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  One


Jack looked down the hallway. The fire was fierce. Flames licked at the edges of the doorframes as he passed them. Smoke filled the hall. Though he couldn’t see through the thick smoke, he knew Eric, his partner, was behind him. They always worked a house with a partner. For safety of the victims as much as for themselves. 
Jack continued down the hall. He knew the house. Had studied the floor plans. There were two more bedrooms and a bathroom down this hall.
Making his way to the next room, he was keenly aware time was running out. Jack reached the first room and heard coughing.
Their report had told them two people were in this house. A four-year-old boy and his father. The boy had been in the playroom when they first entered the house. From the rough coughing coming from the bedroom, Jack knew they had found the father.
Jack was thankful they had been easy to find. The fire was strong, and they needed to get out. The house wouldn’t be able to be saved, but the family would.
Making his way across the room, Jack found the father staying low and breathing into his shirt. He signaled Eric, and without a word, Eric was at his side. His crew was the best. Jack trusted his life with this group of people.
Station 5 had the top save rates and response times. Jack knew that was because of their amazing captain, Ryan Stevens. He was a good leader. One Jack hoped to be like someday.
Eric hefted the man, supporting him under his arms, around his chest, and Jack grabbed his feet. Together, they moved him to the door. The fire would reach them soon and they didn’t have time to waste.
At the door, Jack paused. Eric eyed him questioningly. Jack shook his head and signaled to keep going.
Nearing the end of the hallway, Jack stopped again.
“What is it?” Eric questioned.
“I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right. They said two, right? The boy and his father?” Jack frowned.
“Yes. We’ve got them. Let’s go,” Eric hollered through the blaze.
Jack shook his head. “Where’s the mother?”
“Not home. Her car’s gone. The neighbor said she’s at work.”
“They know that for sure? Did someone contact her?’ Jack looked down the hall. “Eric, someone’s here. I can feel it.”
“Jack.” Eric gave a look of frustration. “We’ve got to get out. The house is going down any minute.”
“But what if she’s here?” There was no way he could leave someone to die. Not when he knew he could have saved them.
“I thought you were interested in the interim captain’s position?” Eric hedged.
“What does that have to do with anything?” Jack asked, confused.
“We got our intel and found who we came to save. If you go on a wild goose chase, they won’t give it to you. A captain is supposed to keep his crew safe and follow protocol,” he reminded Jack. “We don’t have time to search for people who aren’t here.”
“She’s here, Eric. I know it. I don’t care about the captain’s position. I care about saving a life.”
“Even if it means you lose your own? We don’t have time to take him out and go back again.” Eric nodded to the man in his arms.
“I’ll go. You take him and I’ll get the mother.”
“Jack,” Eric protested.
But Jack wouldn’t change his mind. He turned and started down the hall, leaving Eric behind.
“Jack!”
Jack knew Eric wasn’t happy. He’d have his work cut out for him to fix it, but he couldn’t let this family be destroyed by this fire. They were going to lose so much already. He wouldn’t let them lose their mom and wife, too.
Thoughts of his parents’ accident filled his mind and kept him moving forward. His parents had been hit by a drunk driver and he had lost them both. It was one of the worst things he had ever experienced. Jack knew what it was like to lose loved ones. He would not let that happen to this family. He knew he could save her.
Jack reached the end of the hallway and studied the two closed doors.
One held the mother.
The other would be the choice that would cost them all.
His air tank chimed, telling him he was almost out of air. They would both be gone if he didn’t make the right choice.
He reviewed the house plans in his mind. One door would be the bathroom and the other the second bedroom. Which one was the bedroom? That’s where she would be.
The fire burned hotter, as if reminding him of the importance of his decision and how little time he had to make it.
Right. The bedroom was on the right.
Jack reached for the door and heard his captain yelling over the radio. Eric had made it out and reported what Jack had done. He said a silent prayer they would all make it out and pushed the door open. He was met with smoke, but no flames. The fire hadn’t made it to this room yet, but the smoke was still enough to claim a life.
Visibility was poor, and Jack heard no noise to tell him where the mother was, but he knew.
It wasn’t lost on him that he was about to abandon protocol for the second time on the same call. He knew there would be consequences for his choices, but pushing those thoughts aside, he rushed to the bed, finding the mother, unconscious.
“Jack.” His captain came over the radio again. “What are you doing? Get out of there!”
“Cap!” Jack hollered back. “She’s here!”
Jack checked for a pulse and found one, but she wasn’t breathing. She didn’t have long. Her lungs were filled with smoke.
Jack moved back to the door and found the hallway blocked by flames. He was going to have to find another way out. Looking around the room, he spotted a window on the opposite wall. That was their best shot.
His air tank was now screaming. He was out of air. He threw off his mask and took in a smoke-filled breath, then coughed.
Jack heard his captain yelling more orders. Ryan was not happy that there was another person on site and they didn’t know about it.
“Cap! I’m blocked in. The only way out is the window. I need assistance Alpha, Delta,” Jack said, indicating the front, right side of the house.
He put down the radio and coughed, taking in more smoke.
“We’re ready,” Captain Stevens responded.
Jack grabbed the woman’s unconscious body and shielded her from the explosion of glass as his team broke through the window. Someone from the outside cleared the remaining glass from the window, and smoke poured out, providing a clearer view of the room.
When Jack saw light filter into the room, he passed the woman through to the waiting arms. Then he made his way out and hurried from the house.
The house was now engulfed in flames. His crew had the hoses in full force. The house couldn’t be saved, but they needed to be sure the fire would not spread to the neighboring houses. Jack took a moment to pray for this family who had just lost everything.
He pulled his gaze from the house and planned to check on the family when he was confronted by Eric. Eric ran at Jack and, planting both hands squarely on his chest, shoved him hard, making Jack stumble backwards.
“What were you thinking?” Eric demanded. “We are a team. If I can’t trust you, one of us will die.”
Jack saw fear mixed with anger in Eric’s eyes. He understood. It was not a smart call. Jack had put both himself and Eric in danger.
“I’m sorry.” Jack didn’t know what else to say. He was sorry, but he wouldn’t take the decision back. He saved a life. A life he knew was in there.
“You better be.” Eric calmed a bit. “How did you even know she was in there? Her car was gone, and we were told she was at work. There was no information saying she was in that house.”
Jack thought he picked up a touch of admiration in Eric’s voice. Not that Eric would admit it.
“I’m not sure. It was just a feeling.” Jack looked at the hole in the side of the house. Why had he thought she was there? He wasn’t sure. But whatever the reason, he was glad he trusted his gut.
“The next time you leave me behind, I will kill you if the fire doesn’t get to you first.”
Jack saw a smirk and knew that Eric’s anger was subsiding. The good thing about being such a tight group was easy forgiveness. It was also what made it so easy to get mad in the first place. They were family.
Jack coughed, and Eric frowned.
“My tank ran out of air. I had to take it off,” Jack said.
“Then let’s get you checked out. I may be ticked at you, but I can’t have you less than one hundred percent.”
Jack chuckled. “Always able to make it about you. I should be fine.”
Eric shook his head. “Nope. You took off without me. You don’t get to make that decision. You’re getting checked out.”
Jack sighed, but if it would make Eric happy, it would go a long way to get back in his good graces. He headed to the medics and found Ali standing with her hands on her hips with a frown.
“What do you think you’re doing, Jack?” she scolded him. “I prefer not to have to work on my co-workers.”
“I prefer that too.” Jack laughed. “Take it up with Eric. He’s making me do this. I’m fine.”
“Right. Come here.” She spent all of two minutes looking him over to decide that he was right.
Ali gave Jack a clean bill of health and he searched for the family they had saved, but couldn’t find them.
“Hey, Ali?”
“They’ve already been taken to the hospital.” Ryan, his captain, said as he approached. “Nice stunt, by the way. You trying to shorten our lives?”
Jack observed Ryan, but found no anger at Jack’s indiscretion.
“Ours?” Jack inquired.
“Yes, ours. Your family may look sweet, but if they ever found out something happened to you on my watch, they’d kill me.” Ryan laughed and Jack joined in.
His family was extremely close and very protective. Especially after everything they had been through. If he didn’t believe in God and trust Him completely, Jack would have thought his family was jinxed. They had been through so much from his parents’ accident, to his sister’s two battles with cancer, to putting a serial killer behind bars.
Jack knew Ryan understood their protectiveness. Ryan had his own share of pain and fear of losing a loved one.
“As your captain, I’m not telling you it’s okay to break protocol. And this won’t help things when I take my leave, but I would have done the same thing. The father came to us as soon as he could talk and said his wife was still inside. If you hadn’t gone off on your own, we would have never made it to her in time.”
Jack nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make things difficult.”
Ryan was taking time off to be home with his pregnant wife, Danielle, one of their best medics. She was nearing the end of her pregnancy and was placed on strict bed rest. She was considered a high-risk pregnancy right from the start. Doctors hadn’t thought she could get pregnant, due to an accident she had when she was a teen.
They had been watching her closely and decided it was best that she stop working for the rest of her pregnancy. Ryan had plans to take the last few weeks off to take care of her.
While he was gone, the station needed an interim captain. Jack had the highest rank and most experience. Ryan expressed that he wanted it to be Jack.
Jack thought he was up to the task, but was under review by the chief to make sure it was the right fit. If he had to guess, today wouldn’t look too good for him.
Ryan placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, man. You’ve got an outstanding record, and this shows your heart.” Ryan laughed. “Or at least that’s how I plan to spin it to the chief.”






  
  Two


Jen Green paused the movie she watched, and sighed. She looked at her phone sitting on the coffee table, willing it to ring. 
It wouldn’t. Not yet, anyway. He was never early. Always the same time, the same day. It was set up that way.
Sadly, over the last few weeks, she had begun looking forward to it. It was almost the only interaction she had with another human all week.
Sure, she worked at Julie’s antique shop and she talked with Julie some. And, of course, a few customers each day. But she never really talked with any of them. Although, Julie would be happy to change that.
Jen started the movie. Tried to watch, but stopped it again.
She stood to pace the room. She looked at her phone. This was ridiculous! She was not looking forward to his call. He called every week. It was procedure, not conversation. Although, lately, that was more of what it had become.
And why was that?
Shaking her head, she knew. She was lonely. She wished it were someone else.
Jack.
She missed Jack.
Jen had been doing fine before Jack came along. Now she was lonely. Somehow, she had let Jack find a way into her heart. She knew it was wrong. She knew she couldn’t have that. But he snuck in, anyway. And if she was being honest, which apparently, she was tonight, she like it. She liked Jack. She knew he liked her, too. That was clear from the beginning. She had done her best to push him away, but he continued to help her and be nice to her, making things even more difficult.
Jen thought back to the first day she had met Jack, the first day she had started at Julie’s antique shop. Jack had come to Julie’s shop to help her with the expansion of her store into the building next door. He was good at fixing things and did lots of remodels, Julie had told her. He was also Julie’s brother. It made sense to have him do the work.
The moment Jen saw him, she felt something and knew she was in trouble. She had seen Jack’s feelings written all over his face, too. More than once, she had contemplated calling Ken. All it took was one call and he would move her.
But something inside Jen kept her from doing it. She even talked Ken out of it when he wanted to move her.
Jen looked up at the paused movie. Elf. She had been watching it when Jack came to see her in that terrible storm. When she had been so frightened. Jack came over and spent the evening with her.
They had watched this movie that night and many more nights after that. It had become a thing. She wouldn’t have said it was her favorite, but for some reason, she kept wanting to watch it. Probably because it made her think of Jack.
She stared at her quiet phone. A silent reminder that she was alone. Jen wanted so badly to pick it up and call Jack. She wanted Jack to just call her and tell her she was being stupid. But she wasn’t. She had done the right thing. Hadn’t she? She couldn’t be in a relationship. It would put them both in danger. She wasn’t willing to do that. Despite the feelings that Jack had spurred in her.
So, what did that mean? Was it time to move again? Maybe Ken was right. He had said as much after he had found out about her boss being abducted and tortured not even two months ago. She had convinced Ken she was fine. That it had nothing to do with her. Ken had expressed concern at her judgement and he had a right to. He put his neck out every day to protect her. He didn’t have to help her.
They both knew why she wanted to stay. Ken had said it was good for her to find a connection with someone. He had just reminded her to be careful. And she thought she had been.
Jen pictured the man that she had come to know and care so much about. Jack was always so happy and full of life. He was brave and loyal. And his faith went deep. Something that she found unique for a firefighter. She couldn’t stop the smile that formed when she thought about his rugged good looks. Jack was the total package, that was for sure.
Then she thought of the hurt she saw in his eyes when she turned him down as his date to his brother’s wedding. It had cut her like a knife. She hated herself for misleading him. She hadn’t intended to. But it was too public.
Jen had been pushing it far too much already. She had to step back. She had to tell him she couldn’t go. It was one thing to sit at home and watch movies, but a very public wedding on the beach was just too much.
She squeezed her eyes tight, trying to forget the look on Jack’s face. She hurt him and he hadn’t called or come by ever since. Jen had thought she might see him at the shop. But Julie closed the shop while she recovered from being abducted. And with her brother’s wedding just days away, it just made more sense.
Then Julie got married that day, too. Jen had hardly believed the call when Julie told her. She shouldn’t have been so surprised. Julie was spontaneous and full of adventure, and she loved Cole so deeply. They hadn’t wanted to wait to get married and everyone they loved was already there. Cole made arrangements for their marriage and honeymoon on the spot. They had left right away. Julie had been so sweet to worry about her. Closing the shop meant Jen didn’t have to work.
She had told Julie it would be fine. She needed little and thought that holing up in her house for two weeks would be what she needed.
It hadn’t been. She thought about calling Jack so many times. Her heart ached over the fact that he hadn’t called her or come over. But why would he after how she had left things? He had done all the giving and at some point, she knew he’d want something in return. She just hadn’t been able to do it.
When Julie came back, Jen thought she might see Jack at the shop. But Jack had finished the remodel by the time Julie had gotten back, and he hadn’t been at the shop since.
Every day she went to work, hoping Jack might stop by. Julie had tried asking a few open-ended questions, but Jen evaded them and eventually, Julie gave up, cutting the ties between her and Jack. Well, except for the ones attached to her heart.
She plopped back down on the couch and restarted the movie. Just when she thought she was getting a grip on her emotions, her phone rang.

      ***Jen looked at the number. It was not one she recognized. 
Ken.
With his FBI resources, he always spoofed a number when he called her. The numbers were never the same and were from all over the country. No way to trace the call. Half the time she didn’t even know what state the area code was. After a while, she found it fun to look them up. She was getting good at knowing many of them, too.
She looked again at this one. 617. Panic rose in her.
Boston.
Why had Ken used a Boston area code? Had he not been thinking? He knew what Boston meant to her. How dangerous a Boston number could be. He would never do that. Was it someone else?
The phone continued to ring. She stared at it as if it were a snake about to bite. If it were Ken and she didn’t answer, he would get worried. He would follow the procedure for an unanswered call and give him more reason to move her.
She blew out a steadying breath and picked up the phone. Before changing her mind, she answered.
“Hello?” she said in the steadiest voice she could.
Nothing.
She tried again, “Hello? Ken?”
Again, nothing.
She pressed the phone against her ear and listened. She heard something. Breathing? Someone was there.
She opened her mouth to call out again, then snapped it shut. Ken would never do this. Was it a wrong number or someone else? She wasn’t going to find out. She punched the red icon and dropped the phone on the couch.
Seconds later, it rang again.
What now? A wrong number twice? She cautiously approached the phone. It lay face up on the couch. She looked at the number. She released the breath she was holding. Not the same number. Not a Boston number. Miami.
She snatched it up and answered.
“Hello?” she said carefully, somehow keeping the terror from her voice.
“Hey Jen. How you doing?” the voice said, mimicking the voice of Joey Tribbiani.
Jen dropped onto the couch in relief. Ken.
She took a calming breath. Ken would see through her façade, but she tried anyway.
“I’m good. You?” she said, still a little shaky.
There was a pause. “What happened?” he asked, concern in his voice.
She wanted to lie, but he would eventually get the truth. It wasn’t worth fighting. He needed to know the truth to protect her. That was the deal from the beginning. No lies between them. Lies got people killed.
“I got a call. Right before you called. It was a Boston area code. I didn’t think it would be you, but then… I don’t know. What if it was? So, I answered.”
“And?” he asked impatiently.
A humorless laugh left her lips. “It wasn’t you.”
“I knew that. Who was it?”
“I don’t know. Nobody responded. But there was definitely someone there. I panicked and hung up. It was probably just a wrong number and when they heard my voice, they got confused.”
“But they didn’t hang up?”
“Yeah. I thought that was weird, too. Maybe they were just trying to think of what to say? I don’t know.”
“And you said it was a Boston area code?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t like it. Something doesn’t feel right about it.”
“I agree, but what can we do? I can get a new phone. But either way, it won’t matter. If it was a wrong number, it won’t likely happen again. And if it wasn’t—” She stopped, not wanting to say what that meant.
“They got this number. They can get your next one,” Ken finished for her.
“So, what now?” She went to the window and peeked out. Had they found her? Again? She saw a red truck parked across the street and tilted her head in recognition.
Jack.
What was he doing here?
Jen heard papers rustling over the line and knew Ken had a plan. He always had a plan.
“Okay, I’m sending you a new phone. Just to be on the safe side. If it wasn’t a wrong number, it will take them a while to trace this new one back to you. Send your current phone to this address. Don’t wait for the new one to come.” Ken gave her the address to send it to, and she wrote it down.
“South Carolina?” she questioned.
“If they’re tracking your phone, I don’t want them following it anywhere near your location.”
“Good idea.” She paused, afraid to know what else he would require.
“I’m not ready to move you yet.”
“Really?” She couldn’t hide the joy that bubbled up.
“I’ve got a guy undercover in Boston. He’s digging into these guys. You still have what you found on them?”
“Yeah. But it’s not enough to arrest them. It won’t do any good,” she said without hope.
“It might if I can get something else. And I think you’ll be safer where you are. You have friends watching over you. If I send you anywhere else, you’ll be on your own.”
Jen thought she heard a smile in Ken’s voice. It pleased him she was making friends.
“I’m not sure that’s true.”
“What do you mean?” Ken questioned.
“I think I managed to mess things up.”
“Jen…”
“Jack’s not talking to me and I think Julie has given up trying to be friends.”
“From everything that you’ve told me—and that’s a lot—that doesn’t sound like them,” Ken tried. “For whatever reason, this family has pulled you in. It worried me at first, but they all check out and I actually think they’ve been good for you.”
Jen let out a deep sigh. “Jack asked me to be his date for his brother’s wedding. I said I couldn’t. It was just too public. I didn’t think I could risk it. So, I said no. Ken, I didn’t even give him a reason. I just told him I couldn’t do it. I haven’t talked to him since.”
Tears sprang to Jen’s eyes, and she wanted to laugh at herself. How had she let this happen?
“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” he asked.
Jen grunted. “You heard what I just said, right?”
“I did. Isn’t that what you tell me about every other week? How many times have you told Jack no? He’s always come back so far. Face it, Jen, Jack likes you. And if I’m reading things right, you like him, too.”
She fidgeted with a piece of her hair, but didn’t respond.
“That’s what I thought. Have you told him anything about your past?”
“No. That was the agreement. I can’t put him in danger like that.”
“Has he asked questions?”
She pursed her lips. “No, but I see them in his eyes. And he saw the scars. I’m pretty sure he knows they’re burns. He’s a firefighter. He’s seen them before.”
“And he didn’t ask about them?”
Jen thought back to the night of the storm. The night she had been sure someone had been in her house. 
Jack had stayed late and watched movies with her. The gesture had been sweet, and Jen had let her emotions take control.
She had been careless in exposing her arms. 
Not long. Just long enough for Jack to see. 
She saw the look in his eyes, but he didn’t ask about them. Jen had been sure it was coming. But instead of asking, he told her he was there for her. Whatever she needed.
“No. He didn’t ask. But he didn’t have to. He knew. He’s done everything he could to give me an opportunity to tell him about them, but I haven’t. So, I’m sure he just decided to cut his losses and be done with me.”
But something niggled at her, and she peeked out the window again. Jack’s truck was still there. Why was he watching her house? Did he still care? Was he battling his feelings like she was?
“Okay. Cut the pity party. One, it’s not like you and doesn’t’ suit you well. Two, Jack hasn’t cut his losses and left. He has been training for the interim captain's position at his station while his captain is out on leave and training a probationary firefighter. He’s been a little busy.”
Jen paced the room. How did Ken…
She rolled her eyes. Of course, Ken knew. He was the FBI’s best tech nerd. And he would never okay time spent with someone he hadn’t vetted beyond sufficiently. Or someone he didn’t have his eye on.
“Just give him some time and he’ll be back. He’s a smart man and I believe you can trust him. Maybe when he comes back around, you should open up a little.”
“What? Am I hearing you right? What happened to tell no one?” Jen was beside herself.
“You don’t have to tell him everything. That’s a lot to take. But it wouldn’t hurt to share a little. It looks like he’s not going anywhere, and you want him around. It will be safer for you both if you open up a little. It’s better than him trying to figure it out on his own.”
Hawk came to Ken’s mind. Hawk had thought he was clever. Thought he hadn’t tipped Ken off. Now Ken was using Hawk to help him. Hawk didn’t even know it. The best part was that it only gave Jen a better cover.
Jen couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had an open door to talk about her past. But could she? She had spent so long creating a cover story that she wasn’t even sure she could actually tell someone the truth. What would Jack do if she did? Wouldn’t it just make him want to leave?
“Just think about it,” Ken encouraged. “There will be a day that we get these guys and you will be safe again. You’ve put your life on hold for far too long. Don’t let them take everything from you.”
“Thank you, Ken. I’ll think about it. I think I better get to bed.”
“Okay. Jen…”
“Yeah?”
“This won’t be your life forever. You deserve someone like Jack in your life.”
“Thanks.”
“Good night,” Ken said, and the call ended.
“Good night,” Jen said to the empty room.
She looked at the TV. Buddy the Elf filled the screen. His face, big and full of life, staring at her. She should go to bed… in a little while.
First, she had a movie to finish.






  
  Three


“Hey, Ryan. You wanted to see me?” Jack entered his captain’s office. Ryan hadn’t said what this was about. Jack had thought the review for the captain’s position was later this week. Maybe it had been moved up. 
“Have a seat,” Ryan said and held up his hand.
Jack nodded and did so. “What’s this about?”
“I’ve got a new guy coming in today.” Ryan ran a hand over his face.
Jack studied his captain. He seemed over-whelmed and over-worked.
“I don’t have time to see what he’s got and train him. I’m putting you on that.”
“You want me to train the newbie?” Jack hadn’t seen that coming. Not that Jack wasn’t capable of doing so, but after what had happened last week, he didn’t expect he’d be doing any training for a while.
“Yes.” Ryan sighed. “You’re the best I’ve got, and I have too many other things to do. Plus, I’m trying to be home on time for Danielle every day. Her doctor has put her on bed rest for the rest of her pregnancy. I just can’t do it.”
“And that’s okay with the chief?” Jack questioned.
Ryan cocked his head. “I don’t think you’ll be teaching him to break protocol. So, we should be good. Right?”
Jack smiled. “Right. When does he get here?”
“He should be here for your practice drill this afternoon. Grant French. He’s young, but ranked at the top of his class at the academy.”
Jack nodded. “I’ll partner Drew and Eric together and put Grant with me. “That would give Eric time to simmer about Jack taking off without him and allow Jack to have eyes on Grant.
Ryan’s brows raised. “That might be good.”
Jack chuckled. Apparently, Ryan shared his thought. “When do we get the new medic?” With Danielle out indefinitely, they needed a replacement.
“Next week. She’s going to be a great asset. She’s coming off Medic One.”
Jack’s eyes widened. “Medic One? Why is she coming here?” Medic One was the best of the best. Only the top firefighters and medics made it. And it was a huge pay cut for her to come here.
“Not sure. But we can be thankful. She’s got firefighter training and top medical training.” Ryan turned and grabbed some paperwork. “I’ll let you get ready for your training.”
Jack took the dismissal and excused himself. He entered the bay and found the rest of his crew.
“Guess we got a new kid coming in today. I’ll pair him up with me today. Captain wants me to give him the rundown. You two good if I put you together?” Jack pointed to Drew and Eric.
“Yep,” Drew said.
“Yeah. Maybe Drew won’t ditch me to run into a fire,” Eric said with heavy sarcasm.
“You’re just mad he found the mother, and you didn’t,” Drew jabbed back.
Eric rolled his eyes.
“Are we good?” Jack asked. The jokes were fine, but he didn’t know if there was an underlying anger still there.
“We’re good. You know that,” Eric said.
Jack watched him closely and found nothing in his voice or body language that should tell him otherwise. Eric had been mad, but he wasn’t anymore.
Jack nodded. “Okay. This kid is new. I mean, fresh out of the academy.”
“Great. So, we are either going to get a kid with a God complex or a timid know-it-all,” Eric complained.
Drew raised a brow. “Which one were you?” He laughed.
Eric grunted. “I know which one you were,” he said pointedly.
“Alright, I hate to say it, but you’re probably right, Eric. So, we vet him quickly and break him from everything he’s learned until now and get him ready to be part of this team.”
Drew and Eric both mumbled responses and wandered off to get everything ready for their training.
Jack turned to see Ali still standing there.
“You men are something else. I miss Danielle,” she said with a pout.
Jack laughed. “You can be just as bad and you know it.”
She smiled, but chose not to respond.
“It sounds like our new medic is a woman, so by next week you’ll have someone to team up with against us men. Not that you’ve ever needed it.”
“That’s true. But it will be nice to have more women around here.”
Jack nodded his agreement and watched Ali walk away.
This was a good group of people. He hoped the two coming in would mix well.

      ***Jack stood outside the practice facility. He looked at his crew. Grant had shown up just as they were finishing loading the engine. He seemed nice enough. Now it was time to see what he could do.
Jack gave them the layout of the house. Read the reports of who was in the house and gave them directions and posts. He assigned Grant to be with him as the first to go in.
Watching for Grant’s reaction, Jack struggled to read him. Grant appeared surprised, but also excited.
Jack got to the door, Grant on his heals. Jack stopped and turned to Grant.
“What do we do first?” Jack asked.
“I know what to do. I’ve done this before. Just do your thing and I’ll follow you,” Grant said.
Jack frowned. God complex. Great.
“You’ve never done this with us before. And this is training. What do you do first?” Jack pushed.
“Dude. We’re wasting time. Just open the door and get the people inside,” Grant said with arrogance.
“What’s the problem, Boss?” Drew’s voice came through the radio. Jack’s lips curved slightly at Drew’s use of the word ‘Boss’ and shook his head.
“Grant thinks we should just open the door and grab the victims.” He looked at Grant as he responded. The kid just looked confused.
“You gonna let him?” Eric piped in.
“And have you mad at me again? Don’t think so.”
“You need a switch?” Drew asked.
“I think we’re okay.” Jack looked at Grant. “We check the structure, clear the room, then move to the next one. You go straight to the victims, you get burned. You hear me?” Jack scolded Grant.
Grant looked like a wounded puppy. “Yes, Sir.”
“Step to the side of the door.” Jack pointed to the other side of the door. Grant did so without another word. Jack felt the door, then pushed it open and backed up.
Flames licked at the top of the door frame. Jack looked around the room. The fire had consumed the ceiling, but the floor was open. For now.
The fire must have started upstairs. Jack stepped inside and listened. He didn’t hear anyone. Either the fire was too loud or they were not conscious and able to call for help.
He signaled for Grant to go right while he went left. As Jack cleared his side of the room, he monitored Grant. They met up on the other side and Jack felt there was still hope for Grant.
Jack motioned to the hallway. The heat was growing in intensity. They were nearing the source of the fire. He continued to lead the way and Grant followed into a bedroom.
Two adults lay unconscious on the bed. They found their victims. Now they needed to make their way out. Checking the hall, Jack found it blocked. Part of the ceiling had collapsed, and they were trapped by fire and debris.
“What now?” Jack asked, testing Grant’s capabilities.
Grant swallowed hard. “We’ve got to find another way.”
Jack nodded. “How? Where?”
Grant scanned the room. There was a window, but it was narrow and near the ceiling. Not a likely option. Grant looked across the hall. “There.”
Jack shook his head. “Another bedroom. Windows are the same.”
“Okay. Then we figure out a way to get out the window.” Grant moved to the window and searched for anything they could climb on.
Jack smiled. He had expected Grant to want to do some kind of crazy heroic run-through-fire thing. Going out the window wasn’t ideal, but it was the least dangerous at the moment. He moved to Grant’s side and began helping.
Grant paused for a second to think, then continued working. They pushed a tall dresser beneath the window and a hope chest next to the dresser.
“We’re coming out of the window.” Jack looked at Grant. “What side of the house are we on?”
“What?” Grant looked around the room as if that would help. “Uh. I don’t know. The back of the house?”
Jack cleared his throat. “Drew. We’re coming out Bravo, first window.”
Grant shrugged as if it didn’t matter and climbed onto the dresser, waiting for Jack. “Bring them to me and I’ll get them out.”
“No,” Jack said.
Grant started to object. They didn’t have time for this. Was it really a big deal for Grant to be the one to get them through the window? Deciding he didn’t have a choice and arguing with Jack wouldn’t be helpful to anyone, Grant stepped down and let Jack climb onto the dresser.
Grant lifted the first unconscious victim to Jack. Jack effortlessly hoisted him out the window into Drew’s waiting arms. Grant passed the woman to Jack, and he passed her out to Eric. Then Jack held his hand to Grant.
“I’m good. You go,” Grant said.
“Nope. Doesn’t work that way. Now let’s go. The fire’s closing in.”
Grant took one look behind him and decided it was time to get out. He took Jack’s hand a stepped on his bended knee, giving him the leverage to climb the wall and get himself out. Grant straddled the windowsill, then jumped.
Jack looked stunned and lowered his head in disappointment. He heard chatter over the radio.
“What are you doing?” Eric called out.
“Getting out. What do you think?” Grant called back.
“What about Jack? You just left him in there?’
Eric stared at Grant in disbelief. He looked around the yard and found a small bench with potted plants on it. Eric pulled them off and dragged it to the window. He stepped on the bench and pulled himself up to the windowsill. He reached down and grabbed Jack’s waiting hand.
“Thanks man,” Jack said.
Eric nodded. “We don’t leave each other behind.”
Jack winced. He knew Eric wasn’t still mad at him, but the words still stung. Jack had done just that days before.
“We may have a little work on our hands,” Jack admitted.
“No kidding.” Eric looked toward Grant. “He’s careless and not thinking as a team.”
“He’ll get there. He made some good choices inside. He has potential.”
“Well, he better learn fast. I want to stay alive.”
Eric walked off, and Jack knew he had his hands full.
Jack came around the house and saw Eric had rejoined Drew and was dousing the house with water. He checked in with Ali, who had their ‘victims’, and found them in good shape. Then he moved to the engine and grabbed a second hose.
Where was Grant?
Jack grabbed his radio.
“Grant? Where are you?”
Grant came around the engine with his hat off and jacket undone.
“What are you doing? We have a fire to put out,” Jack barked. His patience was getting thin.
Grant looked confused.
“We aren’t done until it’s over. Get your gear on and get over here.”
“Sorry. I… I just thought…” Grant stammered. “At the academy we—”
“This isn’t the academy. Get over here,” Jack interrupted. “We’ll debrief at the station when we’re done.”
Grant did as he was told.






  
  Four


Jack’s team finished unpacking, cleaning, and repacking their gear, then met in the conference room. They all took a seat. Jack could see the frustration on all their faces. The tension. Today hadn’t gone how any of them had thought it would. He took a deep breath and prayed they would all keep it together. 
“First, we made the rescue and put the fire out. So, great job with that.”
Eric grunted.
“What? Just say it. You have a problem with me?” Grant snapped. “I was the top of my class. I know how to do this job. You act like I’m an idiot.”
Drew smirked, and Eric scoffed. “You said it.”
Grant stood in anger.
“Sit down,” Jack ordered. “Yes. You were at the top of your class, but you nearly killed me twice. You are headstrong and act before thinking. You left me behind in a fire and walked away before the fire was out.”
Grant sat and looked around the room. Angry faces stared back. “At the academy, we trained in sections. Each section had their job. I did mine. What’s the big deal?”
“We know you’re good, but one thing you don’t get in the academy is teamwork. They train you on each individual skill, not as a whole. And you are all too busy competing with each other. You forget that this job is about working together. We don’t leave each other behind, we do every job, and we stick together until it’s over. The academy is about your skill in each area. These trainings are about putting them all together.”
“For us to do our job to the best of our ability, we work together and support each other. Hey train you in each area for a reason. You will do every job with your team. Nobody is for themselves and the faster you learn that, the better we all will be,” Drew added.
“It’s going to take some training, but I think we can get there. But Grant,” Jack lasered him with his gaze. “If you think you are some big shot, you don’t fit on this team. Nobody here is better than another. We are nothing on our own. We think and work as a team. Got it?”
Grant nodded.
“With that out of the way, let’s go over the scene.”
They spent the next hour reviewing the decisions made and improvements to be made. Jack released them all, then headed to Ryan’s office.
“How did it go?” Ryan asked when Jack appeared at his door.
Jack shook his head and took a seat across from Ryan. “It could have been better, but we’ll get there. We have our work cut out for us with Grant, but our crew will whip him into shape.”
“Good. How are you? Ready for your review?”
Jack moaned. He was not looking forward to it.
Ryan laughed. “You’ll be great. You’re the best I’ve got. It’s why I trust you with Grant. Go home. Get some rest. We’ve got more drills tomorrow.”
Jack nodded and stood to leave. “How’s Danielle?’
“Hating bedrest.” Ryan laughed. “I’m sure while I’m here, she’s overdoing it.”
Jack laughed. “Tell her we all miss her.”
“Will do.”

      ***Jack stared through the windshield of his truck. He tried to go home, but he felt restless. So, he did what he usually did. Watch a movie. But movies just reminded him of Jen.
Frustrated, he gave up and did what was becoming a habit in the last few weeks. He drove around and somehow ended up at Jen’s place. Her car wasn’t in the driveway. She was probably at work. Jack had avoided going there. Jen had made her feelings clear, but Jack had made a promise that he wasn’t willing to go back on. He would be there for her, and she needed help.
He didn’t know how or why, but something wasn’t right and he was going to figure it out.
Nothing seemed out of place or wrong, but Jen feared something. Something had happened to her before she moved here. Maybe that’s why she had moved here.
He had seen her arms. She had burns. Major burns. Jack had pushed Cole, his new brother-in-law and detective for the Drake Harbor PD, to look into it, but had gotten nowhere. He understood where Cole was coming from. Cole had the resources to look into Jen’s past, but there was no cause for it and he couldn’t just look into her past because Jack wanted him to.
So, he turned to Julie. There were days he thought Julie could find things that Cole couldn’t. But again, he got nowhere with Julie. She just kept telling him if Jen wanted him to know, she would have told him.
Jack rolled his eyes. Ever since she married Cole, she went soft. Probably for the best. She had always been the one to push the limits when they were kids, getting herself into trouble every once in a while. Not what you want in a detective’s wife.
Cole had drilled safety and responsibility into all of them. Julie loved to push Cole. But after being kidnapped and tortured, she made more efforts to be careful. So, that left him to figure it out himself. He had no idea how to do that, so he just watched over her whenever he could.
Things looked quiet, so he drove back to his place. As he pulled in, he saw Bethany’s car in his driveway. He stepped out of his truck and walked up the drive, peeking in her car. She must have let herself in. Jack continued to the door and let himself in.
He didn’t want to scare Bethany, so he called out, “Beth? You here?”
“In here,” she replied with a shaky voice.
Uh oh!
She was in her chair. Jack had an overstuffed leather recliner in the corner of the room. Years ago, Bethany had claimed it as hers. If she was in that chair, something was wrong. Jack brought his concerned gaze to hers.
“They’re back,” she said.
He knew without asking.
The nightmares.
Ever since Bethany was a kid, she had terrible nightmares. They had come and gone throughout her life. Sometimes occurring nightly. Other times she’d go years without them. But when she had them, they were bad. He moved to the recliner and slid in beside her. She curled her body into his like a scared child and let the tears fall.
Jack had no idea why she trusted him with her nightmares. But ever since she was a kid, she came to him. Matt had tried to help, but she couldn’t ever open up to him. Anyone actually. Except Jack. Matt had come to Jack one day and expressed his concern. They realized there was nothing they could do but love Bethany the way she was, and be there for her when she was ready to open up. It had happened little over the years, but Jack had been the one she opened up to.
The few times Bethany had shared about her dreams, they haunted Jack. They were intense, and when she described them, they seemed so real. He had tried to comfort her with words, but what worked best was to let her cry it out.
So he did. As long as she needed.






  
  Five


Jen moped around the shop, thinking about what Ken had said. She had thought it over for the last two days. She had also noticed Jack’s truck parked down the road from her house for the last two days. 
Jen didn’t know what to make of it. 
On the one hand, he was overstepping by following her around. On the other hand, it was really sweet that he was watching over her.
He promised her that he would always be there for her. But that was just something people said. Right? 
Jack seemed to prove it. 
Maybe she should tell Jack. How could it hurt? They weren’t talking now, anyway. It’s not like he could ignore her any more.
Except he could. He could stop coming by her place completely. But would he?
“Hey, you okay? You seem somewhere else today.”
Jen blinked and looked up at Julie’s concerned face.
“I’m good. Just thinking.”
“About?” Julie gave a playful grin.
Jen knew better than to tell Julie the truth. Although she thought Julie had a pretty good idea already. 
Fortunately, the chimes rang out, signaling the entrance of a customer.
“I’ll go see who that is,” Julie said.
Jen let out a relieved breath. She followed Julie to the main shop to see who was here.
“Hey beautiful!” Cole said, behind a large bouquet.
“For me? You shouldn’t have.” Julie giggled. “But I’m so glad you did. They’re beautiful!”
“Not as beautiful as you,” he said and placed a gentle kiss on her lips.
“To what do I owe this mid-day treat? Shouldn’t you be at work?”
Cole shrugged. “I just couldn’t make it all day without seeing my gorgeous bride.”
Cole wrapped his arm around Julie’s waist, brought her close, and snuggled his nose into her neck. She giggled with delight and brought her arms around his waist for a tight hug. 
When they broke their embrace, they noticed Jen for the first time.
“Sorry, Jen. I didn’t realize you were there,” Julie apologized, then turned her dreamy gaze back to Cole.
Jen waved a hand. “It’s fine. You guys are too cute. Just don’t make it a habit,” she teased.
“Well, I can’t promise that. It’s hard to b away from this magnificent creature here.” Cole swooped in for another kiss, but was deflected by Julie. “Hey!” he playfully complained.
Julie gave him a stern look, and he raised his brows.
“You think that look is going to keep me away?”
She burst out laughing. “You’re right. What was I thinking?” She grabbed his hand and snagged the flowers with her other hand. “Come help me find a place for these in my office.”
“With pleasure,” Cole said as he allowed Julie to lead him away.
Jen laughed and rolled her eyes. It wasn’t so much that she didn’t want to see their affection for each other. She thought it was great that they loved each other so much. It just made her wish she had what they had. 
Her life had not taken the path she had expected.
Jen sighed and went back to work.
The door chimed again, and she turned to see who had come in. She gasped and her heart rate kicked up double time.
Jack.
Jen hadn’t seen Jack in weeks. If she hadn’t spotted his truck outside her house, she would have wondered if he had moved. 
But now he was here. In Julie’s shop. At her work.
She tried to think. To say something, but he beat her to it.
“How have you been?”
She heard caution in his voice. Distance. That made her sad. “I’m… okay.” She tried to be honest.
Jack raised a brow.
“Someone’s been watching my place,” she said in a tone that didn’t match the seriousness of her words.
“What? I haven’t seen…” His words dropped at her smile. A flush ran across his neck and cheeks. “Some red truck. It keeps parking two houses down, across the street.”
Jack’s lips quirked in a crooked smile, and he shoved his hands in his pockets to hide his nervousness. He cleared his throat. “I…”
Jen shook her head and placed her hand on his chest to stop him, but found herself lost in the mass of muscles she felt. She swallowed hard.
“I know it’s you. I was just giving you a hard time.”
“Oh.” Relief washed over him. She wasn’t mad. Jack figured she’d let him have it for watching her place. Jen had made it very clear she was an independent woman.
“Thank you. It’s very sweet. But really not necessary,” Jen said softly.
Jack opened his mouth to respond, but wasn’t sure what to say.
“Maybe next time you could come to the door?” she suggested.
There. She said it.
Jack gave her a questioning look. Was she saying what he thought she was?
“It’s bee a little lonely watching movies without you,” Jen admitted.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. I always have left over popcorn.”
Jack laughed. “I see how it is.”
“I’m sorry if I offended you before. I didn’t mean to. I just don’t feel comfortable around large groups of people. But… I’ve missed you.”
Jack watched her closely. He wondered if Jen would explain herself. The glint in her eyes told him she wanted to. Jack knew the look. Bethany gave that same look so many times before finally telling him about her dreams. But every time Jack had pushed, Bethany held back.
Cole and Julie returned from her office, holding hands and laughing.
“Hey Jack! What are you doing here?” Julie asked, picking up on the tension in the room.
“Another time,” Jen whispered and walked off.
Jack frowned. She was so close. But now he had hope. Jen wanted to let him in. She wanted to see him. He shook the thoughts off for the moment and focused on Julie.
“I came to talk to you,” he said.
“Well, that’s my cue to go. See you tonight, my love.” Cole leaned down and placed a kiss on Julie’s cheek.
“Can’t wait.” Julie beamed and watched Cole leave.
“You know, you two don’t have to be so cute,” Jack teased.
“Feeling a little jealous, are you?”
Jack grunted.
Julie raised her brows. “You could be just as cute with a certain someone.” She winked and glanced in Jen’s direction. “What’s going on with you two, anyway?”
“I don’t know.” Jack followed her gaze, and it settled on Jen. He truly didn’t know.
“You’ll figure it out. You are probably the most patient man I have ever known. You can get even the toughest to open up. It’s your gift.”
Julie brought her attention back to Jack. “So, why did you need to talk?”
“Bethany.” The toughest one of all, he thought.
That was all Jack had to say. “Let’s go to my office. I’ll just let Jen know I’ll be a bit.”
She stepped away and Jack moved to her office to meet her there. Julie stepped in moments later.
“I was worried about her. What’s going on?” Julie asked.
“The nightmares are back. Has anything changed that you are aware of?”
Julie gave a short laugh. “Well, take your pick. This last year hasn’t been our best.” Julie sat in her chair and rested her elbows on her desk.
“True. But why didn’t the dreams come back weeks ago? Why now?”
Julie shrugged as she thought. She cocked her head to the side and smiled. “Hawk left.”
Jack raised his brows, questioning Julie’s sanity. “You think that could be the reason? She couldn’t wait for him to leave.”
“That’s because she likes him and that bothers her.” Julie chuckled.
At Jack’s look, she continued, “She tried to cover it up with concern for me—which I believe she was concerned—but she enjoyed her time with Hawk. Why else would she invite him to Matt’s wedding?”
Julie thought about Cole leaving after Sam’s wedding. She had been so angry at Cole. It hadn’t been until he came back she realized her anger was rooted in her feelings for him. 
Julie watched Jack and knew he understood. He had been struggling with Jen pushing him away.
“Okay. Maybe. But then what do we do about it?”
Julie looked at Jack like he was in denial. “This is Bethany we’re talking about. There’s nothing you can do. Just be there for her and listen. Like you always do.”
Jack rubbed his chin, considering her words.
“Maybe Lucy knows something?” Julie offered, with Jack didn’t seem satisfied.
He nodded in agreement. “I’ll call her. Good idea.”
“Jack.” Julie waited for Jack to look at her. “Just remember that God is in control. Bethany is going to be okay. He’s watching over her.” She smiled. “He sent you to be her angel. She’s got the best on the job.”
Jack blushed. “I hear you. It just kills me to see her that way.”
Julie saw moisture form in Jack’s eyes. He had such a big heart. She was so grateful for that. But she knew that meant he also hurt a lot. Julie pulled Jack into a hug.
Jack kissed the top of Julie’s head. “Thanks. I’m going to give Lucy a call and see if she knows something. Then I have my review.”
Julie squeezed tight, then let him go. She watched him walk out of her office, wondering if Lucy would be helpful. She was Bethany’s best friend, and they shared a business together. 
If someone knew something about Bethany, it was Lucy. But knowing Bethany was a tough job, even for her best friend.






  
  Six


Jack drove down Jen’s street. He pulled to a stop two houses down, as he had for the last several weeks. He smiled as he thought about Jen calling him out. Of course, she had spotted him. 
It’s not like his truck blended in well, but she was hyper observant and would have noticed, anyway. Even some of her neighbors had probably found it odd that he was parked here so often. He was lucky nobody had called him in.
Jack looked at Jen’s house. Did he have the energy to do this? Jen needed patience and compassion. He thought he could offer that, but he was feeling a little tapped out after all the Bethany stuff.
Lucy had been concerned, too. She had mentioned Hawk as well, making Jack think there was something there. Everything else seemed normal. Lucy mentioned a new patient, but Bethany takes on new patients all the time, and it’s never seemed to correlate with her nightmares. They had both decided it was more likely the Hawk situation. Which eased his mind some.
Jack sighed. His head told him to go home. He needed his rest. The review at the station had gone well. He would be the new interim captain. Jack was excited about the opportunity, but knew it came with more responsibilities and more work. Those he felt capable of handling.
His heart? That was an area he wasn’t sure about. He did know it was pulling him to Jen and that he had to follow through to see where this led.
He put his truck in drive and knew he should go home. Instead, he pulled into Jen’s driveway. He closed his eyes and prayed.
God, give me what I need to be there for Jen. Help me handle whatever it may be that she has to say. To say the right words to her. To wait on her timing. Your timing.
He stepped from his truck and followed the sidewalk to Jen’s door. Just as he approached, it opened, and he saw Jen’s beautiful, smiling face.
“Hi.”
Jack’s heart thumped. Just the simple word in her tender, sweet voice made him melt.
“Come in.” She stepped aside to let him pass.
“What are we watching today?” he asked with a smile.
“How about Groundhog Day?’ she said with a tentative smile.
He gave her a questioning look. Was she asking for a do-over? Interesting.
“Sure. Popcorn?” he asked.
“In the kitchen. You want to grab it and I’ll get the movie ready?”
He nodded and headed to the kitchen. He looked around and noticed things looked as they always had. It was like he had just been here the day before.
Jack grabbed the popcorn bowl. A package sitting on her counter caught his attention. He glanced into the living room and saw Jen was preoccupied with the movie. He took a closer look. Ir had no return address, but had a postmark, so it had been mailed. Jack read the postmark.
New York. He pursed his lips.
A number written on a pad of paper lay next to the package. It wasn’t from this area. Maybe it was from where she lived before here. She didn’t seem to have any family or friends, but maybe it was someone she didn’t talk about.
Deciding it was her life and her choice to share, Jack pushed his curiosity aside and took the popcorn bowl into the living room. He found Jen had already got the movie ready and was sitting in her usual seat. Jack set the bowl on the coffee table. Instead of taking his usual spot on the opposite side of the couch, he tested the waters and sat closer.
Jen didn’t get up as she had the first time they had watched a movie together. Jack glanced at her and noticed she was smiling, but it looked forced. He decided she wasn’t ready for his closeness and slid over.
Jen placed her hand on Jack’s leg, and he froze. “Stay. It’s okay.”
He eyed her. Her smile still looked forced, but something in her gaze told him to stay, so he did. Her hand lingered, sending signals to Jack’s brain he had to control, or he’d mess things up.
Jack tried to focus on the movie and not on Jen, but sitting so close made it difficult. He could feel the heat of her body. He could smell the fruity scent of her shampoo. Everything about her had his body on pins and needles.
His pager went off and he nearly jumped out of his skin. She giggled at his response, and he gave a chuckle.
“You’d think you would be used to that thing by now,” she teased.
He looked at the pager and frowned. “I am. But I’m not on call today.” And he was too wrapped up in Jen to be aware of anything else.
Jack stood and pulled out his phone. “Can you give me a sec? I need to call the station.”
“Sure.”
Jen watched Jack leave and took what felt like her first full breath since he showed up. She liked that he was here. Even found she enjoyed his closeness on the couch—surprising her.
What made her nervous was talking to him. Jen had planned to open up the next time Jack came over, but was having trouble with how to start the conversation.
Jack came back and looked troubled.
“I’m sorry. I’m going to have to go. There was an accident. I guess I’m going to have to get used to being on call all the time now that I’m acting captain.”
Jack grabbed his jacket from the arm of the couch.
“You got the captain's position? I had heard that you were looking at that.”
He looked at her with curiosity. Probably trying to
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