself a little bit but mostly asked questions about me. Thankfully it’s not too hot today and there are still seats in the shade. The trucks are crowded but the good ones are always busy and it gives us more time to talk. Or flirt, which is what it feels like. Every time he smiles at me his dimples show and it sends little waves of pleasure all the way down my body. How can just a smile do that? 

      I’ve never talked so much to one person in my life other than Rei, and once we get our food I feel like maybe I should slow down a little. 

      We find a small bench to sit down and enjoy our food together, and as soon as I look at the four yummy tacos in my lap I think maybe lunch wasn't the best idea.

      My mouth still tingles from Blaze kissing me and I’m not sure if it's food I’m craving or him. Either way, I have no clue how to eat this without being messy. Can anyone make eating a taco look cute? I’m guessing not. 

      I glance up at Blaze, who is sitting in front of me with his eight tacos in front of him. “Do you want something else?” He looks down at my basket that I haven’t touched yet. 

      “No, they’re fine.” I go to pick one up and he gives me a big smile before shoving a whole taco into his mouth at once. I fight a laugh before digging into mine. I guess I don’t have to worry about being ladylike. 

      “Sorry. When it comes to food my control isn't great,” he tells me before going for another one.

      I eat mine and no longer care that my mouth is likely covered in sour cream and salsa. I let out a small moan at the delicious taste of them. There is nothing better than a taco truck. I don’t know what secret ingredient they have in those things, but it’s addicting.

      Blaze’s next taco pauses halfway to his mouth as he watches me. My face warms as I realize I just moaned again while chewing. I try and focus on my food the best I can because I hadn’t meant to make that sound. Did I make that same sound when he kissed me? It’s probably because he’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my life. 

      I can feel Blaze watching me but I keep eating, not looking back up at him and not really tasting the tacos anymore. All I can think about is Blaze. I can smell whatever body wash he uses from when he wrapped his arm around me. I remember it from when he showed up and saved me from Mike and I don’t want it to fade. I didn't get to see Mike’s reaction because I was so focused on Blaze pulling me close. Then he called me beautiful and I was lucky I didn’t explode in a cloud of glitter. I felt as though I might at his sweetness. This man is really too good to be true. I also hope that with how he’s acting, Mike gets the hint I’m taken. Not that Blaze and I are doing more than going to lunch, but having another guy around with me will hopefully steer him in another direction.

      “You want more?” Blaze breaks me from my thoughts and I realize I’ve polished off my last taco. 

      My stomach’s full but I’m still hungry for something else—I’m pretty sure for Blaze—but I need to get back to my stupid job before too long. 

      “No, I’m good.” His hand comes up and then I feel his thumb swipe the side of my mouth. “Thanks.” I grab a napkin and wipe it all over so I know I got everything. 

      Blaze tore through his tacos and there isn't anything left on his plate or his face. He seriously left nothing behind. 

      “No dessert?” He nods toward an ice cream cart and I sigh. 

      “I wish. I need to get back.” He grabs my trash with his own and throws them away as I get to my feet. I really don’t want our lunch to be over. 

      “All right. I’ll take you back to work, but I get to take you for dessert later.” He puts his arm around me and tucks me close to his side as he guides me back to his truck. 

      “That sounds nice,” I agree. Now I really have something to look forward to and the excited butterflies are back. 

      He helps me up into his truck again and this time after he lifts me up, his hands linger on my hips for just a second longer than before. The heat that radiates through me from just this simple touch is almost embarrassing. 

      “I’ll try and stop texting you so much. I know you’re working,” he says when he gets in and begins to drive to my office building.

      “No,” I rush to say, and his smile spreads. “I mean, it’s totally fine, you don’t have to stop unless you’re busy too.” Again I have to fight from turning red. Jesus, I really cannot play it cool. “I’m looking for a new job anyway. What are they going to do, fire me?” I shrug. 

      “You don’t like your job?” He glances over at me and his eyes soften. 

      I can tell Blaze loves his job and I wish I could say the same, but for the life of me I don’t know what I want. If anything, right now my mind is consumed with only Blaze. If being with him could be a full-time job, I’d apply.

      “I don’t know what I want to do with my life, to be completely honest,” I admit. 

      “You’ll find it. Trust me, I’ve been there before.” He reaches over and takes my hand in his. 

      He gives it a squeeze before picking it up and kissing my knuckles. I let out a small sigh and I don’t know why but his words help me feel settled for the first time in a long time. He gives me this feeling of calm I’ve never had before. 

      All too soon we’re pulling up to my work and he’s jumping out to come open my door. He grabs me when I unbuckle my seatbelt and helps me out of his truck. My body slides down his as he places me on my feet and I gasp at the feeling of him pressed fully against me. I don’t have time to take it all in before he’s kissing me. It’s deep but soft and I get completely lost in it. I forget I’m standing outside my office building and people are walking all around us. To be honest, I forget what country I’m in and what my name is. And I don’t care. I push every thought away except how damn good this feels as I dig my fingers into his shirt.

      “Tonight,” he says when he finally pulls back and leaves me breathless. I nod in agreement as I watch him physically force himself to take a step back from me. “Go inside before I snatch you up and take you home with me to have for dessert.” 

      My mouth falls open, and though it shocks me, it sounds like a wonderful and dirty idea. My face must show what I’m thinking because he gives my bottom a small smack that has me jumping and taking off toward the front door before he can snatch me away. I’m hot and excited and every part of my body tingles for that big muscled man with the baby face to come carry me away. 

      On the way back in I catch sight of a few of the girls standing outside watching me and I know from the looks on their faces they saw Blaze and me kissing. I hold my head up high as I walk past them and it takes everything in me not to tell them Blaze said he loves my blue hair. If anything, I should tell them thank you. If it wasn’t for their stupid prank on me I never would have met Blaze to begin with.
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      I double over in my chair and try hard not to let the Coke come out of my mouth. My abs tighten and my cheeks hurt and I can’t remember the last time I’ve laughed so hard. 

      We’re downtown at a restaurant on the water and the sun is setting in the distance. Rosabelle looks so fucking beautiful sitting across from me with a smile on her face as she shakes her head. 

      “It’s true!” she cries out as she hits me with her cloth napkin. “I was so worried a watermelon would grow in my belly I stayed up for three days straight.” 

      I’m finally able to take a full breath and lean back in my chair. She’s wearing a black strapless dress that hugs her breasts and waist but is loose at the bottom. But when I saw her wearing pink Converse with it, my heart leapt. She’s not like any other woman I’ve ever met, and something about how she follows her heart makes me want to stand closer to her, be a part of her. 

      “That’s so adorable.” 

      “I was terrified.” She shakes her head as she sips her wine. 

      I’m not drinking tonight just in case I get a call. We have enough guys to cover the shifts, but one guy broke his leg earlier today and the other got called out of town for a family emergency. Plus, Chief got a stomach flu yesterday, so it seems it all happened at once. They should be fine unless something bad happens, so I’ll keep my fingers crossed it stays quiet. 

      “What finally made you stop worrying?” 

      She takes another bite of her steak and shakes her head. “No way.” 

      “No way what?” I smile at her and lean close. “Now I have to know.” 

      She rolls her eyes and covers her face. “Let’s just say I saw the evidence that they were no longer inside me.” 

      I burst out laughing and she throws a roll at me. I catch it and put it on my plate, shaking my head. 

      “If it makes you feel any better I swallowed a penny when I was eight and my parents never found it,” I say, and her eyes widen. 

      “Seriously?” 

      “For weeks my parents had to check for it.” I give her a knowing look and she laughs in delight. “Nothing; it never came out. I keep thinking one day on an X-ray someone is going to find it.” 

      “You’re just telling me this to make me feel better.” She looks over her glass at me and I shake my head. 

      “I would have given anything to have known you as a kid.” 

      “Me too,” she says, and a comfortable silence passes between us. 

      “I can’t stop looking at you.” Her eyes cut away and her cheeks flush. “I’ve never seen something that makes me ache right here before.” I put my hand over my chest and I can feel my heart grow with every beat. It’s making room for her, for everything about her. 

      “You say such sweet things. I wonder if this is real.” She traces the edge of the table as if to test it to see if it will disappear. 

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I say without breaking eye contact, but just then my radio goes off and it’s dispatch telling me there’s a fire in the area. 

      “Looks like you might be,” Rosabelle says, and I shake my head as I call it in. 

      “Looks like we both are,” I say after I talk to them and throw some cash on the table. “Let’s go.” 

      I grab her hand and rush out of the restaurant with her hot on my heels. “You’re taking me with you?” 

      “No time to drop you off and the guys need me.” I open my driver’s side door and put her in that way to keep me from having to go all the way around. “Strap in, little unicorn. We’re breaking the speed limit.”

      “Oh shit,” she whispers when I hit the siren, but I see the edge of excitement in her eyes. 

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.” I put my hand on her thigh and she leans in to me. 

      “I know you won’t.” 

      There’s something between us that is so familiar and intimate. It’s like we’ve done this dance before and we each know the steps and which way our partner will turn. It’s so strange to just have met someone but to feel totally and completely enveloped in them. It’s like she walked up to me and gave me the keys to her heart. I can’t explain it and I’m not sure I want to try and figure it out. I just want to feel it and keep it forever. 

      “We’re here,” I say as I pull up on the curb and open my door. “Stay in the truck, and I’ll be back soon. You’ll be safe right here. Understand?” 

      “Got it,” she says with confidence and I drop down out of the seat. “Blaze!” she calls out right before I shut the door. She opens her mouth and then closes it but nothing comes. 

      “Yeah, beautiful?” 

      “Be careful.” There’s something in her eyes but I don’t have the time to read it or ask her about it. 

      “Anything for you.” I wink at her and the look goes away. Was she worried about me? 

      Her feeling anything for me puts a little pep in my step as I rush over to the truck to talk with the guys. They’ve got extra turnout gear in the truck and I suit up. They’ve already got things going and I look up to see smoke billowing from the upper stories of the building, and people are coming down the emergency escape. Once my oxygen is hooked up I start climbing the ladder to where a group of people are stuck. 

      It’s a long night but thankfully we get everyone out and nobody gets hurt. That’s what we want above all—to save lives. 

      But the best part about tonight is when it’s over, Rosabelle jumps out of the truck and leaps into my arms. She wraps herself around me and I hold her for a long time, just because I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Rosabelle

        

      

    

    
      “He’s like a real-life hero,” I tell Rie as we stand in the kitchen together. She’s already got her backpack on but she’s hanging on every word I tell her about Blaze. She was passed out on the sofa with her textbooks all around her when I got home last night. As much as I wanted to wake her and tell her about everything that happened, I knew she needed the sleep and it could wait. She, on the other hand, wanted to smack me when she realized I didn’t wake her up to tell her everything. 

      “I mean, it sucks our night was cut short, but to see him in action…” I pretend to fan myself. “So worth it.” I’d been so scared when he took off toward that building but proud at the same time. I’d fallen just a little in love with him in that moment.

      “I love the look he’s putting on your face.” Rie smiles at me, truly happy. This is the first time I’ve been excited about something in a long time. That feeling of being adrift is fading and it’s like something inside of me has settled.

      “He had to go back to the firehouse and do paperwork, so he dropped me off and gave me another one of those kisses.” I reach up and touch my lips. I tried to explain to Rie what it was like but there really aren’t words for them. “I didn't know kisses could be like that.” 

      “I think it has to be the right person.” 

      “Yeah,” I agree. There’s this connection between Blaze and me and it’s real. I don’t care if it’s crazy fast because I feel it bone deep and I’m trusting myself on this one. 

      We both turn to look at the front door when a knock sounds. “He’s taking me to work,” I tell Rie and try unsuccessfully to contain my excitement. 

      “Of course he is.” She walks past me and opens the door to reveal Blaze standing there in jeans and a black shirt that has his firehouse number across it. 

      It’s stretched tight against his broad chest and I think about how he must spend a lot of time in the gym. His body is perfection, which is crazy because I’ve seen how much he can eat. I think he could out-eat Rie and I’ve never said that about a person before in my life. Rie is tiny but she can put away a meal. 

      “Here to pick up our Rosabelle?” she asks Blaze, and he smirks. 

      “I brought food.” He holds up a bag and Rie snatches it from his hand. 

      “He’s a keeper!” she calls out as she walks out because she’s already running late for class. I’m sure she’ll text me later for more details. 

      “Thanks for the tip.” Blaze steps inside and I grab my purse. 

      I told him about Rie last night and we both shared about our families. Blaze’s parents sounded so wonderful but my heart hurt that he lost them. I told him Rie was my family and I couldn't be done with my parents any faster than they could have been done with me. Rie and I would be together forever, so of course I told him he’d have to win her over. The fastest way would be food and it looks like he really was listening. 

      “What about me?” I tease, but just then he grabs me around the waist and pulls me against him. His mouth comes down on mine and he kisses me until I’m breathless. 

      “Got your food in the truck.” His hand slides into mine and our fingers tangle together as we walk out of my apartment building. 

      “You okay?” I ask, giving his hand a squeeze. 

      “I’m a little tired but I’ll be fine.” 

      “Have you slept?” Normally I take the bus or catch a ride with Rie, but when Blaze offered to take me to work I jumped all over it. I wanted to see him as soon as I could and didn’t think about him not getting much time to rest.

      “I will after I drop you off,” he reassures me as he helps me into his truck. We drive in silence but guilt nags at me. 

      “Are you not hungry?” He pushes the bag of food at me. 

      “Thanks,” I say, taking the bag but not feeling so hungry anymore. “This was really sweet of you.” Not only has he not gotten any sleep, he stopped and got both Rie and me breakfast. “I’m sorry.” 

      I drop my head and feel more guilt. He pulls up to the office building at my work and takes a spot. He was probably up all night doing paperwork and I was selfish enough to take him up on driving me to work. 

      I look up when my seatbelt unclicks and in the blink of an eye I’m in Blaze’s lap.

      “What the hell are you sorry for?” he asks. “I’m the one trying to make up for our date getting side tracked.”

      “I don’t care about that,” I gasp. “I could have taken the bus or rode with Rie. You should be sleeping!” It was silly for him to stay up just to take me to work, and it was greedy on my part. 

      “I promise you, beautiful. I would have never gotten any sleep if I knew I was missing out on having even a few minutes with you.” I melt into him. Gosh, he always says the sweetest things. This man is going to be my undoing. “I’ll sleep later,” he adds before he kisses me. 

      I moan as his fingers dig into my hair and I wiggle against him, letting out a gasp when I feel his hard cock press into my hip. I rock against it, wishing there were no clothes between us, wishing more than anything we were back in my apartment alone where no one and nothing could interrupt us.

      “We gotta stop,” Blaze says between kisses but he doesn’t pull back. In fact, one of his hands goes to my ass to help me rock against him, making me moan again into his mouth. It isn't until I hear a car horn honk from somewhere in the distance that I jerk back from the kiss. Blaze’s hair is a mess from my fingers and I’m sure mine isn't any better. My mouth feels swollen but worse is the need still throbbing between my legs that I know there’s nothing we can do about right now. Reality sneaks back in on us once again. 

      “I’ll pick you up after work. I got you lunch in the bag too,” he tells me before kissing my forehead and then putting me back into my seat. 

      “Thank you,” I manage to say and grab my purse and the bag of food. He comes around to open my door for me like he always does. 

      He brushes his mouth against mine once more before I head into work on wobbly knees. Once again I see the girls watching me and I inwardly groan because I have a feeling they saw what Blaze and I were doing in his truck. One of them opens their mouth and makes a comment that confirms my thoughts. 

      This is going to be a long day. But at least at the end of it I’ll have Blaze. I have to keep reminding myself of that because I know they are all going to give me hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Blaze

        

      

    

    
      I hold the flowers in front of me as I stride past the empty receptionist desk and down the hall where all the cubicles are. I couldn’t stand it anymore and thought I’d surprise Rosabelle with being a little early with flowers she could keep at her workspace. I just couldn’t wait anymore and the anticipation of getting to spend all night with her is enough to have me sitting in the parking lot for the past hour. 

      I’m trying to fight my smile because I want to appear cool and casual, but it’s no use. There might as well be a bag of puppies inside me just leaping to get to her. 

      “Ugh, why has she still got that stupid blue hair?” 

      The words on the other side of the cubicle have me stopping dead in my tracks. Blue hair? Are they talking about my Rosabelle? 

      “Tasha, you are so bad,” a woman jokes, and it doesn’t sound like she’s scolding her at all. 

      “I’m just saying, she looks like a freak. This is a professional job and she keeps coming in like it’s a rave,” I hear her sigh, and people giggle. “Seriously, she’s not twelve. Grow up.” 

      “When I see older women with color like that in their hair I think they’re just trying to hold on to some part of their youth,” someone else says. “Like let it go, you're an adult, not a cartoon character.” 

      I have to bite down hard on my tongue to keep from going over the divider and giving them a piece of my mind. Grow up? A cartoon character? Are these women serious? Who the fuck cares what color her goddamn hair is? It’s not hurting anyone and it looks beautiful. Do they really have nothing better to do than sit around and put down my girl? No, fuck that. 

      Just as I open my mouth and take a step forward, Rosabelle comes around the corner and sees me. Her eyes widen with complete and utter joy as she smiles at the flowers. 

      “Are those for me?”

      I tamp down my anger and nod, then watch her melt with delight.

      Those catty women are not worth it. Nothing I’m going to say is going to make that hateful part of their souls go away, and giving them more ammo to sling at Rosabelle isn’t what I want either. I won’t forget what I heard, and as I wrap her in my arms I see those women peeking around the wall and I make a point to remember them. They look scared when they realize what I could have just heard, and I’m sure the glare I’m giving them doesn’t help. 

      “They’re so beautiful,” Rosabelle says, taking the hydrangeas from me and holding them close to her face. 

      “Not as beautiful as you.” I brush my knuckles against her soft cheek and she closes her eyes. “I know I’m early. Why don’t you show me your desk?” 

      I take her by the hand and lead her away from the group of hyenas to distract myself from saying something that might put her work reputation in jeopardy. I know she said she’s quitting, but she might need a reference or something. I should ask April if they have any openings in dispatch. I bet Rosabelle would be so good at that. Her voice is always so soft and calm. I’ll have to mention it to her later and see what she thinks. Or maybe she could just take a break from working and stay with me all the time. I don’t have to go in but a couple of days a week, and the rest of the time we could be together. 

      The thought of spending every morning and every night holding on to her does things to my insides. The types of things that have me planning ten steps ahead and looking to the future. I never had that before and I can’t stop thinking about it now. 

      “So this is me,” she says as she waves a hand at the blank space. 

      “Did you already clean it out?” I ask, giving her a side eye. 

      She laughs and shakes her head. “No, I think it just never felt like home so I didn’t bother trying to make it that way.” She shrugs as she sets the flowers on her desk. “But this is quite an improvement. Maybe they’ll still be pretty after my two weeks are up.” 

      “I’ll get you more if they start to wilt.” I pull her to me and bury my face in her neck as I just hold her. God, nothing makes me feel better than when she’s in my arms. Why is just a hug from her the best thing in the world? Of course kissing her and putting my hands on her is beyond anything I’ve ever felt, but just hugging her makes everything okay. 

      “You’re early, but I worked through most of my lunch, so I can probably sneak out if you’re ready?” 

      “Why’d you work through lunch?” I ask as I let her go and she grabs her bag. She has her back to me when she answers but I can still hear something in her voice. Something I don’t like. 

      “Just didn’t really feel like eating in the breakroom.” 

      “Hey,” I say, taking her hand and she turns to look at me. “They giving you a hard time here?” 

      She shrugs one shoulder like it’s not a big deal and all my anger and frustration from earlier comes back. I can’t make them see how sweet and kind and funny she is. I can’t force them to see her through my eyes and what an amazing person they’re missing out on. But I can make damn sure that Rosabelle knows they’re wrong. 

      “I’m making you dinner tonight.” I take her bag and pull her against my side as we walk out. “And then you’re staying the night with me.” 

      “You think so, huh?” She looks up at me as she bites her lip and her confidence falters a little with her nervousness. 

      “I think I can tempt you into it.” As we exit the building I decide to leave the bullshit right back where I found it. Our world doesn’t include that and I won’t let it interfere with our lives. 

      “We’ll see,” she says and hums to herself. 

      “We will.” I lean down and playfully growl against her neck and she squeals in delight as we go to my truck. 
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      “I can’t move,” Rosabelle says as I carry her to my bed and lay her down. 

      “That’s the idea.” I place her in the middle and then kick off my shoes.

      Her hands rub over her belly as she looks up at me. “You fed me too much.” 

      “How did you think I was planning on getting you to stay the night?” 

      “You made me so full I can’t run?” she giggles. “I figured you’d just have so much sex with me that I couldn’t walk out of here.” At her admission her eyes widen and then she covers her mouth to stifle the giggle. 

      “That’s not a bad idea.” My hands go to the hem of my shirt and I pull it up and off of me. I toss it down on the floor and her eyes trail across my chest and down my stomach. “But not tonight.” 

      “Why?” Her voice is soft as her eyes meet mine, and I can see her begin to put up her guard. 

      I put one knee on the bed and rub my hands up her legs. “Some things don’t need to be rushed.” I don’t break eye contact as I lean down and kiss just inside her thigh above her knee. 

      “Maybe I want them to be rushed.” Her breath catches as I push her dress up and then grab the edge of her panties. 

      “What’s wrong with letting me enjoy my woman?” I play with the lacy trim around the white cotton before I dip my fingers inside to her wet warmth. “What’s so bad about me taking my time?” 

      “N-nothing,” she stammers. I pull her panties completely off of her, leaving her bare from the waist down. 

      “There’s so much of you I want to love,” I say right before I place a kiss on her soft mound. 

      Her legs instinctively spread as I dip two fingers inside of her and trace my tongue between her folds. When I lap over her clit, she arches her back and digs her fingers into the bed. 

      “Why would I want to hurry through this?” My mouth moves up and down her wet slit as my fingers push deeper into her tight channel. “I can barely get into you.” I rub my aching cock on the bed to try and get some relief, but it’s pounding with the need to replace my fingers. I ignore the pain and bury my face into her soft, warm body. 

      “I-I’m…” She moans loudly and raises her hips. “I’m a virgin.” Her words are rushed and I growl as I speed my fingers up. 

      “Ever had your pussy licked?” I say, locking eyes with her and taking one long taste up her pussy. 

      “No, no, never.” She shakes her head quickly and then bears down on my tongue. “Don’t stop.” 

      “You think I could stop, even if I wanted to?” I lick her again before I suck on her lips. “Nah, beautiful. I’m not going anywhere.” 

      Her body wiggles under me as I curl my fingers inside of her and then circle her clit with my tongue. She cries out my name, and God help me, I think I cum on myself when she does it. I don’t stop to think about it as her pussy clenches around my fingers and pulses as she shatters under me. Her climax hits her hard and her voice echoes through the walls of my house. I’ve never loved this place more than right this second when it’s filled with her pleasure. 

      “More,” I demand and don’t stop rubbing and licking. She moves her hips and kicks her legs, scratching at the sheets. But her body is under my control, and just when she can’t take any more, she climaxes again. “Beautiful,” I say as I watch her body flush and glisten with the effort. 

      When she’s lying limp on the bed, I stand up and take my jeans off. I go to the bathroom and grab a change of underwear because I came all over my other ones. My cock is still rock hard and as much as I want to rub it against her soft curves, I made a vow to her and to myself that I’d take my time. 

      When I go back out in the bedroom her eyes are closed and she hasn’t moved. I smother a laugh as I climb on her and then push her dress the rest of the way off of her, tossing it on the floor with my clothes. Her eyelids are heavy as she smiles up at me, and I reach around behind her to unfasten her bra. Her breasts spill free and I lay my body on top of her, just feeling her under me, naked and warm, is enough. For now. 

      I kiss her softly before my mouth moves down her neck and between her breasts. Then I suck a nipple in my mouth and flick my tongue across it until the hardened peak is wet and pink. I move to the other and then go back and forth until her body is wiggling under me. 

      “How can I be so turned on again?” she breathes, rocking her hips against me. 

      The head of my cock is peeking out from the top of my boxer briefs and rubs against the soft skin of her lower belly. 

      “I hope it never stops.” I smile against her nipple and she gasps. I graze my teeth across it. “Don’t worry, little unicorn, I’ll take care of you.” 

      With my mouth on her nipple, I slip my hand between us and grab my cock. I use the tip to rub between her folds and over her clit so that she and I both get just a tease of what we want. It’s painful for me to stop, but as soon as I feel her climax, I shove my cock back in my underwear and force myself to move off of her and spoon her from behind. 

      “That feels like it needs attention.” She wiggles her ass against me and I grab her hips. 

      “He’ll get his soon enough,” I whisper against her skin as I trail a line of kisses along her shoulder. “Tonight is about you.” About you falling in love with me, I think to myself. 

      Ever since she leapt into my arms last night I can’t stop thinking about how I don’t ever want them empty again. I’ve spent my whole life trying to do the right thing and follow my heart and it’s led me to where I want to be. Why shouldn’t I listen to it now? It’s telling me that Rosabelle is the one, and that this is it, so I plan on following my instincts and keeping her. Now, I just need to convince her that she should stay. 

      Forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Rosabelle

        

      

    

    
      The scent of bacon has my eyes opening as I roll to my side, and I smile when I see where I am. It’s still hard to believe Blaze and everything about him is real. He’s cooking again, and if his plan was trying to make me fall in love with him, I’m pretty sure I’m there already. I sit up, needing to go and find him, and as I do the blanket falls and reminds me that I’m naked. My nipples tighten as my mind replays the things Blaze did to me last night and I know that’s only a sample of what’s to come. As much as I hate the girls at work, they brought this man into my life and I’ve never been happier. 

      My feet touch the carpet and I snag Blaze’s shirt off the floor before heading to the bathroom to make sure I’m not a wild mess before I go in search of him. When I look into the mirror I smile because though I do look like a mess, I feel sexy. My mouth is still swollen and puffy and I love how it feels. I flip off the bathroom light and follow the aroma of breakfast. 

      Blaze’s place is really nice. He mentioned after his parents died they left him some money after I was about to cry thinking about him being alone and on the streets. He said he was lucky he didn’t have to struggle and was really humble about it. This is more than I thought he meant, but it just goes to show that he’s still down to earth and an outsider would never know he’s wealthy. He’s not living in an empty bachelor pad like I thought he might be. This place feels like his home and that things here hold sentimental value. It’s another reminder of how sweet he is. 

      I stop when I enter the kitchen and watch as he flips a piece of French toast.

      “You know you’re making my favorite breakfast, right?” I ask as I lean my shoulder into the doorway. He glances over his shoulder at me, and holy hell, he’s so damn hot. Seeing him standing in front of a stove making me breakfast in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs is almost too damn hot. I can’t help myself as my eyes drift down to take in his thick thighs and every inch of his muscled body. Everything about him is big, and feeling his weight on me last night was heaven.

      “Got your favorite coffee too.” He smiles at me, flashing those dimples, and he knows I was checking him out. 

      I should probably blush, but something has shifted and I think I have the right to openly check him out if I want. I also know he doesn't care because he keeps on smiling. He somehow always puts me at ease with his steamy looks and the way he touches me. He raises his chin over toward the counter and I see a cup of coffee sitting there. Next to it is my favorite creamer. 

      “You been stalking me?” I tease. I know we’ve talked a lot through text and during our dates, but I don’t remember telling him how I like my coffee or my favorite breakfast. Yet somehow he knows these things. 

      “I had a little help from Rie.” My coffee pauses halfway to my mouth. Crap, I forgot to tell her I wasn't coming home. “Your phone was blowing up so I answered,” he says with a shrug as he pulls the French toast off the stove. “She gave me a short rundown of things.” Oh God. I’m not sure how that might have gone. 

      “I’m guessing you didn't have this creamer lying around?” That means he must have gone to the store after she told him what to get. 

      “I went and grabbed some stuff. Rie helped me with that too.” He points toward the table and I see my small overnight bag. “We won’t have to swing by your place before work, so I can enjoy my breakfast with you and not rush.” He walks over and gives me a good morning kiss. 

      “Sit.” He squeezes my ass then pushes me over toward the table.

      I do as I’m told and enjoy every second of my breakfast with him. In fact, I enjoy every second of getting ready for my day with him. Everything done with Blaze is sweeter and happier than I could have dreamed. The day feels brighter already, and again that feeling of being adrift in life falls away. Every second I spend with him I feel more grounded and confident. 

      The only crap part of my morning is when we pull up to my office building. “I hate that look on your face, beautiful,” Blaze says when he helps me down from his truck. 

      “I gave my notice. I probably shouldn't have done it without getting another job lined up but…” I shrug. “I can't be in that office anymore. Two weeks is going to be hard enough.”

      Yesterday I heard the girls make comments about Blaze and me making out in his truck. I’ll never understand them. They talk about a different man every week but I make out with one and I get called all kinds of crappy names. Pretty sure they did it loud enough to make sure I heard them. But none of what they said makes me wish I hadn’t done it. Blaze’s kisses are worth every nasty thing they have to say. I know they’re only doing this to try and get a reaction from me. It bothers them more now that I’m not responding to them, and it’s crazy to watch them get so worked up about something that has nothing to do with them. 

      “When I pick you up I want you to come to the station with me.” I look up at him. “I want you to talk to April about a job in dispatch.” 

      “That’s really sweet but—” 

      “Just come with me.” He squeezes my hand. “I won’t pull any strings. If you want the job I’m confident you’ll get it on your own with no help from me.” 

      He’s talked to me about that job before and what they do. I kept asking him questions and it sounded so appealing but I didn’t ever think about doing it myself. 

      “I bet you never even thought about this kind of job before, but I wanted to show you other options are out there. I’m not handing you the job, you’ll get it on your own.” He sounds so confident. 

      “Okay,” I give in. I’m not sure if there’s anything I’d deny him, and as he gives me one last kiss I know that’s true. 

      When he finally releases me I walk inside the building and go to my desk. As soon as I get to my cubicle my stomach falls. The flowers Blaze gave me are knocked off my desk and the vase is broken. My eyes start to sting but I fight back the tears. What the hell? I lean down and pick up the flowers then go into the break room to try and save them. 

      The whole room grows quiet when I walk in and I can feel everyone's eyes on me as I find a cup and give my flowers fresh water. When I get back to my desk I set them down and clean up the broken vase. I try and tell myself they’re just flowers, but for some reason this hurts the most out of everything they’ve done. 

      Just as more tears threaten my phone vibrates. I reach in my back pocket and when I turn it over, my heart swells. 

      Blaze: Miss you. 

      He really has no idea what those simple words do to calm me down. 

      Me: Miss you more.

      I feel better. I just need to get through today and then I’ll be back with my man. My man. Now that really does make me smile. That is until Mike passes my desk and winks at me. Why is he such a creep? If only he could get the message that I’m taken it might make these last two weeks more bearable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Blaze

        

      

    

    
      “I told you so,” I say as I pull her against me. 

      She rolls her eyes and I lean down to kiss her. Her soft body curves against mine and I wrap my arms around her possessively. 

      “Just say I was right and we can go home.” 

      Her eyes light up and her hands tighten in my shirt. “You were right.” 

      I throw my arm over her shoulder and tuck her in at my side as we walk to my truck. “Hey, you know I’m just teasing you, right?” I open the door for her and lift her up. 

      “Yes, but you were right. April was really great and it sounds like an awesome opportunity. I never thought about myself in that kind of job before, but after talking to her I’m excited at the possibility.” 

      I walk around my truck and get in. When we’re strapped in I grab her hand. “Just think about it, and if you still think you might want the job, you should take it.” 

      “Oh, I already told her I’d take it,” Rosabelle admits, and then her cheeks flush. “Should I have not done that?” 

      I laugh and shake my head. “Only if it’s what you want. And April wouldn't have offered it to you if you weren’t right for it. She’s a good friend of mine, but she doesn’t sugarcoat it when it comes to work.” 

      “Yeah, I got that.” She smiles over at me and squeezes my hand. “I can’t believe how good I feel. I felt so lost and then you came along and now it’s like life has been opening doors I never thought possible.” 

      “Well, it’s funny you say that because I’m having some of those same feelings of my own.” I look over at her and wink as I turn out of the parking lot. 

      “Really?” Her voice is shy and she looks down at her lap. 

      “Yeah, beautiful. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I’m falling in love with you.” Her head snaps up and her eyes are wide as I smile over at her. “But don’t worry, I’m not saying I love you right now because that might scare you away. I’ll save it for when you’re ready.” 

      Her mouth hangs open for another second before she closes it and presses her lips tight. There’s a long pause as she opens her mouth and then closes it again several times before she speaks. “So when will that be?” 

      “When will you be ready for me to tell you I love you?” My smile stretches and I can feel my cheeks tighten so I know she can see my dimples. “You’ll find out.” I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss the back of it. “But it’s coming.” 

      “Okay,” she breathes, staring straight ahead. I can practically hear her heartbeat through the cab of the truck.

      “So you took the job? When do you start?” 

      She blinks a few times before she looks back to me. “In two weeks.” She smiles like she can’t believe it. “I’ll have to go through training, but she said as soon as I’m finished with my old job, I can start.” 

      “I’m really proud of you.” When she looks down at our joined hands I squeeze hers again. 

      “It’s just—” She pauses like she’s trying to find the words and then shakes her head. “Wow.” 

      “We should celebrate.” I pull up into my driveway and walk around to her side. “Come here, beautiful.” 

      I pull her into my arms and swing her around before I lean her back and kiss her like in an old Hollywood movie. 

      “Was that the celebration?” she asks breathlessly when I put her on her feet. 

      “I’m just getting started,” I say, tugging her into the house. When we get inside I pull her flush against me and lean down close to her mouth. “Are you hungry?” 

      “I was, but now I think it’s gone away.” Her hands rub across my muscled chest as I reach down and grab her ass. “Blaze,” she whispers as I pull her lower half against me and grind into her. 

      “You’re mine tonight, little unicorn.” I rub my nose against hers and lift her off the ground. “Tell me you want this too.” 

      “I’m yours.” She places her hands on either side of my face as her lips press against mine. 

      I walk blindly to my bedroom, unable to concentrate on anything but her mouth on me. Her legs grip around my waist as my knees find the bed and then I topple onto it with her under me. I smother her like a bear with my big body, and when a growl rumbles in my chest I’m not surprised. My need for her is so primal and raw that I don’t question the possessive hold I have on her. 

      “Make love to me,” she pleads while she helps me take my shirt off. 

      I take a second to look down at her rosy cheeks and swollen lips. I brush the hair out of her face as I look into her eyes, memorizing this moment. 

      “I’m never letting you go.” I vow and she nods. “I need you to understand that, because after I have you, you can’t leave me. I wouldn’t survive it.” 

      “Blaze.” She cups my cheek and I close my eyes as I lean into it. 

      “I don’t care if that makes me weak. You’re it for me, Rosabelle.” I smile against her palm and then kiss it. “Until the end of time.”

      When I open my eyes I see the tears in hers and she smiles at me. “How did I find someone so perfect?” 

      “You just had to dress up in a ridiculous costume and set yourself on fire.” I shrug and she playfully slaps my arm. “Now take off those panties and let me taste my prize.” 

      Her cheeks burn but her hands are quick as she wiggles them between us and then takes off her underwear. I strip off the rest of my clothes until I’m completely naked and moving between her thighs. Just as I settle in and lick between her soft folds, she tosses her dress to the floor. 

      Is there anything sexier than skin on skin? Her warm silky body moves under me as my tongue dances across her clit. She tenses and moans when I dip two fingers inside of her and then purrs when I touch her sweet spot. 

      Her sweet nectar glistens on her pussy as I take my time enjoying every inch of her. When I feel her hips rise up in desperate search of her release, I stop lazily licking her and focus on her hardened clit. Her cries become louder and the grip on my hair tightens just as her body peaks and then falls over the edge of pleasure. 

      I kiss my way up her naked body, stopping to appreciate the swell of her hips and the dip of her bellybutton. I nibble on the soft contour of her belly and the place just under her breast before I lick my way up to her hardened peaks and feast on them. She’s writhing under me as my swollen cock lies on her wet mound between us. The ridge on the underside kisses over her clit and every time I suck on her nipple she raises her hips to move against it. 

      Need like I’ve never felt flows from the tip of my cock and onto her pussy. It’s thick and creamy as I smear the tip along her lips, desperate for entry. She’s so fucking wet, and as I glide through her folds, the sweet honey coats my shaft. 

      “Please, Blaze. Please,” she calls out when I tongue one nipple and tease the tip of my cock at her entrance. 

      I let go of her breasts as I settle over her fully and press into her just an inch. I plant my elbows on either side of her and trace her cheek with my thumb. When her eyes meet mine I nod before I slowly sink deeper. 

      “I love you, Rosabelle,” I say softly just as I penetrate her innocence. 

      Her breath catches but her eyes don’t leave mine as I thrust all the way inside her warm, wet heat. The pressure around my cock is unlike anything I’ve ever felt, and it’s nearly painful to keep still. 

      I lean down to distract the both of us, pressing my lips to her and kissing her softly. Her mouth opens and her warm tongue touches mine. We stay like that for a long moment, with me fully seated in her tight warmth, and the two of us kissing like we have all the time in the world. 

      “I love you, too.” Her voice is soft, but her legs are tight around my waist as her hips begin to wiggle. 

      “Oh God,” I groan, resting my forehead on hers and slowly sliding in and out of her. “I’m not going to last.” 

      “Blaze?” My name on her lips is almost my undoing. 

      “Does it hurt?” I say, pulling the full length of my cock almost all the way out before gently rocking back into her. 

      “No,” she moans when I slide back inside. “H-harder.” 

      “Fuck.” I bury my face in her neck and fist the sheets on either side of her. “Fuck.” 

      My control is so thin, but hearing she wants me to give her more is enough to have my body following her command. I thrust harder and when she moans, my balls draw up tight. 

      I feel her lips at my ear and her sweet voice whispers filthy things to me as I drive deeper. “I want to feel you cum inside me.” 

      I pull back so I can look her in the eyes and she nods at me. Without a single thought, I grab both of her hands and pin them above her head with one of mine. I move my other hand to where we’re joined and stroke my thumb across her clit. 

      “There’s no going back,” I say. I hold myself deep inside of her and keep on rubbing her. 

      “Blaze!” she cries out as her pussy pulses around my cock. 

      The squeeze of her orgasm pulls out my own and I cum in thick waves of pleasure deep inside of her. It’s so intense I nearly black out as stars dance in front of my eyes. I try and remember to breathe as I feel lightheaded and overwhelmed with emotions at the same time. 

      Just before I collapse onto her, I roll us over so that she’s straddling my hips. Her body splays across my chest and I kiss every part of her I can reach. 

      “You didn’t have to say it back.” I smile at her when I kiss her heavy-lidded eyes. 

      “I know,” she mumbles against my chest. “But it’s true, and I do.” 

      I wrap my heavy arms around her until I hear her even breathing on top of me. I’m too excited to sleep just yet, not with how full my heart is. 

      I never thought this kind of love was possible, and all the thinking about the future has me wanting to start it now. Why do we have to wait until tomorrow to live the life we deserve? I close my eyes and thank whoever is out there listening that I’ve found the woman of my dreams.
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      “I’m going to call in sick and you can do this to me all day.” I raise my ass a little higher and Blaze shakes with the need to cum. 

      I smile against the pillow as he thrusts into me from behind, and the pleasure radiates over every part of my body. 

      It’s been two weeks of utter bliss with my man, and I still can’t get enough. His hands grab my ass and hold me steady as his thick, heavy cock thrusts deep. I know he’s close to the edge, and so am I, but we’re both drawing this out because we don’t want it to end. 

      “You’re going to walk in that office one last time with my cum in your pussy,” he growls, and a wave of hot need rolls over me. 

      I slide my hand between us and wiggle my fingers on either side of his cock as he plunges inside. He grunts and then holds himself deep as I massage his tight, full sac. 

      “Fuck!” he roars as his cock throbs and I feel the unmistakable heat of his cum inside me. 

      His climax triggers my own and I moan into the pillow as my body goes limp. Every time is better than before and although I keep thinking that I’ll get used to this, I never do. I close my eyes as I lazily spread out on the bed and then feel Blaze scoop me up in his arms. 

      “I don’t want to wash you off of me,” I complain as he carries me into the warm shower. 

      “You know I’m going to have you at least once more before we leave for work.” 

      I place kisses across his chest as he washes me and then makes love to me again in the shower. This is why we have to wake up so early every day because otherwise we’d never leave the house. 

      I didn’t even make it through breakfast before he bent me over the kitchen island and thrust his cock inside me. My legs wobble as I cum again and I wonder if I’ll ever get my balance back. 

      “Finish your coffee,” he says before he kisses me and goes back to eating his bacon. 

      “I can’t walk. How am I supposed to finish my coffee?” I laugh as he smacks my ass and I jolt up from my position. “Hey!” 

      “I love seeing my pink handprint on your ass.” He licks his lips and I hold my hand up to stop him. 

      “If you keep looking at me like that I’m going to call in.” 

      He makes a low grumble in his chest and shakes his head. I don’t know why he’s so insistent on me going in for my last day. It’s not like I have anything left to do. The last two weeks at work have been just as miserable as every day before. I was hoping with me putting in my notice that things would calm down, but it’s all the same crap. The highlights of my workday are when Blaze drops me off, takes me to lunch, and then picks me up. I’ve tried to keep my head down, but it’s hard to when most of the time they’re purposely trying to engage me. The one thing that has kept me going is my new job that awaits me and knowing my time at my shitty job is coming to an end. 

      “Today I need you to do me a favor,” Blaze says as he wraps his arms around me. 

      “Anything.” I smile up at him and he gives me a quick kiss. 

      “Be ready to go at three o’clock. Okay? Do you trust me?” He raises an eyebrow and I roll my eyes. 

      “You know I do.” 

      “Then make sure at three you’ve got everything you want from the office boxed and you’re waiting outside for me.” 

      I cock my head to the side and try to read the look on his face. But like I just told him, I do trust him and I’m not going to push. “Will do.” 

      “Thanks, beautiful. Now let’s get you to work.” 

      He holds my hand while we’re in the truck and I always feel such strength from his touch. When we pull up to the parking lot, the usual knots begin to form in my stomach as anxiety creeps in. 

      “Hey,” he says, breaking my thoughts of dread and reading my mind. “Last day, and then onto bigger and better things.” 

      I nod and take a breath, summoning all my courage. “I got this.” 

      “You got this,” he agrees and leans in close. “I love you, little unicorn.” 

      I smile against his lips before I kiss him. “I love you too.” I grab my bag as he walks around to help me out of the truck and kisses me once more. 

      “See you at three,” he reminds me and I nod. 

      When I walk into work I go straight to my desk and place the empty box on the table. I don’t have a ton of work to do today and I know most of it’s going to drag on. I check my phone and see I have a text from Rie with tons of celebration emojis. I text her back a gif of a pig dancing and then see a text from Blaze. 

      Blaze: I miss you already. See you soon, beautiful. Love you! 

      I swoon a little every time he says it and I text him back quickly telling him I love him too. Rie and I are making plans to celebrate this weekend with a cookout with the guys from the firehouse. She’s met Blaze a few times and I can tell she’s really happy for me. The fact that she wants to hang out with both of us says a lot, because Rie never sugarcoats anything. 

      “There’s cake in the breakroom.” Tasha’s voice causes me to look up from my phone. “That is if you’re not on a diet.” 

      She makes a pointed effort to look me up and down and I clench my hand around my phone. Last day, Rosabelle. Last day. The words thunder in my mind and I take a breath. 

      “My boyfriend already made me breakfast,” I say, placing my hand over my stomach. 

      I watch as the corner of her lips tighten before she recovers. “Suit yourself. It’s your party.” 

      She walks away and I’m left wondering what she means. Party?

      Curiosity gets the better of me and I walk slowly to the breakroom. Before I even walk in the door my eyes are wide and my anger is building. The whole breakroom is decorated with balloons and streamers and it looks like food on every surface. There’s a giant cake in the middle with the word Bye written in blue icing across it. 

      Never once did any of these jerks celebrate my birthday, or my promotion, or anything to do with my presence. But on my last day they pull this shit? I want to go over there and rip the decorations down and smash the cake, but I know if I do, I’ll be giving them exactly what they want. I’ve made it this whole time without giving them a reaction so I’ll be damned if I do it now. 

      With all the strength I have left I turn around and walk out of the room. Just when I think I can breathe a sigh of relief Mike turns the corner in front of me and almost knocks me over. 

      “Whoa there, sexy,” he says as he grabs my upper arms to keep me from falling. The way he says “sexy” makes my skin crawl. 

      I take a step back and get out of his grip. “Excuse me,” I say through tight teeth and try to move around him. He side-steps to block my path and at this point I’ve had enough. “Get out of my way.” 

      He blinks a few times as if he’s never heard the words before. “I just thought maybe we could spend a little time together since it’s your last day.” His face relaxes and he’s trying his best to be smooth. 

      “Absolutely not.” I’m tired of giving this shithead mixed signals and after seeing that party room that I know he was a part of, I need to set this straight. “I don’t want to touch you, or look at you, or breathe the same air as you.” My anger is rising and I have to tamp it down if I'm going to make it until three o’clock. “I want you to stay away from me.” 

      He holds up his hands in dramatic gesture as he takes a step back. “Easy, ice queen. I was just being nice.” 

      I don’t answer him but I hear him mumble the word “bitch” as I pass. I will never understand how some men are allowed to live on the same planet as men like Blaze. I keep my mouth shut and go back to my desk and focus on packing up. There’s not much I have to take with me, but there are some forms I need to fill out, and that’s going to take me some time. 

      When lunch time rolls around, I get a text from Blaze saying he’ll see me at three and that he packed food in my bag for me. I smile as I open it up and see the sandwich he must have slipped in there earlier before he bent me over in the kitchen. 

      Thoughts of making love to him flitter through my mind and I spend my lunch hour fantasizing about what I’m going to do to him when we’re alone together. When I brought up the fact that we weren’t using protection the other night he just smiled and then he kissed me, which turned into making love on the couch in the living room. I think he’s not so secretly trying to get me pregnant, and I don’t mind one bit. From the moment I met Blaze it felt like I could finally begin my life, and what better way to do that than make a family?

      As I fill out paperwork and clear out files on my computer I dream about our future. One with babies and laughter, and all the things I never thought possible all wrapped into one. It’s not until my phone vibrates with a text from Blaze that I see it’s almost time to go. I’m so thankful that I made it through this last day almost completely unscathed and I can’t get out of this building fast enough. 

      I grab my box and scoop up my purse as I walk to the front. The receptionist doesn’t look up from her computer as I walk by her and out the front door. I breathe a sigh of relief when no one stops me or makes any effort to start more crap before I can escape. But when I walk outside and see five fire trucks lining the building I nearly drop the box in my hand. 

      Just then I hear the sound of alarms going off from inside the building and I turn to see where it’s coming from. I take a step back from the glass doors as more alarms go off and then I see the sprinkler system come on. I gasp as yet more sirens blare from inside and then I see blue foam shooting from the ceiling. 

      “Oh my God,” I whisper to myself just before I hear the sounds of shouting and people running toward the door. 

      One by one people rush out of the building covered in blue foam and soaked from head to toe. Out of the corner of my eye I see the firemen standing by with hoses to spray people off as they exit the office. In what I can only describe as a parade of poetic justice, a line of those cruel women flood the parking lot covered in blue dye and wet foam. Laughter bubbles up from inside me as I watch them screaming and waving their hands as the firemen have to hose them down. 

      And just when I couldn’t be any happier, Mike comes stumbling out of the building with his pants around his ankles and waving his hands like he can’t see. I gasp when I look down and see what I have to assume is a micro penis, because something that small doesn’t belong on a body that big. 

      Tasha rushes out after him with her dress halfway undone and screaming at the top of her lungs. That’s all it takes for me to lose total control and drop my box on the ground as I double over laughing. 

      “You bitch,” I hear her say, but I’m too busy laughing to care. “You did this!” 

      She stomps her foot like a child and I shake my head. “God, I wish I would have.” 

      At this point she realizes Mike’s pants are down, because everyone has turned to look and laugh. She tries to help him get them up as a firehose is directed at them but it’s too late, his secret it out. 

      Now this is a going away party. 

      Just as I have the thought I’m scooped up off the ground by Blaze. He winks at me as someone else grabs my box and carries it over to the firetruck. 

      “You planned this?” I say, and he shrugs, not answering me. “How long have you been planning this?” 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says noncommittally. “Monthly tests on these buildings are mandatory.” 

      “You know I love you, right?” I say as he places me on the passenger seat facing him and moves between my legs. 

      “I do,” he says, pulling something out of his pocket and then sliding it on my finger. “That’s better.” 

      I gasp as I look down at the rock on my finger and then back at him. “Is this…?” I don’t even know how to finish that sentence. 

      “Damn right it is.” He leans in and kisses me sweetly. “You’re my everything, Rosabelle. Wife is just another part of that.” 

      Tears well in my eyes and I don’t know if I could be happier. “Let’s get out of here.” 

      “If you’re good I’ll let you use the horn.” He winks at me as he buckles me up. 

      “I think I can find a way to talk you into it.” I lick my lips and he growls low. 

      “Just you wait, little unicorn. You’re mine now.” 

      “Forever,” I say, and he nods in agreement. 

      “Forever.”
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        Halloween two years later…	 

      

      

      “Scrubs? Really? You couldn’t find something else?” I ask Frank. Or as most call him, Dr. Roberts. He is Rie’s husband. They met a few months ago and like me he didn't waste time when it came to claiming his woman. He had a ring on Rie’s hand before any of us knew what was happening. I’d been a little bent out of shape about it at first. Only because I wanted to make sure the man was on the up and up. Rie has become like a little sister to me and I was protective of her. If Rie hurt, that meant my Rosabelle hurt. That is and will always be my short fast fuse to get me to explode. Yeah, I come off level-headed until you cross that line. She’s untouchable and I make sure of that. 

      He shrugs, taking another pull from his beer. Neither of us are on call tonight and Rosebelle and Rie have been taking hours to get ready. It’s Halloween and they’re getting all dolled up. Not going to lie, I’m secretly hoping my girl is dressing up like a unicorn again. That first day I saw her will forever be branded into my mind. She would not give on what her costume is no matter how many times I asked. It’s been top secret for weeks. I only pray Rie isn't trying to rig something crazy up to whatever it is. At least this time there is not only a fireman on hand but a doctor too. 

      “I should check on them.” I stand from the sofa, my impatience growing by the second. 

      “Why don’t you relax and enjoy some baby-free time?” Frank responds, probably because he doesn't want me messing with Rie and whatever it is I know she has my girl up to. He is as protective of Rie as I am of Rosabelle. Thank God the two of us get along and understand each other. It makes it easier when one of us flips. We get where the other is coming from and can often defuse the other. We work well together. 

      Thinking of my baby girl, I check my phone to make sure April hasn't texted me. She's got our little munchkin tonight. She’s still a little too young to do the Halloween thing. That didn’t stop us from dressing her up and taking her to a few doors before dropping her off at April’s.

      I should enjoy some baby-free time but I want that time spent with my woman. I’m just going to rip off whatever it is she’s putting on in there. I see I do have a text from April. She’s got my little baby girl in a high chair, her face covered in mashed potatoes, looking as happy as could be. April is like a grandma to her and is already calling her Me-me. 

      Frank doesn’t have a family of his own. He lost his parents too. It’s something else we bonded over. We’ve built our own family now. Soon he’ll be a father too. Both our women are knocked up together. I'm still not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. I pocket my phone, telling myself I’ll give them another few minutes. 

      “Stop pacing. Shit makes me uneasy.” I stop. I didn't know I was even doing it. I run my hands through my hair. Fuck it. I’m done waiting. I haven’t had my cock in my wife all day. As much as I love our daughter, she can be a cock blocker and did just that this morning. I didn’t get to wake my wife up like I normally do with my mouth between her legs then finish deep inside of her. 

      I head out of the living room and up the stairs toward the master bedroom. We moved when we found out Rosabelle was pregnant. We both had a vision of a Father of the Bride home. We both wanted to give our children a real home. I also knew I wanted a handful of kids. Never did I want to fear that they would be left alone like I was. I wasn't mad at my parents for not giving me a brother or sister to still have once they were gone, but I’d learned from it. It’s why I already have another baby inside my wife. 

      I take off on a dead run when I hear my wife making a sniffing sound that I know is about to form a cry. She’s prone to burst into tears when she’s pregnant. I’m used to them. She’ll cry over the cute bear on the toilet commercial and she’ll wail when our daughter makes a happy giggle. Though sometimes those outbursts are because something is wrong. Either way, happy tears or not, that shit eats me up inside and I do whatever I can to stop them. 

      I burst into the double doors of our bedroom that is a complete and utter disaster from whatever they have been doing. My wife is on the floor with Rie behind her, trying to pull on a zipper, I think. It’s hard to tell from this angle. 

      “It won’t fit!” Rosabelle shouts at me like it’s my fault. I guess it kind of is. I was the one to knock her up again. Not that she put up a fight over it. I have to fight a small laugh, because I hate to admit that when she gets mad her face scrunches in the most adorable way. Not that she would agree with me on that.

      This time she isn’t wearing a bodysuit and tutu. Thank fuck. That bodysuit I saw her in that first day showed off every inch of her perfection. This time she’s in an adorable unicorn onesie. It’s the exact same one she put our daughter in before I dropped her off at April’s. 

      But my girl is still dolled up. Her hair is once again blue, which I’ve missed, and her makeup is sparkly and bright. I know I’ll be wearing that glitter she has on for days and I’ll fucking love every second of it. 

      “This baby sprang up fast,” Rie says, referring to Rosabelle’s baby bump. She’s right. “I heard the second child can do that.”

      “Now I have nothing to wear.” Rosabelle throws her hands up in the air. Rie stands, giving up on trying to zip her up. 

      “Babe. I don’t think you need to go anywhere. You wanted to get all dolled up for your man. Look at him. Mission accomplished. Keep your asses home and enjoy your night.” Rie stops to give me a hug before heading out. I’m down with Rie’s plan. I’m only going out because I thought that’s what she wanted to do. She gives a small sniffle. I fall to my knees in front of her, trying to fight the need to pin her to the ground and fuck her right now. I’ll get there before the night is over but first I have to see to my wife. She always comes first. 

      “Unicorns don’t cry.” I kiss her cheeks, knowing that always stops her from crying. 

      “Pretty sure I cried all over you that first day,” she reminds me. I pull her into my lap. 

      “Don’t like you crying but you can cry all over me anytime you want.” 

      “I love you.” She drops her head to my chest. 

      “Love you too.”

      “You better love all of me. Pretty sure this baby is going to be a boy and your size.” My body shakes with laughter, making her look up at me. 

      “You know I love you pregnant. No worries there.” I slide my hands to her back, unzipping the zipper the rest of the way back down. “Missed the blue hair,” I tell her.

      “I felt it wasn’t mom-like.” She gives a small shrug. I let my hands drift over her bare back. She’s always so soft. I’ll never get enough of this. Touching her alone means so much to me. 

      “Rose, I don’t care what color your hair is. You’ll always be the perfect mom no matter what color your hair is.” It’s silly for her to think otherwise. The woman is supermom. 

      “Or that it stains our sheets and towels,” she adds with a smile. It does in fact do that. 

      “That’s just shit we can replace.” I slip the onesie off her shoulders, letting it fall to her waist. “Fucking hell, you’re beautiful.” I don’t know how I got so lucky to have found her. I think my parents sent her my way knowing she was what I needed. She really is something special. Different from all the rest. Rare. 

      “You want to stay in?” She leans back, putting her hands on the floor. Her tits bounce and her small baby bump is on full display. I know I’m not going anywhere now. I’m going to have my fill of her. We won’t be leaving this room all night. 

      “All I ever want to do is be with you, Rosabelle. It’s all I’ll ever need.” She gives me a smile. No more tears from my girl. I lift her, taking her over toward our bed and laying her out not just for my taking but to worship her like she deserves.
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          Rosabelle

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five years later…	 

      

      

      “I think these yoga pants are cutting off circulation in my body.” I pull at the top of the pants. These used to be my favorite ones. This is the first time I’ve been in them in almost a year. I’m bound and determined to make them fit and that isn’t going to happen at home. Not with a husband like mine around. 

      “But yoga pants are stretchy.” Rie tugs on the waist of my pants. It’s clear they are too tight. The small muffin top I’m rocking gives that away. I should have put a shirt on over my sports bra to hide it, but this is what I normally work out in. That said, I normally work out at home. I don’t care what I wear when I’m there. Blaze built a gym in our basement, but the problem is I can’t ever actually work out in it. Whenever I try to he shows up two seconds later with his hands all over me. Or I forget I’m working out and start watching him lift weights and then I’ll be all over him. Nope. If I’m getting this baby weight off, I need to go out to a gym that my husband isn’t at. 

      “Apparently these are stretched as far as they can go.” I give the yoga pants another yank, trying to pull them up more. “Why are we even here?” I glare at my best friend who can pop out a baby and you can’t tell two days later. I’d want to punch her for it if I didn’t love her so much. I have no clue why she wanted to tag along with me to the gym. 

      “Thought I could talk you into getting a milkshake instead.” She shrugs, pointing across the street to an ice cream shop. I know she’s dead serious. She dressed the part to go work out, but I should have known better. Rie only runs if she’s running late or to catch a moving food truck. I grab her hand, using the other to push open the door to the gym. She lets out a long sigh, following me in to the front counter. Two pretty girls stand from behind the counter. They both look like they could be fitness models. They are even in full makeup, their hair perfect. 

      “Hi!” I say, trying to keep a smile on my face when I really want to fidget because I feel out of place now. 

      “Can we help you ladies?” one of them asks. 

      “It smells like testosterone in here.” Rie scrunches her nose. “And not in a good way.” I elbow her in the side. I glance over to where she’s looking. Three fourths of the people working out are men. Heck, that number might be higher. 

      “Have you been here before?” the other girl asks, pulling my attention back to them. 

      “No. I was hoping to check the place out,” I answer. She hands both Rie and me a clipboard. 

      “Sign these and we’ll give you a day pass to check the place out.” We both sign the forms, handing them back before allowing us to head on in. I wander in, a little lost, not sure where to start. 

      Weights bang and crash, and I let out a surprised scream and jump. Several men turn to look at us. If I didn’t see two other women working out, I’d swear this was an all-male gym. Those two women are lifting weights I’d never dream of trying myself. I can see every inch of their muscles as they strain and push. I’m feeling more and more out of place by the second. 

      “Let’s go to the treadmills.” I nudge Rie. “Stop staring,” I tell her under my breath. 

      “What? I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head he was straining so hard.” 

      “Gross.” She follows me over to the empty treadmills. 

      “Do I really need to look at myself when I run?” Rie points to the mirrors that line the walls in front of the treadmills. She gives them the look of death. I only pull on my leggings more because I can clearly see how much they don’t fit right now. 

      “Let’s just do this. We’re already here. We can find another gym next time.” I push the start button on the treadmill. 

      “Next time?!” Rie shouts. I can see in the mirror everyone turn to look our way again. I reach over and hit the start button on her machine. 

      “Yes, next time.” 

      She huffs but starts to walk because she has no choice. “What does it even matter? You’re going to get knocked up again,” she mumbles. “Stupid treadmill.” I don’t really think she’s talking to me. I know she’s right. I’ve taken some of the baby weight off already. Breastfeeding has been helping. At least I’m told it does. I only have another ten pounds to go. I pick up the speed a little more. My lungs start to burn and I ponder that I should just buy new pants instead of doing this. It doesn't help that I can see in the mirror and I swear everyone is looking this way at the two of us. Rie is walking at the slowest speed possible and looking like someone kicked her puppy. Or better yet, stole her milkshake.

      “Why are they all staring at us?” I finally ask. 

      “You seen our asses? They’re killer. Can’t blame them.” Rie smirks. She couldn’t care less if they all stare at us. She has no fucks to give. Me, I feel fidgety. I go to hit the stop button but a giant hand beats me to it. A hand I know very well. How had I not seen my giant husband coming in one of the mirrors? 

      “He looks mad,” Rie says as I look up into my husband’s handsome face, who does indeed look mad. No, he’s more than mad. He’s pissed. I pull my eyes from him when I hear two girls giggle. I glance over my shoulder to see the girls from the front desk standing a few feet back from my treadmill staring dreamily at Blaze. I roll my eyes. There are dozens of other men in the place. Why are they giving him heart eyes and why are they over here to begin with? 

      “I found my wife,” he tells the girls without looking at them. I watch their faces drop in disappointment. I want to smart off that of course he’s married. Can’t they see the ring? I bite my tongue because it’s petty. I can’t blame women for wanting Blaze. Look at the man. Even angry, I still want to climb him. Others often don’t have that same feeling. When Blaze gets angry, everyone moves out of the way. He can go from calm to pissed in the flip of a switch when it comes to me or our family. Plus, I know my husband only has eyes for me. I’d bet my life if I asked what color hair those two girls each had he’d have no idea. With me, though, he could tell you where every freckle is on my body. 

      “You said you were going to work out.” Blaze stares down at me.

      “We are,” Rie chirps to poke Blaze. I want to poke her and tell her what she’s doing over there isn’t working out. 

      “You made it sound like you went downstairs to our gym.” He cocks an eyebrow at me. I kind of did, but it wasn’t a lie. I said I was going to work out with Rie. It just wasn’t at our gym. 

      “Well, we wanted to try something new.”

      “I don’t like new things,” Rie chimes in again. I give her a hard look. “I don’t.” She hits the stop button on her machine. 

      “There is a reason I don’t let you leave the house in those pants.” Blaze ignores her. I look down at my yoga pants. 

      “My muffin top isn’t sexy!” I tell him for the millionth time. 

      “Fuck yes it is.” He leans down. “But that’s not the reason.” I can feel his warm breath on my lips. “You can see through them in the bright light.” My face heats. No. That can’t be true.

      “Why don’t you have underwear on?” I pull back to look at Rie, who jumps off her treadmill to stand behind me, checking out if what Blaze is saying is true. 

      “Oh my God.” I never wear panties with these pants. It’s just a habit, probably because Blaze is right—I only wore them at home. 

      “Oh, you’re going to be saying that when we get home.” Blaze pulls his shirt off, dropping it over my head so it falls over me like a dress. I don’t stop him when he lifts me and tosses me over his shoulder. 

      “My little unicorn always getting herself in messes.” I can’t believe I showed everyone in my gym my ass. He’s right though. I am always finding a way to step into something. He’s always finding a way to save me—one of the many reasons we work so well together. 

      “Good thing I drove us!” Rie shouts from behind us, her way of letting us know she’ll get herself home. 

      Blaze doesn’t put me in the front seat of his truck but opens the back passenger door. He follows me in and his body comes over mine. 

      “No one else gets to see my unicorn like that.” He shakes his head. “And I loved these pants,” he says right before he rips them from my body, making them forever unwearable. 

      I drop back across the seat, spreading my legs wide, knowing Blaze is about to have his way with me. This is going to be a way better workout than the gym. I will be sticking with working out at home or not at all. 

      In one thrust he’s deep inside of me. I moan out his name. I should have known Blaze would track me down there. He always does find his unicorn.

      

      
        
        THE END!

      

      

      Need another fireman romance? Keep reading for the first chapter of Holding His Forever…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Holding His Forever

          

          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Derek aka Phoenix is a New York City fire fighter and has dedicated his life to saving people. When he loses two of his men in the line of duty, he doesn’t know if he’ll be able to see the light again.

      However, when an angel in the form of a woman named Fia appears before him, his world as he knows it is turned upside down.

      Fia has been working hard to make money so she can finish her last semester of school. A fire in her building sets her back to square one, but the fireman who saves her turns out to be more than she ever expected.

      Once he gets his arms around her, there’s no letting go. Because when you’ve got your forever in your arms, nothing else matters.

      Warning: This is hot and fast insta-love that ignites the pages. It’s burning heat that combusts into an inferno of lava. Okay, that’s all the fire words I could come up with. Now insert a pun about a big hose. It’s quick, dirty, and ridiculously over the top.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Fia

        

      

    

    
      “You finish your shit, Fia?”

      Sam’s gravelly voice from years of smoking barks from behind me as I hang up the phone in his back office. A mixture of annoyance and relief fills me. I really didn’t want to have to cover Kim’s shift at the women’s shelter tonight and was thankful she was able to make it in. I would have done it if they needed me; I’d do anything for that place. But I’m dead on my feet as it is. I’ve been on my feet for the past twelve hours and haven’t slept in over twenty-four, and it would be my luck that if I went back to the shelter, it would be a busy night.

      “Already clocked out.” I turn to look at Sam, whose eyes are trained on my ass. He slowly pulls them up to my face as a smirk plays at his lips, showing off his yellow-tinted teeth, not a care that he’s openly running his eyes over my body. Sadly, I’ve become used to it. It still creeps me out, but he’s never tried anything.

      Or maybe my luck is about to change, I think, as he shuts the door to his office, trapping me in. The door is always open. The waitresses here at Moe’s always keep our stuff stored back here, where we clock in and out for our shifts.

      “You think about my offer?” He cocks his head to the side like he’s giving me the world, not a management position at the diner. I’d stay later after waiting tables and help with paperwork and orders and get a raise, but I think Sam has a few more strings he wants to add to the positionthings I want no part of. I’ve turned down the offer twice now, but he keeps telling me to think on it.

      Normally I just mumble a, “no, thanks,” on my way out the door, but now it’s closed and I’m trapped. Trapped with a man twice my age, maybe even pushing three times my age. It’s hard to tell with his shaved head. He’s double my size, and I don’t mean in muscle or height. No, there’s a lot of gut on old Sam.

      “I really don’t have the time.” I tell him the same thing I’ve said every time it’s been brought up. At least, not without giving up my shifts at the shelter, and that’s not something I’m willing to do, even if the pay is way worse over there. I love that shelter. I owe them so much after what they did for my mother and me. I’m just thankful they pay me at all, because I would do it for free. I hope that one day I can do it for free, but at the moment that just isn’t possible if I want to keep a roof over my head and food on my plate.

      “We’ll cut your serving time,” he suggests, taking a step towards me. I try to match his in retreat but only hit the desk. I don’t want to cut my serving hours only to spend more time with him in his cramped little office alone. Hell, I’ve been in here for two minutes and I feel like I’m having a panic attack. I can feel my heartbeat pick up speed. My anxiety grows with each pull of my breath. I know all too well how men act when they don’t get the responses they want. I’ve seen it for years with my own father and how he treated my mother.

      I just shake my head again, trying to push the words past my lips. “I really” My words are cut short when Tracy throws open the door.

      “Who in the hell put the” She stops abruptly when she sees us both standing in the tiny office. Her eyes narrow, going back and forth between us. Tracy has been working at the diner for years. She trained me a few months back, and many might even think she owns the place by how she pushes everyone around. And I’m pretty sure she and Sam have a thing. I stay out of her way. I want my tables and tips and nothing more from this place. It’s a means to an end. A slow means, but I’m getting there, dollar by dollar, and this place has the best tips I’ve come across so far, so I put up with it.

      “I’m having a meeting.” Sam turns to look at her. Tracy purses her lips at him, clearly not liking what he’s saying.

      “No, it’s fine. I really should be going. I’ll miss the bus,” I lie. I always walk home. I grab my purse and coat and don’t even bother to put them on. I just hold them close to my body over my cheap polyester uniform that fits a little too snuggly on me. “Maybe Tracy would like the manager position,” I throw out.

      “What!” Tracy half-screams, her face scrunching up. I steal the moment to slip past them both as fast as I can and out the side door of the diner, into the chilled night. The street is empty now that it’s almost midnight on a Tuesday.

      I slip my coat on and make the half-mile walk to my apartment, which sits over an old laundromat. Locking the door behind me, I waste no time pulling my uniform from my body and tossing my tips from tonight on the table before jumping into the shower. I have to get the smell of grease off my hair and body. I let the warm water run over me, relaxing my muscles as I wash away the day’s work.

      When I’m done I grab a shirt and a pair of panties and pull them on. I sit at the small fold-out table in my half kitchen, if you can call it that. It doesn’t even have a full refrigerator, just one of those tiny ones you find in a hotel, which is probably where it came from. There’s a small sink and microwave, and that’s about it. My exhaustion outweighs my hunger as I count my tips. A hundred dollars on a double shift for a Tuesday isn’t too bad. Every dollar counts at this point. I’m so close to being able to pay for my last semester of college. Twelve more credits and I’m done, I remind myself. I can do this.

      I grab the money and place it carefully, along with yesterday’s money, between the pages of a book I keep on the table. I still need to go to the bank and deposit it. After that, I walk the few feet to my bed in the corner of the room and fall face first into the cushioned surface.

      “I miss you, Mom,” I whisper into the pillow before sleep takes me.
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