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(Posted as a Free Read on her blog)

To my father who allowed me those days at our Bass Lake cabin, to the Dewars, whose ice cream sundaes will always be a sweet, sweet memory, and to JoJo from the Hells Angels who gave me my first Harley ride.
And finally, to each and every one of the residents in Bass Lake, California who made my childhood summer memories so wonderful.
This one is for you.
Chapter One
“The grand finale will be one hundred rockets shooting off over the lake?  And a dozen fountains on the ground?”  The man speaking rubbed his hands together in childish delight.  “What about those pinwheel things on the water itself?  I love those!”
Ross Cannon pinched the bridge of his nose and tried not to groan out loud.  Trying to discuss the fireworks display he was designing for the annual Founders Celebration in the town of Bass Lake, California, was fast becoming an effort in futility.  It was like trying to explain long division to a hyperactive seven year old.  “Mr. Mayor—”
“Now, Ross.”  The small portly man beamed up at him.  “How many times have I asked you to call me Gene?”
Jaw clenched, Ross, nodded.  “Right.  Gene.  You have to understand.  Bigger isn’t always better when it comes to fireworks.  The Sierra National Forest has strict guidelines as to what we can and can’t do in this area.  I can promise you a fantastic display, but it has to be within safe limits.”
The mayor looked like a pouting Santa Claus with his white hair and carefully trimmed beard.  He gazed up at Ross with pleading blue eyes.  “But what about the rockets?”
Ross barely managed not to roll his eyes.  “We can have quite a few aerial displays, with all kinds of colors, shapes and sounds.  You won’t be disappointed, Mr. May—I mean, Gene.  But I have to use the types of fireworks allowed as well as stay within the budget you gave me.”
Gene glanced up at him, and Ross swore he saw the man’s lip quiver.  “You said it wouldn’t cost us anything.”
“I didn’t say that,” Ross rebutted quickly.  “Hell, Gene.  I’m not a rich man, and the type of display you want is expensive.  I’m already getting it for you at my cost, and I’m tossing in the labor for free.  That’s as good as it gets.”
“But it’s…it’s for the town.”  
Ross wondered how many others fell for the poor little old man-poor town routine.  He was feeling twinges of guilt and he knew it was an act.  One, he wasn’t giving in to.  Ignoring the gnome-like mayor, he rolled out the plans he’d made on the big desk.  He might not be good at this negotiations stuff, but he sure as hell knew his job.
He’d learned the hard way as an ammunitions and explosives expert in the army.  He was a member of the United States Army Rangers, and a part of an elite team whose sole purpose was—to put it succinctly—blow things up.  As the captain in charge of that special unit, it was Ross’s job to make sure everything passed proper specifications as well as lead the team on those dangerous missions.  
At twenty-eight, he’d retired from active duty, but Ross saw no reason to let his particular skills go to waste.  Tired of fighting, he’d opted out of becoming a mercenary and decided to design things to give enjoyment, rather than something that could destroy.
Cannon Fireworks and Explosives was the result.  He’d chosen Bass Lake, California because of the pristine wilderness and small town flavor.  The fishing was first rate, and the water sports made for summer fun for all ages.  Mild winters and summers made it ideal for a man who’d spent too many years slogging around in desert sand past his ankles.  Plus, the summer tourist trade made it a builder’s mecca and contractors needed a man with Ross’s expertise.  After five years of mountain living, enjoying both the winter snows and the summer heat, he knew he’d finally found a home. 
But being a part of a small community had its downsides as well.  And one of them was sitting in front of him right now.  Mayor Gene Jackson was the perfect man to run this small, yet prosperous town, and he used every advantage he had, including laying on one of the best guilt trips Ross had ever seen.  If Gene had been a general, Ross would never have left the army.  He’d have felt like he was letting down his country.
Forcing the trickles of guilt away, he tapped the plans.  “Like I said, everything’s planned.  It’ll be a great display, one that’ll give you more bang-for-your-buck.  You’re getting my men's labor free, and I’m not charging you design fees.  Face it, Gene.  It’s a good deal.”
The mayor peered nearsightedly down at the scribbled plans.  If they made any sense to him, he didn’t show it.  Giving a forlorn sigh, he shook his head.  “So, no rockets?”
Ross’s eyes narrowed and he reached to take the plans away.  “If you want to check with another firm, you’re welcome to.  I know there are several in Fresno that would be happy to give you a bid.  ‘Course they’d charge fees and labor, but—”
“No, no,” Gene interrupted, grabbing the plans back and smoothing them out.  “Don’t be so hasty.”  His blue eyes sparkled.  “I just want to get what’s best for the town.  You can understand that.”
“Right.  I understand,” Ross agreed.  “And I’m it.”  He held out his hand.  “Deal?”
The mayor pouted for a moment then his chubby hand clasped Ross’s callused one.  “Deal.”
“No more trying to cut corners?”
Gene gave a mischievous smile.  The seven year old was back.  “Okay.  I promise.”
“Alright.  Then let me show you what I’ve got arranged.”  Ross pointed again to the plans.  “We’ll start with this small display of multi-shot shells which will range in color from—”
He was cut off when the door to the mayor’s office slammed open.  He jerked his head around and then whistled soundlessly.
Standing in the doorway was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen.  A vision out of his teenage wet dreams.  Long, lush and lovely.  She probably came up to his chin, which would make her about five-foot six.  She had long blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, with slightly tilted hazel eyes and a small straight nose.  Her generous mouth was pressed together in a firm line and he saw a small dimple in her chin.  
His gaze dropped and he nearly moaned with male appreciation.  She wore a white halter top which only covered the top portion of her flat stomach.  A tiny pink butterfly gleamed in her bellybutton.  Her perfect breasts swelled over the top of the halter, and he found himself wishing she’d draw in a deeper breath.  The effect would be spectacular.  His mouth watered when he saw mile long legs reach up into one of the shortest jean skirts he’d ever seen.
He swallowed and started counting backwards from one million when his unruly body tightened, and his cock pressed against his already snug jeans.  Last thing he’d expected was to meet such a sexy woman in the mayor’s office.  He opened his mouth to say something, but she moved, slamming the door shut behind her.  Ross suddenly realized that the gorgeous color on her cheeks was natural…and because she was as mad as hell.
“I thought so,” she shouted as she advanced on them.
“My d-d-dear,” stammered the mayor.  He looked pleadingly at Ross, who only shrugged in confusion.  “I didn’t know you were back in town.  Ross, this is Stacy Jackson.”
The vision stomped over to the desk and leveled an angry glare at the cringing old man.  Ross lifted a dark brow.  He’d wondered if anything stopped the irrepressible mayor, and now he knew.
She shook her finger at the cringing man.  “I can’t believe you did it behind my back.  We talked about this!  How could you?”
“Now, Stacy—” Gene smiled ingratiatingly at her, “—It’s not the end of the world.  I’ve called in Ross here as an expert.  Fireworks are perfectly safe.”
“Safe?” she shrieked.  “How can you say that?  Ten thousand people a year are hurt by fireworks.  And that’s not including all the damage to homes and property.”  Her hazel eyes turned gold with anger, and Ross had to stick his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t grab her and kiss her senseless.  He’d never had such a visceral reaction to a woman before.  He forced his lustful thoughts back to the conversation at hand.  
“We live in one of the most beautiful places on earth!”  She pointed outside at the green pines and blue lake.  “Are you so careless of it, you would allow this…this pyromaniac to come in and destroy it?”
Anger stirred.  “Now, hold on.”
She glared at him.  “You, hold on.  I know about you…you...firework cowboy.  You think you can do anything.  Who cares about the environment or the people whose livelihood you might destroy?  As long as you get your money, who gives a damn?”
Fury was fast pushing past attraction.  Pretty or not, this Stacy was a mouthy one.  “I don’t think you know me well enough to make a crack like that!”
Her beautiful lips all but disappeared as she pressed them together in a tight line.  “I don’t have to, thank the good Lord.  I know your kind.  You get your jollies by blowing up things.”  She moved closer and stabbed him in the chest with her long index finger.  “Well, go away!  We don’t want you here!”
He shifted so fast, Stacy didn’t even see him move.  Suddenly, she was held tight against his hard body, her arm locked behind her back.  She stared up at him wide-eyed as heat suddenly shot through her at his touch.  Need surprised her as it raked her with velvet claws.
“I don’t like being poked,” he growled.
Her anger overruled confusion.  Later, she would wonder about why he made her feel so hot and itchy.  Right now, she was just furious.  “I don’t care what you like or don’t like,” she hissed.  Stacy pushed away from him, half surprised-half disappointed, when he let her go.  She lifted her chin.  “I’m going to poke at you a lot more if you don’t pick up your plans and get the hell out of here.  There will be no fireworks set off around here.  It’s too dangerous!”
“Stacy—”
“And you—” she turned on the mayor like a dog on fresh meat, “—how could you even contemplate this.  You know how I feel.”
Gene swallowed once then shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Stacy, but I have to do what’s best for the town.  Having a fireworks display is an important part of the celebration.  We’ve gone too long without it.  No more.”
There was a burning in her chest that always signified tears were on the way.  “I can’t believe you.  I won’t.”  She looked over at the man called Ross.  “I’ll fight you!”
His eyebrows raised and he shrugged.  “You can try, sweetheart, but you’ll lose.”
The cavalier attitude made her even angrier.  “You bas—”
Her ugly words were stopped by the door swinging open.  “Hey Captain?  How much longer you going to be?  Do we have time for a drink at Ducey’s?”
They all turned and Stacy gasped at the sight of a large black man standing just inside the door.  He was built like a linebacker, with thick ropey arms and powerful legs.  Since he was dressed in a gray tank top and shorts, his physique was easy to see.  Then, what he’d said caught her.  She whirled around back to Ross.  “Captain?”
He inclined his head.  “Late of the Army Rangers.”  He grinned.  “I really do like to blow stuff up.”
Stacy’s mouth dropped open in shock.  “You can’t…you…”  She stomped her foot.  Embarrassed and defeated, she could only retreat.  “I swear I’ll stop you.  You won’t ruin this place.  Ever.”
Ross watched as she turned and ran past his friend, Dutch, and out through the door.  The big man stared after her.  “Sorry, Cap.  Did I come in at the wrong time?”
Chuckling a little, Ross rubbed the back of his neck.  “Nah… I don’t think there would have been a good time with that one.”
Dutch nodded.  “Ducey’s?”
“Sure.  I’ll be over in a little while.  Have some things to clear up with his honor, here.”  Ross gave the older man a hard stare.
“Copy that.”  
The door swung shut behind the big man, and Ross turned slowly to Gene.  “You want to tell me what the hell that was about?”
The mayor sighed.  “Stacy feels strongly about this issue.  I’d hoped she would stay out of town through the summer, but…”
“Who is she?”
“She is the town’s conscience.”
“Excuse me?”
Gene sighed again.  “Several years ago, we had a bad fire.  It was started by a couple of boys playing with fireworks.  It did a lot of damage.  Stacy took it to heart and since then has campaigned to restrict all firework usage.  This will be the first year we’ve allowed them.”
Ross shook his head.  “Just because one woman complained?  That’s taking being neighborly a little too far, Gene.”
“We had our reasons,” the mayor responded stubbornly, his eyes darkened by some remembered pain.  “But now…now it’s time to move on.  Which is why I hired you.  I want the biggest and best fireworks display we’ve ever seen here.”
Relaxing again, Ross stared thoughtfully out the door.  Irritating or not, Ms. Stacy Jackson was a sight to see.  “She’s reminds me of one of my aerial sparklers.  Full of life and color and as hot as hell.”  He tossed a grin at the older man.
Gene didn’t smile back.  Suddenly, the benign Santa looked more like an angry elf.  “I guess you missed her name.”
“Her name?”  Ross frowned.  “I heard it.  Stacy…”  His eyes widened with realization.  “Shit.”
“Jackson.”  The mayor crossed his arms over his chest and glared at him.  “My granddaughter.”
Chapter Two

        “His granddaughter.”  Ross tossed back a tumbler of whiskey, before reaching for the beer Dutch handed him.  “I can’t believe I told Mayor Jackson his granddaughter was hot.”
Dutch and the other two men sitting with him shook their heads in commiseration.  Like Dutch, Dirk Parks and Sammy Terell had also worked with Ross in the Ranger unit.  It was Dirk who grew up in BassLake and when his Captain mentioned looking for a small town, he invited him for a visit.  Dutch and Terell came with him and when Ross decided to stay, they did too. Bass Lake was exactly what four war-weary soldiers needed to find peace again.
“Stacy always was a firecracker,” Dirk mused as he nursed his second beer.  He shook his dark head and his blue eyes gleamed.  “She’s some big shot environmentalist, now.  She just got back into town from a job up in Montana.  Saving Big Horn Sheep or something.”  He snorted.  “She always had something to say about something.  Leader of the debate team in high school and she was head cheerleader, too.”
“Christ,” groaned Ross.  “I’ve got the hots for a fucking cheerleader.”
The men all chuckled.  Dutch put his massive hand on his captain’s shoulder.  “It’s okay, Cap.  She’s growed up now.”
There was a pregnant silence then the others burst into laughter.  Several regulars turned on their barstools to see what was going on.  After a few minutes, Ross cleared his throat.  “I may have a hard-on for her, but she could be trouble.  I’ve already put too much time into this to have her mess it up.”
“Maybe you should talk to her.”  Terell sipped his drink, his brown eyes thoughtful.  He raked his hand through his shoulder length blond hair.  “Couldn’t hurt.”
Ross’s whole body reacted to the thought of seeing Stacy Jackson again.  He shifted uncomfortably.  “And what am I suppose to tell her?” he growled.  “I’m not stopping the fireworks.”
“No,” Dirk replied in a reasonable tone.  “But you can tell her how careful you are.  It might help her feel better and then she’ll lay off.”
Ross thought about that.  He stared out over the blue-green lake watching the water skiers glide by trying to catch the last few hours of sun and fun.  It was the peaceful world he’d come to expect here, and he wasn’t happy that some environmentalist crusader was trying to stir things up.
But, then again, maybe he could convince Stacy she was wrong about the danger of fireworks, and everything could go back to normal.  And if he was lucky, he might be able to get to know the firecracker herself, a little better. 

* * * * *

Easing his Kawasaki 750 to a halt in front of Stacy Jackson’s house, Ross pulled his sunglasses off and made a slow perusal of the cabin in front of him.  It was a single story home made of real logs.  A slightly crooked chimney clung to the side of the cabin which was covered in ivy. Pink and white sweet peas were planted near the steps and trailed up the cabin walls.  From the windows, frilly white lace curtains waved in the evening breeze.
A deck wrapped its way around the front and side of the cabin and looking to the water, he could see a dock with a small boat tied up alongside.  Ross grinned.  The whole thing looked like a doll’s house, complete with a huge black cat that lay on the porch rail gazing at him with suspicious green eyes.
He climbed off the bike, setting it on its kickstand, before walking over to the feline watchdog.  “Hello there,” he said softly.  He put out his hand to stroke the jet black fur and almost jumped when it started to purr loudly.  Ross chuckled.  “You just look big and bad, don’t you.”  
The rumbling got even louder and the cat put his chin up imperiously, showing a collar with the name Loki on it.  Ross scratched under the wide chin.  “You remind me a little of Dutch.  You may look scary, but you’re just a marshmallow underneath.”
A low growl sounded behind Ross and he froze.  Carefully looking over his shoulder, he saw an enormous gray and white husky standing behind him.  The dog’s hair was standing up and his lips were curled in a fierce snarl.  
“Shit,” he grunted softly as he turned to face the dog.  He glanced back at the cat.  It was looking up at him with a knowing smirk and Ross wondered fleetingly if the two worked together.  The cat drew in the unsuspecting victim and then the dog would tear him apart.  “I’m harmless guys, I swear."

"That, I very much doubt."
Ross jerked his head up and all thought drained out of his head.  His mouth gaped open and his hands went loose at his sides.  Stacy stood on the edge of the deck, a navy blue towel in her hand.  She was wearing a string bikini the same blue-green color of the lake behind her.  Her beautiful breasts were barely covered by the twin triangles that clung lovingly to her body.  Erect nipples pressed against the fabric, inviting his touch.  A third triangle sheltered her mons and tied at each hip.  There wasn’t a tan line on her and he wondered if she sunned in the nude.  A quick glance around showed she had the privacy to do so if she chose.
“If you’re done looking me over like a side of beef.”
Red colored his cheeks as he met her gaze.  Her flashing eyes were now more blue than hazel.  “Can’t help it.  You’re beautiful.”
Stacy couldn’t prevent a blush herself.  His intense gaze made her heart pound and her insides liquefy.  Her whole body warmed.  But he was a stranger.  That was just crazy.  “I didn’t wear it to be looked at.  I thought I was alone.”
He snorted.  “Sure.  You bought that little thing for yourself.  Right.”
Anger and embarrassment warred with each other.  He was right, but she’d be damned if she let him know that.  “You’re trespassing.  What do you want?”
“Are you always this unneighborly?”  He looked down at the still snarling dog.  “Is he going to bite me?”
“Only if I tell him to.”
“Come on, woman.”  Male exasperation filled his voice.  “I think we need to start over.  This whole thing has gotten way outta hand.”  
Stacy took a step back to consider, and really looked at her visitor for the first time.  She’d been too angry and frightened in her grandfather’s office to really see him.  
He was tall.  Well over six feet and built like a man who could take care of himself.  In his tight jeans and yellow T-shirt, it was easy to see his muscular build.  Captain Ross Cannon was well formed and powerful, and she could well imagine him standing with a machine gun at the ready.  He looked like he could handle just about anything.  
His face was strong as well.  Not classically handsome, but masculine with his square jaw and rough hewn cheekbones.  This late in the evening, his chin was covered in a dark five-o’clock shadow.  Sensuous lips quirked into a half amused-half irritated smile.  
His hair was the shade of twilight just before night truly fell.  Dark brown with streaks of lighter umber, it slicked back over his head, revealing a wide intelligent forehead.  Eyes as dark as his hair gazed at her with unmistakable intent.  Stacy wasn’t stupid, she knew and understood that look and her femininity responded to it in ways she’d almost forgotten.  Her legs trembled and her mouth went dry.  She battled back the sudden desire to throw herself in his arms.  
Ross’ body heated dramatically as he watched her look him over.  He knew turn about was fair play, but he couldn’t help a smart remark.  “If you’re done looking me over like a side of beef?”
She blushed and lifted her chin.  He was reminded suddenly of the cat.  His fingers itched to touch Stacy the way he’d stroked the lazy feline.  Pushing the thought away with difficulty, he crossed his arms over his broad chest.  “I came to speak to you about the firework display.  I know you’re worried, and I thought if you and I could talk, you’d see there’s nothing to get all riled up about.”
Outrage filled her face.  “I am not riled up.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
She made a quick irritated motion with her shoulders and his eyes widened when her breasts bounced gently.  Damn.  He was getting hard again.  He had the sudden urge to pull her to him and see if her mouth tasted as good as it looked.  Glancing down, he saw the husky hadn’t moved.  It stared up at him with grim intent.  If he tried anything, the dog would probably get a taste of him.  Ross glanced at the cat who was still smiling smugly.  The animal probably set the whole thing up.
“You’re easily distracted, aren’t you?”
His gaze returned to hers.  “I was just wondering if you were going to sic your animals on me.”
Her lips tightened.  She snapped her fingers.  “Adak, come.”  The big dog immediately went to her side, and sat down, but still looked at Ross with hungry eyes.  “Better?”
Ross nodded.  “Yeah…It’s been a while since I’ve had a weapon pointed at me.”  He held up his hand at her automatic protest.  “The dog’s doing what he’s supposed to.  But I didn’t come here to talk about your choice of guards.  I’m trying to tell you about the fireworks.”
Stacy deliberately turned away and grabbed a short robe from one of the deck chairs.  She slipped it over her swim suit and immediately felt more comfortable.  The way the man was looking at her put her on edge.  She turned back around and shrugged.  “There isn’t anything you can say to me to make me change my mind.  Fireworks are too dangerous, especially in a national forest.”  And she had her reasons.
His strong jaw tightened.  “There are plenty of safety procedures used to keep the danger to a minimum.  I’ve been blowing things up for over fifteen years and I’ve never had an incident.  I’m damn good at my job, Ms. Jackson.  I don’t take chances.”
She was unwillingly impressed, but a flash of an old memory shot through her and she shuddered.  “It’s too risky.  There is no way you can be absolutely sure.  You can’t cover every possible contingency.”
“Hell, you’re more likely to be eaten by a shark than killed by fireworks.  You’re over dramatizing this whole thing.”
The rich disgust in his voice fueled her temper.  “I don’t plan on swimming with sharks, Mr. Cannon, any more than I will allow you to put this town in danger just because you want to make a few bucks!”
She took a step back when his eyes flashed in anger.  Adak growled in warning, but then subsided at a snarl from the man.  There was a heavy pause, then the dog cocked his head, and his tail thumped briefly.  Stacy grimaced.  Obviously, there was a whole alpha dog thing going on here and her animal had just come out second.  Not that it surprised her.  As she’d thought, Ross Cannon could take care of himself.  She watched in helpless fascination as he stalked toward her, fury livid on his face.
“You think you got everything all figured out, don’t you,” he rasped.  His hands shot out and grabbed her shoulders.  “Did it ever occur to you I might care about this town as much as you do?  The last thing I want is a fire.  Jesus, woman…give me some credit.”
She didn’t like the way her body wanted to respond to his nearness, so she struggled, but his hands were like vises.  Not painful…just unmoving.  “Why should I give a mercenary credit for anything,” she shot back.  “If something were to happen, you’d just move on.  Too bad, so sad.  See you later.”  Moisture burned behind her eyelids.  “And we’re left picking up the pieces.”
Ross’ hands tightened at the hint of tears in her voice.  Something else was going on here.  Something he wasn’t privy to yet.  His anger faded to be replaced by a slap of desire so strong he almost staggered under it.  He gazed down at her impassioned face suddenly wishing she cared about him as much as she did about saving the town.  He had a feeling when Stacy Jackson gave you her loyalty…it would be forever.
Without knowing it, his thumbs began stroking up and down her bare arm.  “I can’t give you guarantees, Stacy, but I can promise I won’t let anything happen to this town or the people in it, if it’s in my power to prevent it.  Can you trust me enough to believe that?”
She shook her head wildly, her body trembling beneath his hands.  “I don’t even know you!  I can’t trust you at all.”
The pain from her words was unexpected.  Why should she trust him?  After all, they just met a few hours ago.  But for some reason, he desperately needed it.  His grip tightened again.  “Your grandfather does.”
Stacy tried to pull away.  “Grandpa trusts everyone.  It’s his way of getting things done.  I’m not so gullible.”
His control wavered.  Anger and desire mixed to form a potent cocktail in his bloodstream.  “I’m not asking for gullible, just an open mind.”
She tossed her head.  “This is as open as I’m going to get.  I know your type, Mr. Cannon. You care only about yourself.”
He gave a snarl that sent the cat leaping off the porch rail.  Control disappeared in a white ball of frustration and lust.  “Fine,” he growled as he pulled her hard against him.  “Since you have such a low opinion of me, I might as well give you a reason.”  Without another word, his mouth crushed down on hers.
Chapter Three
Stacy knew she should struggle.  She’d taken self-defense classes.  She’d learned all the ways to stop a man from “taking liberties”, as her Grandma Jackson would have called it.  But what happened when the woman in question suddenly found herself wanting those liberties taken?
One touch from Ross’ sexy mouth set all her senses aflame.  His kiss was devastating.  Long, hard and deep; so deep, for a moment, she forgot everything else around her.  She forgot their differences, no longer cared about the kind of man he was.  Excitement sparked along her nerve endings.  The fire erupted inside her without warning, so fierce and intense, she moaned in fear and delight.
Ross muttered her name in response and his rough voice set more sparklers shooting through her.  Liquid heat pooled low in her belly and for the first time in her life, Stacy tasted real passion.
She kissed him back, throwing herself into the embrace the way she did her causes…wholeheartedly.  When he pulled her closer, she could feel the heat and strength of him.  His big hand pushed the robe aside and smoothed down her naked back to cup her rear.  At the same time he slid one leg between her soft thighs.  She could feel the unmistakable shape of his erection pulsing against her and her legs buckled.
He solved that by bracing her on one of his hard thighs.  Then he shifted back to take her mouth in another long, drugging kiss.  She gasped as his hand smoothed down her body to cup her breast.  His thumb moved back and forth over her nipple and she shuddered.  Moisture flooded her already damp swim bottoms.
Ross gave a low growl when he felt her response.  His head was close to blowing off from the mind-splintering passion.  He’d been ambushed.  He hadn’t expected it, but he needed to taste her as he’d never needed anything before.  It didn’t make sense, but he didn’t give a damn.  And when she kissed him back, his head spun with something even more powerful than desire.  It felt right.  It made him feel whole.  
His hand plucked at her nipple and then pulled the triangle of fabric away so he could feast on the turgid bud.  Her gasping cry made his whole body ache, and he used his tongue to torment and tease until she was writhing in his arms.  Jerking the other triangle aside, he treated that breast to the same delicious torture.  The scent of her arousal filled the early evening air.
With a muttered exclamation, he reached down to slide his fingers beneath her bikini bottom.  His hand came away damp and his penis throbbed at the thought of how hot and wet she was.  Gently, he smoothed his fingers through her moist folds to her swollen clitoris.  When he touched it, Stacy cried out, clamping her legs together.  The move brought him even closer to her, and he began rubbing the sensitive flesh.  At the same time, he used his other hand to unzip his jeans.  The cool night air caressed his aching cock and he groaned.
“Are you protected,” he managed.  “I’ve got a condom in my pocket if we need it.”
Stacy froze at the practical question.  Reality returned in an icy flood, and with it, embarrassment.  Her body still sang with desire, but her mind shrieked at her to stop.  What have I done?  Color flooded her cheeks as she tried to push away.
“No, baby,” Ross muttered.  He tried to capture her lips again.  “Let me have you.  I need you.”
The hoarse words only made it worse.  “No,” she cried.  “I want you to let me go.  Now, Ross.  I mean it.”
He went perfectly still and then raised his head to look at her.  His dark eyes gleamed with passion and a masculine outrage just beginning to form.  He took a deep breath, but he didn’t move the hand that cupped her so intimately.  “Why?” he growled.
She bit her lip, not noticing how he watched hungrily.  “I’m sorry.  It’s too fast.  I don’t do this.  And I don’t even like you.”  She still shivered from the feelings he aroused in her, but they frightened her now.  “We don’t like each other.”
Ross’ eyes narrowed.  He moved his hand against her deliberately.  “I think we like each other just fine.”  His gaze dropped to his lap.  “See?”
She looked down and blushed hotly.  His cock was still hard and pulsing against her thigh.  She gulped.  “That’s just lust.”
“So?”
Panic shot through her and she pushed at him again.  “You won’t force me.  You’re not that type of man.”
“How do you know?”  He sounded only mildly curious, but she could feel the controlled strength in him.
“I just do.  Let me go.”
This time he released her, his hands slowly leaving her soft folds.  Once they were both standing again, she straightened her robe as he tucked his still-hard penis back into his jeans.  “I’m sorry.  I…I know it might not seem like it from my actions, but I want to know a man before I have sex with him.”
“You think this was normal for me?”  He looked at her broodingly.  “It might not seem like it from my actions, but I don’t just jump the first woman I see in a bikini.  Not even if she wants it.”
Stacy gasped at the crudity of his words.  “I didn’t want you!”
Ross snorted.  “You keep telling yourself that, honey.”  He grinned wickedly as he sniffed at his fingers.  “I know differently.”
She went crimson with rage and embarrassment.  “I…I can’t help how my body reacts,” she shouted.  “But I know better.  I could never make love to a man I didn’t trust!”
His face darkened.  “You might not trust me, but your body does.  I could have had you over that table if I’d have wanted to. Think about—”
His words were cut off when Stacy gave him a hard push.  Taken unawares, Ross staggered backwards into thin air.  He gave a loud yell as he disappeared beneath the cool waters of the lake.  When he surfaced, she could see he was spitting mad, but she’d had enough male arrogance for one day.  
“Maybe that cooled you down,” she shouted at him.  “I don’t want to see you around here again!”  No matter he’d stirred up feelings she never knew she had.  He was the enemy.
Ross climbed up onto the porch, trying hard to control his temper.  The fact she’d gotten the drop on him made him even angrier.  The wary look on her face showed him she knew she’d been reckless, but he was too furious to worry about it.  Riding a motorcycle in wet jeans was damned uncomfortable.  By the time he rode back to his apartment, he’d be chaffed in all the wrong places.  Stalking over to her, he grabbed her to him, dropping a hard kiss on her surprised mouth before she could stop him.  “You deserve to be spanked for that little maneuver, but I’ll take a rain check,” he growled.  “Next time.”
“You’re never going to have the chance at a next time!”
“Oh, there’ll be a next time.  Count on it.”  His dark eyes flashed.  “You’ve got a lot to learn about me, sweetheart.  I suggest you do so before you embarrass yourself anymore.”
“You…you…”
“You’re stammering,” he said as he brought his temper ruthlessly under control.  Ross was good at long campaigns and he wanted the woman standing before him.  He would do whatever it took to make that happen.  “I suggest you start with your grandfather.  You can ask him how much I’m being paid for this contract.”

* * *

Okay.  So she owed him an apology.  Stacy nibbled on her lower lip as she thought again about her behavior.  Something she’d done a lot over the last couple of weeks.  She usually wasn’t so judgmental, but fireworks made her crazy.  It was just that simple.  Though, if she was honest with herself, it wasn’t only the fireworks this time.  The man himself made her deeply uncomfortable.  Ross Cannon wasn’t at all what she’d expected to find when she’d heard a munitions expert was in charge of the Founder’s Day firework display.  She thought he’d be old and grizzled, with a bit of a pot belly.
But just one look at Ross sent her mind scrambling.  It was the only real explanation for why she’d been so rude the first time they’d met.  And then later…  Stacy shivered.  Later, she’d discovered he was neither old nor grizzled.  And his belly was as hard and well built as the rest of him.  Some feminine instinct for survival had flared to life the second she’d seen the heated look in his eyes.  She reminded herself he was used to hunting down his quarry.  Soldiers had been doing it since the dawn of time.  But Stacy didn’t want to be captured, so all the interest and curiosity she felt for him was channeled right into the instinct to fight.
As he’d suggested, she’d gone to her grandfather.  To her chagrin, she found he wasn’t getting a penny for the show he was putting on.  That tidbit of information shamed her and intrigued her at the same time.
She’d meant to apologize to him, but every time they happened to meet, the look in his eyes made her turn and walk the other way.  Stacy knew she was being cowardly, but whenever she remembered her response to him on her deck, that survival instinct kicked in again.  There was no way she wanted to be involved with a man like that.
But just who was Captain Ross Cannon?  Small town living made it easy to learn some of what she needed to know.  Stacy discovered he’d lived in BassLake for just over five years, had no family to speak of and was good friends with several of her high school classmates.  She also found that he had been a captain in the army, and when he’d come to town, several men in his unit came with him to be employed in his company.
She learned he helped out a lot around town and seemed to enjoy the slow pace of mountain living.  She wondered about a man who could go from seek and destroy missions to building plywood booths for the Fourth of July carnival.
To her irritation, she also found he was highly sought after by all the single women in town.  Since handsome eligible men weren’t exactly thick on the ground in a small town like Bass Lake, Ross and his men stood out like beacons to the lonely ladies.  
What she didn’t find was any sign of Ross being careless about his work.  The people she talked to praised him for the way he promoted safety on the job.  She poured over country records looking for the slightest evidence of wrong doing, but there was nothing.  After two long weeks, she had to conclude he did know what he was doing.  But that still didn’t mean fireworks were safe.  He might be the best there was, but things happened, and she couldn’t…wouldn’t let it happen again.  
Oh, she knew her grandfather and the council members thought she was over-reacting.  They said as much when she went to argue her case at the monthly meeting.  One by one, they spoke about tradition and safety and how things needed to get back to normal.  They flat out refused to listen to her.  The fact Ross sat in the front row staring at her with those dark intense eyes and a smug smile made her angrier still.  
So she decided to take her case to the people.  Surely, they would see having fireworks in August was dangerous.  But, after several days of standing in the doorway of the Pines Market, trying to gather signatures on her petition drive to halt the display, she had to admit she wasn’t having any better luck with the masses.
Tears filled her eyes.  Was she the only one who remembered the damage fireworks could cause?  It hadn’t been that long ago—only seven years.  The fire destroyed more than trees, but no one seemed to care.
“I care,” she whispered aloud.  “And I won’t forget.”
“Talking to yourself is a sure sign you’re crazy.”  The deep voice intruded on her thoughts, and her head snapped up.  Ross stood in front of her, his arms crossed and his legs braced wide.  In his white muscle shirt and gray shorts, he looked powerfully masculine.  His unsmiling gaze met hers.
She took a step back instinctively then swore at herself.  She wouldn’t be intimidated by him.  “Unless you’re here to sign my petition, you can leave.”
His lips quirked up at the corner.  “Public street, honey.  Out of the two of us, I’m probably the one obeying the law.”  His eyes raked over her tight pink tank top and jean shorts.  “You got a permit to solicit?”
Chapter Four
 Stacy’s mouth dropped open in outrage.  She purposely ignored the sexual innuendo.  “Permit?  I don’t need a permit.  You think this is the first time I’ve done this?”
“I think it’s the first time you’ve come up against me,” he stated smoothly.  “A quick call to the sheriff and—”
“You wouldn’t!”  She couldn’t believe it.  “I knew you fought dirty, but this?”
He shrugged.  “I told you not to mess with me.”  His eyes hardened.  “Don’t you think I know how you’ve investigated me?  Talked to all my customers behind my back…even went through the records?”  At her involuntary gasp, he shrugged.  “The fireworks are going to happen, Stacy.  Don’t you think it’s time to let this thing go?  You’re only making yourself look ridiculous.”
Fear shot through her.  For the first time she wondered what would happen if she couldn’t stop the fireworks.  Memories swamped her, turning her hazel eyes a deep blue as she stared at him.  “I can’t.  You don’t understand.”
The pain in her eyes staggered him.  Without thinking, he reached for her, intent on protecting her from whatever put that look on her face.  “Talk to me.  I want to understand.  Let me help—”   
“Well, I never thought I’d see the two of you together.  Aren’t you on opposite sides of this battle?”
Ross dropped his hand as Stacy flinched away from him.  For a moment, he thought he’d actually gotten through to her, and he swore under his breath at the untimely interruption.  Forcing back a glare, he turned.   “Mrs. Horne.”
The older woman smiled at them both.  As the postmistress of Bass Lake, Claire Horne knew everything about everybody.  She was a gossip, but her unworldly air and gentle smile made you realize she didn’t have a malicious bone in her body.  But that didn’t mean Ross didn’t wish her to hell sometimes.  Like now.
“It’s good to see you’ve put your differences aside,” the old lady went on.  “You should be dating, not shouting at each other.”
She must have missed the show a few minutes earlier, thought Ross, but he managed a nod.  “We’re talking about things now.”
She patted him on the cheek as if he was five.  Her voluminous flowered dress sighed in the late afternoon breeze.  “That’s wonderful.  Maybe you can make Stacy see that life does go on.  Even after such a ghastly tragedy.”
“Please, Mrs. Horne.  I don’t want to talk about it.”  Stacy’s voice was roughened by emotion.
“Now, dear.”  Claire turned to Ross.  “Such a horrible thing.  To lose your parents in such a terrible way.”   
He swore his heart stopped beating.  He’d never considered Stacy’s phobia might have cause. “Excuse me?”
Claire’s eyes saddened with memory.  “Seven years ago it happened.  Damn fool kids playing with fireworks on Fourth of July.”  She sighed.  “Started one of the worst fires we’ve had ’round these parts.”
“Please…”  Stacy whispered.
Mrs. Horne didn’t notice her distress.  “The fire headed over the mountain and down to lakeside.  Destroyed part of the town and several homes.  We lost over twenty thousand acres.”  She pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and dabbed at her eyes.  “But the worst part was losing Sam and Holly.”
“Sam and Holly?”
Claire frowned.  “Well, Stacy’s mother and father, of course.”
“Jesus.”  Ross stared at Stacy who had gone a horrible shade of white.  “Honey, I didn’t know.”
“It’s not something we like to talk about.  A terrible chapter in the town’s history.  For years we did without fireworks.  Out of fear…out of respect, I don’t know.”  The old woman stuffed the hanky back in her dress.  “But life must go on.”  She patted Stacy’s arm.  “I’m proud of you, my dear.”
Ross knew if Mrs. Horne didn’t shut up soon, he would throttle her himself.  Instinctively, he put his arm around Stacy’s stiff shoulders and pulled her to him.  “I think we’re done here,” he growled.
Claire peered at him from behind her glasses and smiled absently.  “I’m so pleased we will have fireworks this year.  I have missed them.”  She patted them both again.  “I have to go get some milk for Socrates,” she murmured.  “The kitty does so love his treat.”  With a languid wave of her hand she disappeared inside the store.
Ross turned and looked hard at Stacy.  Her pupils were dilated and she was as cold as ice. He made an instant decision.  “Where are your car keys?”
She blinked slowly.  “What?”
He swore and dug in her shorts pocket.  Fishing the keys out, he guided her over to her small compact car.  He tucked her inside and a few minutes later, they were driving to her cabin.  Fifteen minutes later, Ross lifted her out of the passenger seat and carried her up onto the deck.  Adak was waiting, his teeth flashing in a snarl.
“It’s okay, boy,” Ross soothed.  He walked past the watchful animal and sat down on one of the padded lounge chairs, Stacy in his lap.  She was still stiff and cold and he held her tightly, trying to warm her with his own body.  After a few minutes, he felt her relax, so he leaned back more comfortably, and stroked her hair.  “I’m sorry,” he murmured.  “I didn’t know about your folks.”
She was silent, but he felt her give a big sigh and snuggle closer.  He continued to smooth his hand down her back until finally, she spoke.
“I was seventeen,” she whispered into his throat.  “I was on the lake with friends.  I saw the fire coming, but I couldn’t get to them.  I was safe and they died.”
Survivor’s guilt, thought Ross.  Something he’d dealt with a time or two.  “You know it wasn’t your fault.”
She nodded and relaxed even more.  “I know it.  But it’s hard to believe it.  I tried to get to them, but the firefighters wouldn’t let me.  They caught me just outside the property.”  She looked up at him and he drew in his breath at agony he saw reflected in her eyes.  “I watched my house burn down.  My parents were trying to get the animals out of the barn and the roof fell in.  I watched them die.”
His throat tightened and he pulled her closer.  For a moment, he thought she’d pull away, but then slowly, her arms slipped around him.  He pressed his lips to the top of her head, feeling the need to protect change to the need to comfort.  “I’m here, honey.  Go on.”
Stacy sniffed, thinking this was the last place she’d expected to wind up when she woke up this morning.  But his arms felt so good, so right; she didn’t move.  She wanted to absorb his strength deep into her bones and let him take care of her…just for a little while.
“Afterwards, I moved in with Grandpa.  When we found out how the fire started, I guess we both went a little crazy.  He was mayor, even back then, and so it was easy to stop the firework display.  When people looked out their windows and saw what was left of the forest, no one argued.”
“Then what happened?”
“Time happened.  I went away to school, the town was rebuilt and the damage from the fire disappeared.  Mother Nature took care of most of it.  What she didn’t, condos and new house construction did.  When I graduated, I came back and most people had forgotten.”
He shook his head.  “No one forgot, baby.  Even though I’m new to town, I’d heard about the fire.”  His eyes darkened.  “But I didn’t know it was so bad, or that someone had died.”
“I couldn’t believe it when I heard we were having fireworks again.  I felt like I’d been slapped.”
He lifted her chin and she was caught by the sincerity in his expression.  “They should have told you about the fireworks, beforehand.  It wasn’t right they blindsided you that way.”
She went very still.  “You agree with me?”
Ross sighed.  “No,” he said gently.  “I know you’re scared and you’ve got a hell of a good reason to be.  But having a yearly fireworks display isn’t the same.  It’s safe and I agree with your grandfather.  It’s time to put the past where it belongs.”
“How is it not the same?” Stacy cried.  Tears misted her eyes.  “Fireworks are fireworks.”
He cradled her face in his strong hands.  “The fire was caused by two stupid kids playing where they shouldn’t have been, with something they had no business touching.”  He bent and brushed a kiss over her soft lips.  “I know exactly what I’m doing, honey.  I know where it’s safe and what to use.  And I’m not playing.”
Stacy went very still.  Her eyes searched his as she finally understood what he’d been saying all along.  “It’s not the fireworks, is it?”
“No, it’s not.”
“It’s the people who use them.”
“Yes.”
“So I shouldn’t be afraid because you’re the one in charge and you know what you’re doing.”
He smiled slowly.  “Exactly.”
Something shifted inside Stacy.  Something that had been a part of her for as long as she could remember.  The tight band of fear around her heart…loosened, and for the first time in seven years she felt like she could breathe again.  And Ross, for all his tough arrogant implacability, had done that for her.  Without thinking, she lifted her lips and brushed them gently over his.  “Thank you,” she murmured.  “For understanding.”
Ross’ body hardened in an instant at the innocent kiss.  The need to comfort, abruptly switched to the need to be closer to her in the most basic of ways.  When she made to draw back, his hand clasped the back of her neck to hold her.  His mouth hovered over hers, a whisper apart.  “I want you,” he growled.  “Ever since I first saw you, I’ve wanted you.  I can’t sleep for thinking how you melted in my arms that day.”
She trembled, but didn’t try to move.  “We still don’t know each other.”
Giving in to need, he trailed his lips down the soft curve of her jaw.  She shivered harder.  “I do know you.  You’re caring and passionate, full of life and emotion.”  He traced his tongue along her earlobe.  “I’ve watched you these past two weeks.  You think we kept running into each other by accident?”
Her eyes went wide and she pushed away.  “You followed me?”
Chuckling, he pulled her closer again.  “Let’s just say I was trying to give you an opportunity.”
“To do what?”
He met her eyes as his hand smoothed down and cupped a breast.  Her stifled gasp made his lust surge.   “Finish what we started?  Have your wicked way with me?”
She stiffened.  “I never—”
He cut her off with a hard kiss.  “Then how about apologize?”  His twilight eyes caressed her.  “We didn’t get off to the best start, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to be with you.”
His cool confession made Stacy tremble even harder.  She was very aware of his hand on her breast and the hard ridge of his erection pressing against her bottom.  She was just as aware that he was waiting on her for the final decision.  Whatever else you might say about Ross Cannon, when it came to sex, he was a gentleman.
“Stacy?”
She met his expectant eyes and smiled.  It was inevitable, she mused to herself.  She’d known the first time he touched her, and though she’d fought against it…the decision had already been made.  Taking a deep breath, she reached up and threaded her hands though his short dark hair.  “I’m sorry, Ross,” she said simply.  “There. That’s the apology.  Now, will you make love with me?”
Chapter Five
She was unprepared for the crashing wave of desire that roared through her when he crushed his mouth to hers.  Part of it was him, an intense wall of heat and need that bowled her over and left her clinging to him in its wake.  But the rest was all her.  Pure desire and passion she’d never before felt for a man.  She went from being intrigued to being consumed by the need to be as close to him as humanly possible.
Their tongues met.  A duel of yin and yang, of male and female each striving for control, yet knowing it was balance that would give them the pleasure they sought.  Stacy felt his need for her in the kiss, and she responded to it with all she had.
Ross groaned.  Her simple kiss was as incendiary as one of his biggest fireworks.  His fingers tightened around her breast, and when she arched into him, he knew she wanted him as much as he did her.  Cursing lightly, he jerked his mouth from hers.  “Just how private is this deck?”
She blinked then went pink, and he saw she understood. “I…I’ve never had cause to try it out, but I do sunbathe in the nude.”
He shuddered.  “I was right.  No tan lines.”
Stacy smiled invitingly.  “Want to check?”
Flash point.
Without another word, he lifted her and grabbing the cushions from the lounger, tossed them on the deck.  He laid her down and then, never taking his eyes from hers, he stripped.  He saw the feminine appreciation in her eyes and he almost lost it, then and there.  Barely holding on to his splintering control, he knelt down next to her.  
Her fingers traced the hard muscles in his thigh.  “You are a handsome warrior.”  She ran her nails up the underside of his throbbing cock and he groaned.  Sexy amusement danced in her eyes.  “You like that, huh?”
Ross bent and kissed her.  “I like it too much.  I may explode before I get to play.  No fair.”
She shook her head and her index finger smoothed a bead of pre-cum over the broad head of his penis.  “You told me you don’t play.”
He felt the tickling in his balls that told him his control was iffy.  Quickly, he grabbed her hand and holding it next to her head, he came down on top of her.  “You’re right.  I’m not playing.  I’m deadly serious here.”  His mouth took hers again to show her exactly how serious he was.
It wasn’t long before her clothes disappeared as well.  His breathing harshened as he fought to keep the control he’d once taken for granted.  He touched her, enjoying the soft silky feel of her body as she writhed under him.
Slowly, he kissed down her body, playing with the pink butterfly in her navel, before heading south to bury his face in her neatly trimmed mound.  Her sultry scent made him think of hot days and sweet watermelon wine, and he knew he’d go crazy if he didn’t drink his fill.  Her cry of astonishment when he parted her moist folds and dipped into her hot wet channel made him thirsty for more.
He ignored her pulling on his short hair as he drank, flicking his tongue over her swollen clit and then delving deep into her quim to enjoy the very spice of her.  His cock throbbed so hard it was actually painful, but he wouldn’t…couldn’t stop.
Just as he was about to explode himself, Stacy gave a whimper and her hips lifted off the deck.  He glanced up at her face just in time to see her eyes go blind and then she screamed, her climax flooding his hungry mouth with her sweet juices.  The taste of her sent him over the edge and before she came down from the first peak, he slid up her body and thrust deep inside her.
Big and hard and hot.  Stacy screamed again at the feel of Ross’ body joined with hers.  He was overwhelmingly male and she responded instinctively, wrapping her legs tight around him.  She held him close as he pounded into her, one arm wrapped around her hips, the other bracing himself over the top of her.  His mouth crushed down on hers and she gloried in the possessive feel of him.  Her climax peaked and then surged again when he swelled inside her.  He thrust one last time and then gave a roar of completion.  Her vision swirled with color as she cried out his name, and fell off the edge one more time.
It was a long time later when he tried to move off her.  “No,” she whispered.  “I like the feel of you on me.”
She felt him chuckle.  “I’m too heavy.”
“It’s a good heavy.”
He smiled into her shoulder then rolled so she lay sprawled over the top of him, their bodies still joined.  “How’s that?”
“Not as good,” she grumbled, “but I guess I’ll survive.”
They lay there, totally naked as the sun kissed their bodies.  Ross gave a contented sigh as he smoothed a hand down her back.  “I actually saw fireworks.  Big gold and red rockets going off in my head.”  He grinned at Stacy in amusement.  “Remember that song?   Skyrockets in Flight?”
She giggled and laid her head on his muscular chest.  “And this was the Afternoon Delight?”
“Damn straight.”
She moved her finger idly through the dark whorls of hair that hid his nipples, enjoying the feel of his heart beating beneath her cheek.  It had been a long time since she’d felt so right with the world.  Was it because of the good sex they’d just had, or was it something more?
“I can hear your wheels turning.”
She kissed his chest.  “Not really.  Just thinking how wonderful you made me feel.  How wonderful you feel now.”
Ross felt his neck get warm at her praise.  But he had to admit, he did feel wonderful.  It had been just as he’d expected…great.  “Right back ‘atcha.”  
She gave an unladylike snort.  “How romantic.”
He grinned.  “You want romantic?”  He rolled her over again and rotated his hips against hers.  The awareness in her eyes made him go rock hard again.  “You inspire me, honey.”
She stuck out her bottom lip.  “What if I want to do more than that?”
He lifted an eyebrow, deeply intrigued.  When she pushed at his chest, he obediently fell backwards, reversing their positions.  His breath caught when she sat up, and smiled sexily down at him.  He was still deep inside of her and even though they’d just made love, he wanted her all over again.  “You gonna show me who’s boss?” he managed.
Stacy laughed and bending down, swirled her tongue around one of his flat nipples.

He couldn’t help another groan.  “You’ll have to stop that…in another five or six minutes.”
She shook her head.  “If I’m going to say I’m sorry, I want to do it right.”
He went still and his hands trapped her face.  “Is this what this is?  Part of the apology?”  He held his breath, knowing if that was all it was to her, he couldn’t take it.  He wanted more.
Her eyes widened and then she threw her arms around him, covering his face in copious kisses.  “No!  Oh, God, Ross.  I didn’t mean it that way.”
The heavy feeling in his stomach disappeared and he relaxed.  “That’s good,” he muttered.  “Because I sure as hell don’t want to be a mercy fuck.”
Tears filled her eyes.  “You aren’t.  I wouldn’t do that. I…”  She took a deep breath.  “I care about you.  More than I wanted to, but please, you have to believe me.  I—”
He cut off her apology with a hard kiss.  “I’m sorry.  I overreacted.”  He managed a smile.  “You’re important to me, too.”  He ran his hand up to play with her breast.  “I’d really like to see where we go with this.”
Stacy gave a watery smile and kissed him again.  “Me too.”  Then she bit her lip, and lifted herself off him just a little, before allowing herself to slide back down.  The slick feel of him moving in her made her breathing short.  “I do want you.”
His hands went to her hips.  “I damn sure want you, too.”
She rode him up and down, their panting breaths loud in the afternoon quiet.  Then she stopped, feeling him pulse inside her, his release imminent.
“Stacy!” he groaned.
She was close as well, but it was suddenly imperative that he knew one thing.  She framed his hard face in her hands.  “I’m not having sex with you to stop you from doing the display.  You know that, right?”
He went still and then his face gentled.  He wrapped his arm around her and rolled so she was beneath him once more.  “I know.”  Ross bent his head and kissed her lovingly.  “Baby, the only fireworks we need to worry about are the ones that happen every time I touch you.”  He thrust into her and Stacy shuddered with desire.  “And since I’m close to going off like a rocket right now, I think we should get back to the matter at hand.”
Smiling, she gave herself over to the sparklers of delight filling her.  There would be plenty of time to talk about the outside world and its problems…later.

***

Stacy nibbled at a Popsicle as she watched the kids playing on the public beach.  It was one of the hottest days of the year so far, and she could see thunderclouds building on the horizon.  But the muggy heat wasn’t her problem.
For the last week, Ross and she had talked about everything but fireworks.  She knew about his time in the army, how loyal he was to his friends and that he preferred boxer briefs over any other underwear.  He was a decent cook, loved late night leftovers and wasn’t a morning person until after his second cup of coffee.  
They’d made love more times than she could count and he was at turns passionate, demanding and gentle.  He made her feel like she was special, and she was already getting used to him arriving at her place after a hard day at work and pulling her into his arms for a long, deep kiss.  Often, he’d strip and jump right in the lake to clean up and if she was too close, she’d wind up in there with him.  His toothbrush had already found its way into her bathroom drawer and she’d seen his shirt in her dirty clothes hamper.  And nothing about it felt wrong.
She was falling in love with him.
Stacy bit down on the Popsicle.  But how could she love a man whose very livelihood frightened her?  Oh, she understood it wasn’t the fireworks, he’d shown her that much, but the phobia was still very real.  So real, she refused to even go to the Founder’s Day fireworks display he was putting on. It was the one discussion about fireworks they’d had. 
The thought of him working with them scared her to death.  If something were to go wrong, she knew she couldn’t handle losing someone else she loved.  She didn’t know quite what to do.  She felt like she was just floating along, waiting for something to happen.
The sound of a siren caught her attention, and then a moment later, the acrid smell of smoke teased her nostrils.  Her heart stopped beating and she dropped the ice cream in the sand.  She scanned the skies and saw what she most feared, a dark curl of smoke rising in the distance.
“Fire,” she whispered, as she raced up the beach and straight to her grandfather’s office.  Just as she was going in, she caught sight of Claire Horne hurrying her way.  She turned to meet the postmistress, trepidation filling her.
“Stacy! I’ve been looking for you,” the woman wheezed.  “I’m sorry, honey, but it’s your grandfather.”
Fear almost sent her to her knees.  “The fire?”
Claire nodded.  “It’s right behind his house.  They don’t know if they can save—”
Stacy didn’t wait to hear more.  Turning, she ran towards her car.  It couldn’t happen again.  She would get there this time or die trying.  
The tires squealed on her car as she raced out of the parking lot.  The five minute drive to her grandfather’s felt like an hour.  She was weeping by the time she pulled into the long driveway.  The air was thick with smoke, but she refused to allow fear to stop her.
When she went around the last corner, she could see the flames and smoke raging behind the house.  It wasn’t a huge fire yet, but it was too close.  One of the outbuildings was already in flame.  
She didn’t even notice the other vehicles as she flew out of her car.  It wasn’t until a strong arm wrapped around her waist that she even knew she wasn’t alone.  “Let me go,” she shrieked, fighting to get away.  “Grandpa!”
Chapter Six
 
“Stacy!”  The deep voice of her lover froze her in her tracks.  “Gene is alright.  He’s over there with the fire crew.”
She turned to Ross, her eyes wide and frightened.  “What?  Where is he?”
He didn’t let her go.  She had that glassy look of shock on her face, and he was afraid she’d run right into the house.  “Over by Chief Shroeder.  He’s making sure they know about the flammables he has stored in the garage.”
“He’s okay?”
He tenderly gathered her into his arms.  “Yeah, honey.  He’s fine.  You can stop worrying.”
She didn’t relax until she saw her grandfather walking toward them.  Then she collapsed in Ross’ arms.  “Oh, God.  I was so scared.”
He kissed her forehead wishing he could chase her fear away.  “I tried to call, but I couldn’t get through to you.”
She shook her head.  “I was down at the beach.  I left my cell in the car.”
Her grandfather strode up and pulled her into his arms for a quick hug.  “I’m sorry, Stacy.  But they think they can save the house.”
Stacy hugged him back.   “I was worried about you.  When Mrs. Horne—”
“That’s how you found out?”  The mayor sighed.  “Can’t say I’m surprised.  She probably heard it on the police scanner she has hidden in her office.”
“It looks like the fire department got here in time.”  Ross studied the scene with experienced eyes.  He’d dealt with fires more times than he wanted to admit.  He listened for a moment to the crackling of the fire.  “They have water on it already, so we should be okay.”
Stacy turned to him, her face confused.  “What are you doing here?”
Ross shrugged.  “Gene called me.  He wanted help with something.”
“But how did it start?”  She looked at the hungry flames and shivered.  “It’s so big already, I—”   
As if in answer, a huge explosion sent all of them stumbling back.  Ross pulled her behind his truck for protection, but she barely noticed.  All her attention was on the huge pinwheel of color twirling out of the front of the garage.  It was followed by a shooting star of yellow, gold and amber; then even more rockets of light and glittering tints.  Smoke curled out of the door and the pop-pop-pop sound of firecrackers filled the air.  Her heart fell to her feet as the truth raced through her.
Fireworks.
It was as if time had been cruelly turned back.  She saw again, her parents agonizing death in the fire that claimed them.  Heard the screams of the horses as they burned alive.  Smelled the smoke as her whole world crumbled around her.  
All because someone wanted a few seconds of beauty and light. 
Fear, hurt and anger poured through her.  She whirled and slammed her fists against Ross’ chest.  “It was you!  You bastard!  You did this!”  She aimed a punch at his hard jaw, but missed when he jerked his head away.  “I trusted you!  You swore you’d be careful, but you had to show off, didn’t you?”  She slapped at him again.  “How could you!  I hate you!  I hate you!”
 “Stacy!” her grandfather interjected, but Ross only shook his head.  
“Let her finish.”  His voice was as cold as ice.
Stacy jerked away from him.  “Isn’t it enough I lost my parents?  Now you try to kill the only person I have left in this world!”
His eyes were dark and intense as he stared at her.  “What about me?”
She glared back at him, ignoring the emotion in his face.  “What about you?
His jaw worked.  “You have me too, Stacy.  Or do you even care that I was here when the fire started?”
She gasped.  Feelings whirled around her as fast and hot as the fireworks going off in the background.  He could have died.  She could have lost him.  Her brain went numb and her hands dropped as the fury vanished as quick as it had appeared.  “Ross,” she whispered.  “No.”
His lip curled as he gazed bleakly at her.  “At least I have that.  You wouldn’t want me dead.  But it’s not enough.  Not now.  Not after this.”  He reached out and touched her pale face.  “I’m damn tired of getting the blame for something I didn’t do.  I’m done with it.”  With that, he turned and walked away.
Stacy stared after him, her mind in turmoil.  She wanted to chase after Ross, yet her anger held her back.  “I…I don’t understand.  What did he mean?”
Her grandfather sighed.  “Honey, I told you to let the past go.  Now you’ve hurt a good man who cared about you.  You blamed him for a fire he had nothing to do with.”
“How can that be?” she cried pointing at the blaze that was engulfing the detached garage.  “There were fireworks in there.”
He shook his head.  “Stacy, the fire was started by a lightning strike.  We saw it come down and went and checked.  When we saw the smoke, we called the fire department.  And you can blame me for the fireworks.  They’re mine.  I’ve had them stored there for years…ever since...”  His face clouded.  “Today I called Ross to help me dispose of them.”
Stacy closed her eyes as the truth shot through her with the sharpness of a knife.  Shame engulfed her.  She’d blamed him for nothing.  Just like before.  What have I done?  She thought of the look on Ross’ face when he’d walked away and tears filled her eyes.  
“Oh Grandpa, I’ve really made a mess of things this time.”
She watched the firefighters put out the blaze, but her mind was on the man she loved.  For the first time, Stacy didn’t care about the environment or fireworks or the past.  She was only concerned about making it right with Ross.  She’d been wrong about so many things, hadn’t trusted when she should have, and she’d hurt him.  It was time to let go of the past and put her faith in the future…with a man who made her heart happy for the first time in seven long years.  Now…she just had to figure out how to get Ross to believe that.
It wasn’t until she was sitting on her deck at home, Adak and Loki at her feet, that she knew the answer.  Picking up her cell phone, she made a call she hoped would change her life forever.
“Dirk?  I need your help.”
* * * * *
She hurt him, damn it.  Ross rubbed at his heart in an unconscious gesture he’d done too many times over the last six days.  He wished he could just pretend he’d never met Stacy, but it was way too late for that.
He loved her.
Bending, he made a final check on the ground display that would be used midway through the Founder’s Day show.  It was slated to start in just a few minutes and he wanted everything to be perfect.  He and Stacy might not be a couple any more, but Ross was going to make damn sure nothing happened tonight to frighten her.  He shook his head.  Not that she’d know.  Even before their parting, she’d refused to come see the display go off.
She didn’t trust him; that was clear enough.  He’d thought they’d gotten past that, hoped she might come to love him as he loved her.  He’d fallen hard and fast and was thinking of a future with her, but now he knew better.  There couldn’t be love without trust.
He needed her to believe in him.  It was as basic a need as breathing for a man like him.  In the military, the only way he’d survived was by trusting and being trusted by those he cared about most.  It was the only way he knew to be, and when she’d blamed him for the fire without finding out the facts, something died inside of him.  He’d had to walk away before he did something he’d really regret.  Now, as he made the finishing touches on the Founder’s Day display, he wondered if Stacy had written him off as a bad bet or if she even thought about him at all.
“All ready at the top end, Captain.”  Dutch looked towards the other sets of re-loadable aerial shells and tubes.  “Just waiting on your signal.”
“Copy that.”  Ross looked over the crowds gathered on the far beach and around the lake.  He wanted to make sure no one wandered into the ‘fall out zone’.  Last thing he needed was some kid getting spark burns.
He swore under his breath when he realized he was looking for Stacy.  Hadn’t he just told himself she wouldn’t come?  Her phobia was too strong and she didn’t trust him enough.  All at once he wondered if he should leave Bass Lake.  It might be better than seeing her on the street, remembering the way they felt together and knowing he could never have it again.
When the memory made his body tighten, he took a disgusted breath and turned on his microphone.  “It’s dark enough,” he snapped.  “Let’s get this show on the road.”
“On your signal.”  Dirk’s disembodied voice came over the radio.  
Ross stepped over to the small laptop computer that controlled when and how the displays would be fired.  “Everyone in place?”  One by one, his men all answered in the affirmative.  “Then on my mark.  One…two…mark.”
The first explosions of color filled the sky and Ross sat down to carefully monitor the launchings.  Most of the work was done via the computer, but he was too careful a man to have it left only to a machine.  Each of his men were assigned to watch specific launch areas to make sure the shells went off when they were supposed to as well as watch for sparks that didn’t dissipate before they touched the ground.
He surveyed the sky impassively, not even really seeing the vibrant colors or hearing the awed cries of the crowd.  For the first time, the display held no fascination for him.  Mechanically, he checked the computer, wishing the night was finished.  He wanted to go home and have a drink.  Maybe even a few of them.
Finally, the traditional ground display of an American flag rose from a raft that was anchored in the center of the lake.  Pinwheels of red, white and blue shimmered against the dark water and the crowd cheered and screamed.  Then, above it, in golden flames shone the words…
Happy Founder’s Day, Bass Lake
More cheers filled the quiet night air and Ross let out a sigh as he closed his laptop.  Another successful show.  Too bad it cost him the woman he loved.  Pushing away the morose thoughts, he bent to unplug the cord and start packing the gear.  His head jerked up when he saw a movement out on the water.  It was another display…one that wasn’t a part of his show.  

         “What the hell…?” 
He watched in amazement as another raft of fireworks began to slowly fire.  Ross took a step forward and his heart pounded.  His throat closed up as bright scarlet letters in glittering fireworks spelled out a message meant just for him.
Stacy Loves Ross
He stared at the dazzling message, hope shooting through him like a rocket.  Emotions whirled like one of his multi-colored pinwheels.  “She loves me?” he said hoarsely.
There was a chuckle on the radio.  “She better, after we did all this for you both.”
Excitement raced through him as Ross looked around at the crowd.  “Where is she?”
“Behind you.”
He spun around at the sound of her voice.  She stood next to his truck, delicious in a white and peach halter dress.  Her blonde hair was piled up on her head, little tendrils falling down to tease her neck.  “Stacy.”
She smiled nervously.  “Hi.”
He took a step toward her then stopped.  He had no idea what to say to her.
Stacy saw the vulnerability in his face and her heart swelled with love for this tough, strong man.  She prayed he would listen to what she had to say.  Stepping forward, she reached out to touch his hard jaw.  “I was wrong, Ross.  About the fireworks…about you.  I let the past blind me to what was true.”  When he didn’t move, she swallowed and came closer.  
“I saw what you did here tonight.  It was beautiful.  Perfectly orchestrated from beginning to end.  Not a thing left to chance.  If I hadn’t already known what a careful man you are, this would have convinced me.  I’m sorry I didn’t trust you.  I’m sorry I blamed you.  Not just for the fire at Grandpa’s, but for the first fire and for every other fire I’d ever heard of.  It was crazy and stupid, and I’m ashamed I let my fear hurt you.  I made assumptions because I was afraid, and it was wrong.  I don’t know if you can forgive me, but I want you to know I admire and respect what you do.”
He shook his head, and her heart fell.  “Is it too late?” she whispered achingly.  “I do love you.  Just like the fireworks said.  More than I can ever say.”
His dark gaze searched her face.  “Do you, Stacy?  Do you really?”
Going on instinct, she slipped her arms around his waist.  “I do, Ross.  It feels like I’ve been in love with you forever.”
He stood stiff in her arms.  “But do you trust me?” he asked, urgency coloring his voice.  “Love isn’t real without trust.  And I can’t do without either of them.”  
Stacy heard the pain he couldn’t quite hide.  “I do trust you.  If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be within fifty miles of a fireworks display.”  She laid her head on his wide chest.  “What I said at Grandpa’s was vile and horrible.  And it was a lie.  I flashed back to my parents dying, but I could never hate you.  I love you.  I’m so sorry.”
His arms came around her to hold her tightly.  “Are you sure, honey?  I can’t—”
Lifting herself up on her toes, she kissed him.  His arms tightened even more, and then he pulled her into his arms with a horse groan.  “God, Stacy,” he rasped.  “I love you so damn much.  I thought I’d lost you forever.”
Tears blurred her eyes at his admission.  “You’ll never lose me.  I knew you were going to be the love of my life the second I first saw you.  It scared me to death, which is why I fought so hard.”
Ross grinned down at her.  In her eyes he saw his future.  “Well, why do you think I came after you, sweetheart?  I fell in love with you that first day, too.”
Her eyes widened.  “You did?”
He nodded.  “Not that I’d admit it, of course.  But I wanted you in my bed, and then later, I knew I wouldn’t be whole if I didn’t have you in my life.”
“Oh, Ross,” she whispered.  “I almost ruined it, didn’t I?”
He bent and kissed her tenderly.  “I wouldn’t have given up on us, Stacy.  I love you too much.  For the first time in a very long time, I found something worth fighting for.”
She arched against him in unconscious surrender, and his temperature soared like a rocket in flight.  Locking his arms around her, he gave in to some of the passion that was swirling inside of him.  She murmured her love into his searching mouth as he lifted and carried her to his truck.
Epilogue
 
Soft moonlight and the sounds of crickets filled the night air.  Stacy rose up on an elbow and looked down into Ross’ contented face.  “You look very happy.”
A slow smile touched his lips.  “As well I should.  I had a really good night.”
She glanced around.  They were lying on her deck in a pile of sleeping bags.  Ross had left the cleanup of the firework display to his crew and brought her straight home.  He’d been as hungry for her as she’d been for him.  She’d barely had time to make a bed for them before he’d pulled her down to make love to her.  Hard, fast and satisfying, she knew she would never tire of his touch.  Even the thought of what he’d made her feel made her want him all over again.  She traced a finger over his hard chest.
“And why was it a good night?”
He chuckled warmly.  “Let’s see.  I did a damn fine display tonight.  One of my best.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And then there was this big bold message in lights.  Some woman said she loved me.”
Stacy bent and nipped his naked shoulder.  “Some woman?”
Ross grinned.  “Yeah…but that wasn’t the best part.”
“It wasn’t?”
“Nope.”  He shook his head and then adroitly moved so Stacy was suddenly lying beneath him.  “She told me she trusted me too.  Put those two together, and it was gold.”
She eased her arms around his neck.  “So that was the best part?”
Ross looked down at the woman who held his heart.  “No…this,” he whispered as he parted her legs and slid his hard cock deep inside her heated quim, “this was the best part.”
“Just like…a guy,” Stacy giggled.  “It’s all about the sex.”
He went still and took her face in his hands.  “It’s all about sex with the woman I love,” he muttered.  His lips took hers in another heated kiss.  “I love you, Stacy.  I’m so damn glad I came here and found you.  I can’t imagine my life without you in it.  Not anymore.”
A single tear ran down her soft cheek.  “I love you, Ross.  It happened so fast, yet it felt like it took forever.”  She shifted, wrapping her long legs around his hips as she answered his thrust with her body.  “I’ve been waiting for you a long time.”
Emotion filled him as he moved with her slowly in that most intimate of dances.  His body heated and his mind filled with her.  Fire burned within his soul as he took them higher and higher into a maelstrom of passion and desire.  Colors burst around them and shimmered, sending streamers of delight through their bodies.  And Ross knew…
These were the type of fireworks that would last for a lifetime.
 
 
 
The End
