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Also By Clark Barry

I wasn’t supposed to fall for him. Not Jax Walker—the tattooed, cocky firefighter with a reputation for leaving hearts in ashes. Not the man who makes the small town of Fox Ridge whisper—and my pulse race—every time he’s near.

I spend my life preserving the past as the town’s historical society curator. Rules. Order. Calm. My world has a plan...until Jax bursts in to install smoke detectors and completely upends it. He’s reckless, irresistible, and dangerous in all the best ways.

When a fire threatens more than my home, he saves me—and suddenly, that old family feud doesn’t matter. All I can think about is him: the grumpy, broody firefighter behind the rumors, the man whose touch makes my carefully organized world collapse.

Good girls stay away from bad boys, right? Yeah...well, I’m about to learn that rules don’t matter when desire—and maybe a little history—is pushing us together.

“Playing with Fire” is a short, hot, small-town romance with insta-chemistry, playful banter, and a happily-ever-after you’ll melt for. Perfect as a standalone or part of the Fox Ridge: Fire Station series.

Chapter 

Jax

The smell of engine oil and strong coffee hits me the second I step into Fox Ridge Fire Station. Motorcycle helmet swinging from my fingers, I take in the chaos. Sunlight streams through the high windows, catching dust motes like tiny, lazy fireflies above the polished trucks.

Samuel’s methodical as always, checking oxygen tanks like he’s auditioning for perfection. Dominic’s tinkering with a pressure gauge, looking dangerously close to breaking something expensive. Typical.

Wyatt spots me first. Coffee mug in hand, he leans against the cherry-red engine and smirks. “Well, well. Look who decided to grace us with his presence.”

I shrug, rolling my shoulders against the familiar knots of tension. “Some of us have better things to do than stand around smelling bad coffee all morning, Reynolds.”

“Late night?” Wyatt raises an eyebrow like he’s just cracked the code of my life.

I don’t bite. Same old dance—subtle digs, assumptions. In their minds, I’m still the kid who wrapped his car around the old oak by Miller’s Creek, reeking of cheap beer and worse decisions. Ten years in, never missed a shift, never backed down from a call—and Fox Ridge? They never forget what they shouldn’t.

“Nightmares about your ugly mug kept me up,” I throw back, grabbing the coffee pot. Dark as tar, just as toxic. Perfect.

Wyatt’s grin falters when I swipe the creamer. Black coffee. Black mood. All the better.

Samuel glances up, serious face softening into what might be a smile. “You two done flirting? Some of us are trying to work.”

I sip, letting the scalding liquid burn away what’s left of last night’s restless dreams.

Then Chief Mason’s boots hit the concrete floor—heavy, deliberate, the kind of sound that demands attention without asking for it. Clipboard in hand, glasses perched on his nose, he doesn’t even glance at me at first.

“Walker,” he says, eyes still on his papers, “you’re on smoke detector duty at the Historical Society today.”

I choke on the coffee mid-sip. “The Historical Society?”

Finally, Mason looks up, weathered face unreadable. “Problem?”

“No, sir.” Lies taste bitter.

“Good. Ms. Clark’s expecting you at nine.” He hands me a work order, the kind that lists inspections and installations for every dusty corner of the building. “Don’t give her any reason to call me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Chief.”

Wyatt snickers behind his mug. “Clark, huh? Isn’t her family the reason your granddad threw that brick through the town hall window back in ’85?”

“Just a rumor,” I mutter. We all know better. Walker-Clark feud? It’s practically folklore in Fox Ridge. Property disputes, politics, bad blood—it’s in the town’s DNA.

“Keep your head down and do the job,” Mason warns. A flicker of concern crosses his face. He’s known me since I was a scrawny kid climbing trees I had no business on. “That building’s old. Half the wiring’s original. No fireworks today, understood?”

“Yes, sir.” I drain the rest of my coffee, grab my toolkit, and head for the door.

“That’s what worries me,” he mutters under his breath.

Outside, morning air hits my face, a little rebellion in the breeze. Fox Ridge sprawls quietly around me—past the diner where my granddad argues weekly, past the high school football field where Coach Stevens once said I had potential. Windows follow me like judgmental eyes. Always watching.

I park by a hydrant—perk of the job—and straighten my department-issued shirt. Penelope Clark won’t care. To her, I’ll always be trouble with a capital T.

The Historical Society sits on Fox Ridge’s nicest corner, a three-story brick building with white columns and authority dripping from every brick. Even the most rebellious spirit would feel underdressed.

I swing my leg over the bike and park it front and center. The rumble of the engine announces me better than any doorbell ever could.

Of course, Clark is waiting. Arms crossed, perched on the top step like she’s physically restraining herself from telling me to turn around and leave.

She’s different. Honey-blonde hair in a perfect bun, soft curves tucked under a professional skirt and cardigan, face untouchable in that “don’t even try” way. Wide eyes cataloging flaws like she’s taking attendance in a class I didn’t sign up for.

And damn if I don’t want to be late on purpose just to watch her get more annoyed.
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“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she mutters, arms crossed like she’s trying to hold herself together as I bound up the steps two at a time.

I flash her the grin that probably made Sister Margaret threaten to wash my mouth out with soap back in Catholic school. “Nice to see you too.”

Her lips press into a thin line, eyes narrowing. “I was expecting someone... else.”

“Yeah, well,” I shrug, adjusting my tool belt, “I was expecting to do literally anything else today, so I guess we’re both disappointed.”

Her gaze flickers to the tattoos crawling up my forearms—stories inked in black and color, tales she’ll probably never ask about. Then she quickly looks away, cheeks pinking. Oh, that blush. That little heat creeping across her skin? Jackpot.

“Let’s just get this over with,” she says, jerking her head toward the heavy oak door. “The sooner you’re done, the sooner we can go back to our regularly scheduled avoiding each other.”

I follow her in, boots clanging against polished hardwood. The building smells like old paper, lemon polish, and that musty tang of history preserved like it’s scared to die. Quiet, almost reverent—like a church for people who worship dusty old stuff.

“Chief says you need the whole system checked,” I break the silence. “Anything giving you trouble?”

She gestures toward the spiral staircase at the far end of the entrance hall. “Second floor’s been giving false alarms, and the third floor... well, it doesn’t meet new fire code coverage.”

I nod, scanning the space. High ceilings, old wiring, flammable exhibits everywhere. “I’ll need access to all rooms.”

“Of course.” She crosses to a desk
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