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I sat there in my office, trying to get my thoughts in order. Holy fuck, what the hell had just happened? I put my head in my hands and swiveled my chair, then stood up to look out the window. I did it whenever I needed to think. Whenever I needed to try and put pieces together to fix something.

And this time the ‘something’ was the relationship between Ash and myself—it was very broken right now.

I couldn’t shake the pictures from my mind. Not that they were bad pictures. That wasn’t the point, though. I wasn’t even upset at the fact that Ash used to be a stripper. That didn’t matter to me at all, though it obviously mattered to her, despite what she told me about justifying it to herself. Still, that was a conversation for a different day. What I was worried about was how this affected her. And about how she affected me.

And about how that affected my damn job.

“Damn it, Wes. You’re playing with fire here,” I murmured.

Yet, still, the statement was ironic in so many ways. I was a third-generation firefighter. My family had a legacy in these departments. My brother and I were practically picked up on the best packages the city of Boston could offer because of the reputation my father and grandfather carved out in this city for us. I’d worked very hard to get to where I was. I busted my ass to make Lieutenant. And I knew if I pursued Ash while we worked together, there was a good chance I wouldn’t be promoted again.

If we were caught, I could kiss the rest of my career goodbye.

But, does that matter?

It was the most shocking question ever. And yet, I was serious about it. Yes, if we got caught, Ash would surely be transferred. I would never be promoted again, though I probably wouldn’t lose my current position. Ash might struggle, but I could help her find a place that would accept her, despite our romance.

I felt caught between my future and my present. My heart and my brain. My work ethic and my future desire to have a family. To fall in love. To have all of those things for myself.

You’re not in love with her, idiot.

No, I wasn’t. But, if things kept going this way—if she kept crawling deeper under my skin—she’d soon hit my heart. She’d wiggle her way in until we were one and the same. I knew that, for sure. I was experiencing the one thing my mother always talked about. She always told me and my brother that if—and when—that woman for us came along, we’d know. We’d never be able to fight it and we’d be willing to toss our future to the dogs for it.

Is that what was happening here? Was this me, tossing my future to the dogs, for Ash?

Is she the one for me?

I shook the question from my head. I needed a stable career before I could even think about falling in love. Before I could even think about starting a family. And everyone knew the only way to raise a family on one income was to make Captain. Sure, Ash would work. Until we had kids. If we wanted kids. Then, she wouldn’t be able to work. Not as a firefighter. Maybe as a paramedic until she had to be bed-rested, but I was thinking way too far down the road.

Sliding my fingers through my hair, I groaned.

“Come on, Wes. Snap out of it,” I growled.

My entire life, I’d put everything on hold for my career. I mean, it wasn’t easy starting a romance or a family when I worked such long shifts. Plus, my sleep schedule wasn’t what someone could ever call ‘reliable.’ And still, as I stood there gazing out my office window, I felt myself re-considering everything. Re-working everything.

For her.

“You got a sec?” Cap asked.

I whipped around and saw him standing in my doorway.

“Yes, sir. What’s up?”

He quirked an eyebrow at me before sliding into my office.

“There’s a new training program the station is participating in. We’re doing it with the 111th, our neighbor station. Apparently, new elements were added to the fire code this year. Which means there are policy updates to our inspections of local businesses and the like,” he said.

“Wonderful,” I said, flatly.

“Yeah, well. Shit happens, and we have to keep evolving. Engine Company 111th, two districts over, is rolling out the training for the rest of us. So, 42 will be partnering with our crew, one on one, to train us in the new code elements and inspections updates. We’ll be hosting the 42nd, since their firehouse still has a broken A/C unit.”

“Wait, still? Hasn’t it been almost two weeks?”

“Yeah, the poor bastards are practically dying over there. I’m about to see if they want to come and be dispatched from here,” he said.

“We should offer that. We’re all working in dangerous heating conditions as it is,” I said.

Cap nodded. “I’ll let them know you agree, Lieutenant. You think we got enough bunks for them to sleep?”

“I’ll make sure we do. Might only be cots for some, but at least they’ll be in the cool air instead of the heat. Tell them to bring the food and drinks they have on hand over at least. I’ll have Ash make room.”

“Good idea. Keeps us from taking on more financial burden than we need to,” he said.

“Let Lieutenant Raymond know that if she has any questions or anything, she can give me a call. I’ll see about get our firehouses synced so they can get their calls here, too,” I said, as I texted Bruce about it.

“About to be a shit show, I tell you.”

“It happens to the best of us, sir.”

“Yeah, well. The training starts on the next shift. So, if I were you, I’d get this shit taken care of sooner rather than later. Our guys need to be updated and trained as quickly as possible. So, if we’re gonna spend an entire shift moving in another fire family, we need to do it now. You may as well make on the contacts.”

“I’ll make sure it happens,” I said.

“Guess that means it’s back to paperwork for me then, huh?” he asked.

I chuckled as I reached for the phone.

“Even for the worst of us, sir,” I said.

“All right. Let me know if you need anything. And don’t forget about heading up the coordination of this training,” Cap said.

“I will. Definitely. Happy to lead it. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“You better.”

I dialed the Captain’s number over at the 42nd as Greene walked out of my office. I sat down in my chair, glad to be doing something other than thinking about Ash. It took me a while to get him on the phone. For all I knew, they were out on a call. But, when I finally got him to answer my call, it sounded like he was chugging water.

“This is Captain Sarge,” he said gruffly.

“I’ll never get over that name, you know,” I said.

“Lieutenant. Whatcha need? I have to run out and get more water for my guys.”

“I want to offer you an olive branch.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know what’s going on over there, but I’m about to give the order to rearrange the firehouse so your men can come here and do their shifts until your air system is up and running again.”

He paused. “That’s generous, but it’ll take too much—”

“My tech guy, Bruce, can figure out a way for you guys to receive your calls here, I already checked. I’ve got more than enough bunks and cots for your guys on shift. There’s air over here, and a working ice machine. More than enough furniture for all of us to crash on. And as long as we line up the trucks in the driveway instead of inside firehouse, there’s enough room for all the trucks. We can move the ambulances into—”

“Stop,” he said.

I paused, listening as he sighed into my ear.

“I’m patching you through to Lieutenant Raymond. Help her run point on this. And tell Greene I said thanks.”

“I will, sir. You can transfer me whenever you’re ready,” I said.

It didn’t take but one ring before Raymond picked up her phone. And when I told her what was going on, she started laughing she was so happy. It took us thirty minutes to draw up a plan of what would happen. Then, once we had it in play, it was easily executed. We’d pull the fire trucks out into the driveway. The two ambulances would come into the garage. Our ambulance behind our two trucks and their ambulance behind their two trucks. I sent Bruce another text while I was on the phone, confirming that he should get it going. He texted me back as Raymond rattled off in my ear, talking about how it was as easy as literally crossing wires and that he’d done most of the work already, anticipating he’d get the go ahead any minute.

But, when I went to send Ash a text about rearranging things in the fridge, I paused.

I can do that myself.

“That all make sense?” Lieutenant Raymond asked.

“Yep. Makes sense to me. Tell your men to gather everything in their kitchen and bring it with them. Pantry goods, refrigerator items. Things like that. I’ll rearrange our kitchen to fit the supplies, then we can get your men set up in the bunk area. There’s an overflow room we can use, and once one of my men is done tapping into your intercom system, we can test it out and make sure you guys still get your personalized calls,” I said.

“Perfect. See you in thirty,” she said.

“See you then.”

I hung up the phone and made my way out into the kitchen. I pulled Duke aside and told him what was going on. Then, I instructed him to make up the empty bunks and pull out the cots for the spare room. I sent men in all sorts of directions. Some of them to make sure the gym equipment was clean. Some of them to move the fire trucks and ambulances around. I stood in the kitchen, making as much room as I could for whatever it was they were bringing with them.

Then, Captain Greene appeared behind me again.

“The rookie not doing that?” he asked.

“She’s doing something else I asked her to do,” I said.

“How’s she working out, you think?”

I rose up from the fridge and sighed.

“She’s got a lot of guts. She’s strong and capable. A great addition to the team,” I said.

“How are the guys handling things?” Cap asked.

I turned to look at him and found him in interrogation mode. Had he heard something? Had we already been discovered? Was something else wrong?

“Oh you know, they’re slow-learning bastards. The lot of them. But, they’ve been coming around. And the ones that haven’t yet are well on their way. She’s good at building rapport. I’ve already seen her crack Duke and Bruce,” I said.

“What about Tripp?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Tripp hates everyone right now. Let him wear himself out on that, then he’ll be fine.”

“And you’re sure about that?”

“Positive.”

“So, she’s not a distraction at all?” he asked.

I felt my blood run cold. “No, sir. Why do you ask? Are the men coming to you with something?”

“She’s a woman in a man’s firehouse. I’m wondering if anyone is making any passes at her that you know of. If she’s entangling herself in things she shouldn’t be.”

Holy. Fuck. I was standing at a crossroads. I had a choice. A choice to look my Captain point black in his face and lie, or a choice to come clean and hope it didn’t backfire on both of us.

And for the first time in my career, I chose to lie.

“Not that I’ve heard, Cap,” I said.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way. Especially with this other firehouse coming over. I know Raymond’s a fine Lieutenant and they’ve already got two women. But, that’s three more women in this firehouse for these, what’d you say, slow-learning bastards,” he said, grinning.

I chuckled. “I got it, sir. I’ll make sure they’re briefed on that particular issue.”

“Good. Last thing we all need is some sort of sexual harassment issue going on. I just got the Chief off my ass. Not looking to invite him back just yet.”

“Duly noted,” I said.

I would’ve gone back to organizing the fridge had it not been for the look Greene gave me. His eyes slowly roamed my body before shooting back up to my eyes. His brow furrowed deep. His eyes locked with mine before his hands fell relaxed at his sides.

“You good, Wes?” he asked.

There was only one other time he’d ever addressed me so informally. And it was after my brother stormed out of here when I was promoted over him.

“Why do you ask, Captain?”

“Just answer the question honestly,” he said.

And for the second time in my career, I chose to lie. Right to my Captain’s fucking face.

“I’m fine, sir. Just gearing up for a double firehouse and some new training,” I said.

He grinned. “Right. Well, take care of yourself, Lieutenant. You look like shit.”

And as a muted chuckle fell from my lips, the Captain left me to my kitchen duty.

I shook my head as I went back to doing what I needed to do. One by one, the guys came up to me. Informing me their tasks were completed. The gym was clean. The other bunk room was set up. The fire trucks and ambulances had been moved around in a massive game of musical chairs and extra fold-out chairs had been brought out of closets. Tripp came over, announcing he cleared out some old lockers downstairs so the guys would have somewhere to change. Expecting to be applauded for his work or something. Then, it dawned on me.

My announcement.

“Good, Tripp. Now, we need three of those lockers moved into the large closet where the rookie has her locker,” I said.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Tripp said.

“Nope. We’ve got three more women about to fall into our ranks. Including Lieutenant Raymond. And if you guys aren’t on your best behavior, your jobs are on the line,” I said.

“Times are changing, I guess,” Duke said.

“I think it’s a good change,” Bruce said.

“Speak for yourself,” Tripp murmured.

“Now, go do what I asked you to do. We’ve got another firehouse invading ours in ten minutes and we need to be ready,” I said.

“Their air still not working?” someone asked from the back.

“Nope. And after you’re done, I get to fill you in on the training we’re doing in a couple days with the 42nd. Lead by the 111th,” I said.

“Oh the new codes and shit?” Bruce asked.

“Yep. One thing at a time, though. Lockers, then back up here for a meeting,” I said.

“Where are the women going to sleep?” Tripp asked.

“In the overflow room, I’m assuming. Isn’t it you who said I was babying the rookie by putting her in her own room away from all the snoring?” I asked.

And as the guys roared in raucous laughter, the look in my brother’s eyes could’ve put me twelve-feet under.

It was a look that made me very, very nervous.
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