
  
    [image: Smolder]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ARE YOU READY FOR SEXY FIREFIGHTERS, DIRTY DOCTORS, AND HOT COPS?

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you wish Grey’s Anatomy and Chicago Fire had more sex scenes – like a lot more? Maybe a hundred times more?

      Me too! I took all your favorite TV fire/police/medical drama tropes and gave you the addictive plot twists, sexy times, and drama you are dying for. (I’m a real doctor so it’s more legit!)

      

      So, if you need forbidden grumpy boss hot romance between the Fire Chief and one of his lady firefighters full of naughtiness, drama, and danger – you need to read Smolder!

      

      
        
        Grab the whole series for an exclusive 50% off at authorcarinaalyce.com/ForbiddenLove!
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      Or scan this QR code explore all of Carina Alyce’s MetroGen books!
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      SCAN/CLICK ON THE QR CODE TO LISTEN ALONG WITH ERIN AND NOAH ON SPOTIFY.

      
        
        I get that what I’m doing is totally inappropriate and wrong…

        Am I allowed to blame HIM for my too hot Fire Chief Boss fantasies?

        It’s hard to say sorry when you aren’t.
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      Fire Chief Noah Baker has dedicated his life to bringing his fire department into the twenty-first century. He’s been with the department for over two decades and sacrificed his friends and family for the good of the city

      The price seems worth it because he’s forged an alliance between MetroGen Hospital and the Fire Department that should last for years to come.

      Until he meets firefighter Erin Hudgens, and he may not be able to resist a taste of the forbidden in Smolder…

      

      (PS – if you were looking for the forbidden doctor-medical student romance that happens at the exact same time, you would start with High Risk!)

      

      
        
        Grab the whole series for an exclusive 50% off at authorcarinaalyce.com/ForbiddenLove!
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      CUYAHOGA COMBINED FIRE DEPARTMENT CHAIN OF COMMAND

      
        
          	
        Fire Chief Noah Baker
      

      	
        Assistant Chiefs – Eric Cordova and Maurice Tammaro
      

      	
        Division Chiefs – Alan Hastings, Robert Vega, Bryon Munnis, Timothy Vickery
      

      	
        Section Chiefs – East Carl Walsh and West Hector Mondragon
      

      	
        CCFD Spokeswoman – Hannah Fitzpatrick
      

      

      

      FIREHOUSE 15 A-SHIFT UNDER BATTALION 2 CHIEF LESLIE MCCLUNIS

      
        
          	
        Aiden Clarke – Lieutenant
      

      	
        Luna Rodriguez – Lieutenant
      

      	
        Vanessa Knight – Lieutenant
      

      	
        Kevin Jones – Firefighter
      

      	
        Theo Jefferson – Firefighter
      

      	
        Erin Hudgens – Firefighter
      

      	
        Dr. Jacob Carver – Probationary Firefighter
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      To burn silently without smoke - a highly dangerous situation for the unwary firefighter.

      

      
        
        – NIOSH Fire Investigator, 3rd edition
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      Erin Hudgens wasn’t embracing this form of ‘don’t murder your officers for being dumb’ meditation plan she was trying out. She fell asleep again when they closed their eyes with their legs crossed in lotus pose during yoga class.

      Firefighters were supposed to be able to master calm and breathing control. She was a master of controlling her air but not necessarily her temper. There was a big meeting at FD headquarters today because her officers were getting raked over the coals.

      She had the pipe dream that meditation would help her refocus. It had helped three years ago in Seattle when she’d almost fallen off a ladder as a probie. At the time, she’d thought being afraid of heights was the worst thing that could happen.

      How wrong she’d been.

      It was a relief when the teacher asked if anybody would volunteer to get water for the class. Erin’s hand shot up. She unrolled her five feet, nine inches of height and bounced to her feet, ready for anything resembling action.

      She wasn’t the only one because a blonde guy in a tight performance shirt and workout shorts jumped up, too. It took more control than Erin typically displayed not to do a double-take. The man was gorgeous, with blue eyes and gold hair that had a hint of gray.

      Erin hoped he wasn’t gay because she was unabashedly checking him out. Based on the planes of his muscles, this man knew his way around a weight room and the cardio machines.

      Their eyes held for half a second, and Erin suppressed a shiver.

      No, no. Not gay.

      The instructor directed them to a storage room in the hall opposite the studio. Erin and the man padded across the hallway in bare feet to the propped open door and didn’t notice it swing closed behind them when they entered. It shut with a loud thunk.

      Erin’s senses went on high alert. Firefighters do not enjoy being trapped in rooms without an exit. She set down her load of water and tried the handle. “It’s stuck.”

      “Stuck?” The man set down his twenty-four-pack of water.

      “Yes, stuck.” She tried it again with more force. Definitely stuck. She jiggled it harder, and it still wouldn’t budge.

      “Maybe together?” He came up behind her and pushed while she struggled with the handle.

      “I guess that’s why they leave the door propped.” Erin contemplated her options for opening the door. She could kick it in at the lock or shoulder it. However, her yoga tank-top and tights were not suited for either of those activities. It was possible, provided she didn’t mind a lot of bruising.

      Besides, she would need to find a different yoga studio if she broke down the door.

      She checked the room for other options. No tools to work into the frame. Lots of yoga blocks though. Neither of them had their cell phones because yoga clothes didn’t exactly have pockets. “Maybe we should start pounding on the door and call for help.”

      “Or in ten seconds, someone will let us out,” he suggested. The man was still sizing up the door.

      “True. Hopefully, your wife won’t be mad at you for being stuck in here with me.” Erin leaned back against the wall next to the door and laughed slightly at her blatant attempt to gauge his status.

      “No wife. Divorced. You?” He faced her, and she was near breathless from the full force of his bright blue eyes.

      “No wife or girlfriend,” she said and quickly amended her statement when those azure eyes dropped in disappointment. She couldn’t have that. “Or boyfriend. Girls are cute but not in that way to me.” She tried the handle again to no avail. “In high school, this is where you play Seven Minutes in Heaven. Don’t you think?”

      “In high school, I was five-foot three and scared of girls,” he replied wryly.

      Considering that he was now six-foot two and ridiculously hot, she doubted that was the case anymore. “That’s the problem with high school boys. I was the center on the basketball team with a mouth full of braces. I was taller than almost all of them, and not one tried anything. If anybody made a move, I’d have been game.”

      “Not one?” he asked. “Beautiful woman like you, and no one made a move?”

      “See, if one of them had your confidence and had said that, he could have gotten lucky.” Erin had no qualms about getting closer to Blue-Eyes. As a firefighter, she lived or died by her instincts and had learned to follow her impulses. Right now, her instincts told her to flirt harder.

      “Confidence?” The man watched her with avid interest now, taking three steps toward her.

      “Yeah. A confident guy would try to cop a feel and ask for my phone number.”

      “That guy might also be creepy,” he said.

      “It’s only creepy when it’s not encouraged.” She was now pretty close to him. Erin also had no qualms about hitting on a hot stranger. “A confident-not-creepy-one would steal a kiss.”

      “Then it’s not stealing, is it?” She knew the charge was running up and down both of them. His face transformed briefly to a large grin as he comprehended her statement.

      He was total Erin-kryptonite, a little older than her and blonde. She loved blondes, possibly because they were the opposite of her. Her mom was a blue-eyed brunette, and her dad was from Haiti. Attractive blonde guys in high school had never given a mixed girl like her the time of day.

      Erin sidled closer to him, pursing her lips. The idea of even thirty seconds in heaven with a cute guy had accomplished what one hour of yoga class had not. Why not start this long day with something good?

      The man drew closer, his mouth inches above hers. She could see the details of his red lips, the tiny stubble on his cheeks as if he hadn’t shaved this morning. He started to lean, closing those inches that separated their mouths.

      A knock interrupted them. “Anybody in here?”

      Erin dropped back, noting his haggard countenance with some satisfaction. She went back to the door and pushed on the handle. “Two of us. Getting water.”

      “Yeah, we’ve had problems with this door. How about we pull, and you push?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Erin braced herself and applied force to the handle near the lock. The man came to her side to help. Under the combined strength of four people, the door abruptly popped open. Erin had the furthest to fall and barely avoided sprawling on her face.

      She only didn’t do a full-face plant because strong hands caught her around the waist from behind. Brief, warm contact with her former fellow prisoner. For a few short seconds, she was pressed against his hip and wrapped in those muscles she’d admired.

      Alas, the intimacy of the moment was over quickly. He reluctantly released her, and she gave him a thumbs up. “That’s a lot of work for some water,” she quipped. She went back in and grabbed both cases of water, lifting them effortlessly.

      There was no point in looking back. No one should ever obsess over what could have been when the next thing was coming shortly.

      Besides, a little flirting did a body and mind good.
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      Fire Chief Noah Baker reflected that the highlight of his day was violating the etiquette rules of yoga class: straight guys were not supposed to ogle the women in class.

      Even if they were super-hot and half-naked in tight tops and tights.

      Even if said super-hot and half-naked cute woman might have fallen asleep in class and then hit on him when they were stuck in a storage closet.

      It was unfair to call her cute; truthfully, she was stunning. Bronze skin, sable, frizzy, poufy hair tied back on her head, wearing form-fitting purple yoga tights and top, he’d failed to keep from salivating as they moved from sun salutations into the vinyasa meditation pose. He hadn’t been able to stop sneaking looks at her.

      She did very little to help with his actual reasons for attending yoga. He preferred boxing, but today was going to be a trial with a long morning incident debrief and then more department business till late at night.

      Too bad someone had opened the door before he took the kiss she’d been offering. Her smile had been full of promise. It was unfair indeed to finish the class and rush to HQ to arrive an hour before his nine o’clock incident debrief.

      Noah smoothed down his uniform of white shirt and black blazer, clinking slightly with the name badge, hardware, and uniform pips with the five bugles of Cleveland Fire Chief. Technically, he was fire chief of the municipal departments of Cleveland and Cuyahoga County—around fifty stations and over two thousand employees for two million citizens. The state had stepped in and forced a merger of the city and the county departments almost five years ago. That had catapulted him from battalion chief to fire chief, skipping the ranks in between because his predecessor, Chief Pegg, hadn’t been up to the task. Noah had been plucked out from Battalion 5 and told to salvage the mess three years ago at the age of thirty-six.

      His office door opened, and his only female chief, Leslie McClunis, entered.

      “Hi-ya, Chief Baker.” She sat in the visitor’s chair directly across from him. She would move to his left hand when her errant officers arrived.

      “Ma’am,” he inclined his head. Of the nine battalion chiefs overseeing his stations, McClunis had been a pillar of support. Noah envisioned a more diverse, gender-balanced future for the department. There were growing pains, but the next phase was at hand. In a few months, his new programs would begin, changing the face and mission of Cleveland Fire.

      “Chief, I think we should crack their heads together and demote them both,” McClunis stated shortly. “Firehouse 15’s officers screwed up. I know we haven’t promoted a captain yet, but this was a disaster.”

      “A disaster? I thought Firehouse 15 had the fastest response times in the department.” Firehouse 15 was part of McClunis’s Battalion 2, which specialized in high-rise fires with a ladder truck, an engine, and a medic/EMS ambulance.

      “They did under Captain Mateo Soto, but after his retirement six months ago… his lieutenants are a problem.”

      “Firehouse 15 improved its response times since he retired in January.” Noah held up the files of the two lieutenants from A-shift who had applied for the position of Captain of Firehouse 15, Aiden Clarke and Luna Rodriguez. “I thought you’d be champing at the bit to promote her. This is the firehouse you recruited women into.”

      McClunis scowled, never once to mince words. “I don’t do nepotism. We’d usually never consider someone who was barely eligible for captain if her uncle hadn’t been captain first. That’s bullshit. Clarke has three years on her.”

      There was the meat of it.

      During the merger three years ago, Chief Pegg had closed twenty firehouses to consolidate manpower. The city sections had exactly three women beyond McClunis, and the county section had thirty. Pegg had tried to split up the women from the county into firehouses, which had never had a single female member. They quit en mass after Pegg demoted their female officers. Noah had salvaged the situation by redistributing the women into his fledgling firefighter-paramedic program, but nothing would induce them to return to the ranks.

      Unless he proved himself worthy of their trust. The only success thus far had been Leslie’s recruitment of a third woman into Firehouse 15’s A-shift. Should his new initiatives take hold and he recruited women into the rookie class, some of the women might reconsider. Women sharing a shift normalized their presence and improved retention, something Chief Pegg had failed to consider.

      It was by far not Pegg’s only failure. Beyond a high-profile refusal of mutual aid, the twenty closed firehouses had sown the seeds of bitterness inside the department. As a consequence, the department was struggling to recruit men, let alone women. Still, he knew McClunis wanted her women to beat the men at their own game. But the scent of nepotism around Lieutenant Luna Rodriguez’s consideration for captain was not appreciated.

      “Talent is talent,” Noah reminded her.

      “I don’t care if she had an excellent score on the civil service exam for fire captain and whether she performed as well as Clarke on the live-fire exam. Clarke was fine as acting captain. If Soto hadn’t come to me with his recommendation and personally asked me to give her a one-month trial at captain, none of this would have happened.”

      “Yet you gave permission for her to spend July as acting captain over Clarke,” Noah pointed out as she allowed Rodriguez her trial. It was out of character for McClunis and her famous iron spine to bend that far. Then again, Soto had faithfully served Cleveland FD for forty years, so his words carried weight.

      “He vouched for her! I didn’t know it was going to be a clusterfu—” She quickly adjusted her language. “The point is, she’s obviously too green. Too emotional. Total hothead.”

      “Really, Fireball?” Noah teased, using the nickname indicating McClunis’ bright red hair and whippet-thin body. There was the pot calling the kettle black.

      “She’s too young,” McClunis fake pouted, “and so are you.”

      “If that’s the best you can do, no wonder Soto bested you.” Noah had a great deal of affection for McClunis, but he sometimes needed to rein her in. Hopefully, this wouldn’t be one of these times, especially since McClunis was partially responsible for the situation.

      “Sir?” His main administrative assistant, Penny, peeked through the door. Most fire chiefs kept a personal aide from the ranks, but they were spread thin enough that Baker reserved the aides for his battalion and section chiefs during incidents. Noah made do with two administrative assistants. “The lieutenants from 15 are here.”

      “Send them in,” Noah requested with his best ‘everything is normal here’ tone. McClunis moved to the chair next to him.
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      Two navy uniformed lieutenants in their early thirties entered and stood at attention. They looked less concerned than Noah expected. They would feel otherwise soon.

      “Be seated.”

      The two obeyed, glancing between himself and their battalion chief. McClunis could have petrified them with her eyes. Noah schooled himself into his best ‘Fire Chief Baker’ neutral expression. He hoped his tone matched. “Lieutenants, I would like to hear in your own words how this happened.”

      “How what happened, sir?” Luna Rodriguez asked. She was shorter than her counterpart, her chestnut hair tied back in a neat bun.

      Noah blinked at her words, as he was fairly certain she didn’t grasp the enormity of the situation. “On your last shift, you crashed a fire engine into a garage.”

      “That is true,” Aiden Clarke agreed. He was a White man with light brown hair and seemed to be more aware of the broiling fury of his battalion chief. He had a slight smirk since he’d served as interim captain for months before Rodriguez’s one-month trial had ended rather ingloriously. “At the time, it made sense.”

      McClunis cut in, clear reproach in her tone, getting louder with every word, “Beyond destroying the engine and garage, the civilian you tried to rescue died from his injuries at MetroGeneral Hospital!”

      Rodriguez sounded defensive when she protested, “If you understood the situation⁠—”

      “I know the situation. You have only two years under your belt as a lieutenant. You don’t think. You act. You don’t have vision. You have ‘feelings.’ You skimp on protocol with hunches. Your uncle might have allowed you to act this way but⁠—”

      “Ma’am,” Clarke interrupted, “she was trying to save my life. The victim locked me in the garage, intent on burning it down. I didn’t have my air and faced dying of smoke inhalation.”

      “Why were you in the garage without your personal protective equipment? Where was your SCBA?” The battalion chief referred to their self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) which held forty minutes of compressed air.

      “The victim wouldn’t trust us while wearing the SCBA. Clarke left his outside,” Rodriguez jumped in before Clarke could respond.

      “Who approved that?” McClunis spat.

      “I did. I heard Clarke’s plan over the open channel and allowed it to proceed.” Rodriguez was going to the mattresses, fully aware her single stint as captain had ended poorly. “We didn’t have any backup coming. We suspected something was burning in the house, and we needed to gain his trust. Dispatch said it was a minor kitchen fire.”

      “Which you turned into a major incident! This is what happens when we make exceptions, even for Soto!” McClunis faced her chief. “Do you hear this?”

      He raised his hand. “I have heard you, and I think you should sit this one out.”

      “On part of my battalion?” McClunis’s tirade came to a screeching halt.

      “I know, but trust me. Firehouse 15 will be in excellent hands with me as judge.” Noah had to put a stop to this now. Luna Rodriguez would be weighed on her own merits without the added interference of her uncle, who muddied the waters. Whatever complicated history existed between McClunis and Soto needed to be absent, as there was definitely more to this event than met the eye.

      As furious as it made her, his battalion chief did not question his authority in front of two subordinates. McClunis saw herself out, and the two lieutenants noticeably relaxed.

      “You can wipe that smirk off your face, Rodriguez. You’ll get an unbiased evaluation, but don’t think for a second I’m okay with what you both did.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.” Clarke slowly realized Rodriguez wasn’t the only one in trouble. McClunis and Noah had allowed him to remain as acting captain from February through June, but this incident made them re-evaluate Clarke’s readiness for command.

      “I have a medical report here. In addition to the burns, the patient had severe bruising to his head and skull, mandibular, and maxillary fractures. Can you explain those?” Noah held up the paperwork from MetroGen.

      “Yes, sir. He attacked me and tried to set me on fire. I resorted to physical force to protect myself.” Clarke crossed his arms over his chest.

      Noah folded his hands under his chin. “If you’d brought a second person with you, per protocol, physical force would have been unnecessary. Your second would have restrained him. Instead, you were trapped, and your acting captain took the drastic action of using my million-dollar engine as a battering ram. You were lucky a spark from the crash didn’t ignite the gasoline and fricassee you with the victim.”

      He opted not to point out that the garage had collapsed and the firetruck had caught fire afterward.

      “I can see where it may look bad, sir,” Rodriguez said. “If you could hear us out⁠—”

      “In the interest of thoroughness, I am going to do an incident debrief with the team right now. Dismissed. Report to your next shift as scheduled, and do not speak to anyone else about this. You will be contacted in writing. Rodriguez remains acting captain as the circumstances of the victim’s death continues to be reviewed.” His carefully controlled words belied the fury in his tone.

      “Thank you, sir,” Rodriguez said with what would be short-lived relief.

      “Don’t let it go to your head. Your firehouse will get a spare engine, but if you so much as scratch the paint on it, you’ll be demoted.”

      The two left, stricken, no less than they deserved. Good was not always nice. Firefighters were inherent risk-takers, and his job was to determine which risks were worth the gamble. This hadn’t been one of them.

      Firehouse 15’s A-shift was full of young and hungry firefighters, even though it was understaffed with seven people instead of the ten-member goal. Shifts B, C, and the part-time D-shift were full shifts of solid people, but none of them had the flare for command. Noah had trusted Soto’s unerring eye at identifying future officers, but somehow, his retirement had left Firehouse 15 in turmoil.

      The entire situation was highly irregular. When Soto had privately told Baker of his intention to retire due to worsening lung disease in December, Noah had expected Clarke would be the next captain.

      Yet when the retirement was made official in January, no recommendation ever came. Despite both senior lieutenant applications, Noah had gone with Clarke under the assumption Soto was behind on paperwork. No one expected Soto’s late recommendation of Rodriguez or his personal request for McClunis to consider his niece. His departure implied there was a deeper personal schism ongoing inside the firehouse.

      Honoring his request had clearly been a mistake.

      One mistake had compounded another and led to another protocol violation, which built on the next until it resulted in this God-awful disaster. Noah needed to get to the bottom of the mess before he searched for a different captain candidate.

      All he had to do was be his introverted self and let the team talk. The less he said, the more they would speak. Silence was a powerful tool, and a commander listened first before he acted.

      All would be revealed with time and patience.

      He allowed himself a small smile. Except maybe with yoga lady. That woman needed action, which he sadly didn’t have the chance to give today.
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      “You ready?” Theo Jefferson, Erin’s best friend, asked. They were milling around inside one of the two conference rooms at FD headquarters.

      “I’m fine. How’s my uniform and hair?” She straightened the navy fabric, hoping her uniform and her braids were in perfect regulation, having made a quick change from yoga class. Her natural hair could be unruly, despite being half-White. Women had to keep their hair short, braided, or tied back, lest it get entangled in the mesh of a fire helmet.

      “Fabulous as always.” Theo grinned. “I did my best with my hair, too.” His dark blonde hair was gelled back. Like Erin, he’d transferred to Firehouse 15 a year ago. Theo was older and had moved from Cincinnati after the death of his husband. Their shift had teasingly referred to them as the fake-rookies though they were well past their probationary, or rookie, year. “Nervous?”

      “To get grilled by McClunis and the invisible fire chief?” Erin raised a shoulder. She’d never met the Fire Chief. As a rank-and-file firefighter, her battalion chief was God. She’d heard plenty about Chief Baker and nothing at the same time. He was young; he was old; he was a maverick; he was a traditionalist. There were always rumors flying about new initiatives and new plans, but nothing ever materialized.

      She bet he was an ineffective pencil pusher. No vision, no initiative. Six months before she’d arrived in at her new firehouse, he’d disbanded the paramedic corp, sticking them with basic EMS ambulances. The Dispatch situation was a disgrace, and Firehouse 15 was crumbling to the ground from the inside.

      Speaking of problems in the firehouse, Jacob Carver came in. “I’ve met him. Nice guy. I interviewed with him and gave him a tour of MetroGen once.”

      Erin and Theo both rolled their eyes. This past month, Carver, their forty-two-year-old probie, ex-ER doctor, and paramedic had demonstrated he knew zilch about actual firefighting. He constantly forgot basics, like never entering a burning building without a partner. Worse, every single story he told started with ‘Back at MetroGen…’ Everyone knew he’d been an ER doc at the massive hospital complex before his six months in fire academy. If someone hadn’t heard, he told them.

      “You ready?” the most recently promoted lieutenant, Vanessa Knight, unknowingly echoed Theo when she arrived. It was atypical to have three lieutenants on the same shift, but there had been problems since the day Vanessa had celebrated her promotion. Not only had her party ended in a screaming match between Luna Rodriguez, Captain Soto, and Aiden Clarke, but they were so understaffed, no one could transfer out. Instead, they got this stupid new-old probie.

      “‘I’ve been ready for this my whole life,’” Kevin quoted Rudy, the football movie based on a true story of a five-six nothing who wanted to play college ball at Notre Dame. If there was anyone who looked less like Rudy, it was Kevin Jones. He was six feet tall, African American, and built insane muscle despite a strict vegetarian diet. And, unlike Rudy, he didn’t take things deadly serious. Kevin was Aiden’s roommate and the most flippant, carefree member of the group.

      “Remember, all we have to do is tell the truth. Stick to the facts,” Vanessa said. At an actual five foot six, Vanessa was a stunning, curvy redhead with green eyes and the distinction of winning Ms. Universe six years ago. At first glance, one would think her figure had been surgically enhanced, but she’d been gifted with Barbie proportions.

      Unlike Kevin and Theo, who had no inclinations for command, she was stuck in limbo between Aiden and Luna, awaiting her actual duties as lieutenant on A-shift. Erin was eligible to apply at the end of this year, but she didn’t have nearly the drive of Vanessa. A normal person didn’t risk her Ms. Universe perfect face by head-butting another player on the World Cup soccer practice squad and then quit her consequential modeling career to enter the fire academy.

      “Carver, when the chiefs arrive, we stand. We sit only after they take their seats at the head of the table,” Vanessa reviewed. Chain of command was apparently absent in hospitals—though arrogance and mansplaining were not.

      “Yes, sir. I mean, ma’am,” Carver corrected himself. Vanessa went down the line, rechecking their uniforms. She re-secured her elaborate French braid, still in perfect regulation. “Remember, we’re a team; we stick together. Our officers’ decisions, good or bad, are ours as well.

      Erin felt ready. Her little yoga interlude had calmed her down in a way that shooting hoops, her usual method of blowing off steam, had not. While there was a rhythm to the bounce of a basketball, when she needed some real introspection to control her impulsive nature, yoga did the trick.

      So did flirting with hot guys.

      Footsteps came down the hallway, and they arranged themselves around the table. The Chief entered, and everyone stood at attention.

      Erin tensed her jaw to keep her mouth from dropping open. She’d been wrong; she had met the Chief. In fact, she’d nearly kissed him an hour ago.
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      The relaxed, friendly manner that she’d experienced was gone. He systematically examined each face and posture of her team, briefly resting on hers. His expression did not betray the slightest flicker of recognition.

      “Hello, I’m Fire Chief Noah Baker. Chief McClunis had a prior engagement. If you could please be seated, we can begin the incident debrief.”

      Her mind racing, Erin carefully sat. Generally, she thought she had good instincts. How had they tanked this badly? She’d hit on the Fire Chief? A fire chief with a six-pack who’d parted his mouth when swooping in for a kiss...

      “Firefighter Jones, could you begin telling me the circumstances of the garage incident on your last shift of this July?” The Chief selected Kevin first, most likely because he had the longest history in the department.

      “Yes, sir. Dispatch sent us to a report of a possible minor kitchen fire. Since they had no other information, we took the entire complement—engine, ladder truck, and medic ambulance, with the intent to inquire about the nature of the incident with the homeowner.”

      “Who was in command?”

      “That was Lieutenant Rodriguez. She had a trial as acting captain,” Kevin said.

      “Other staff?”

      “Myself and Jefferson were on Medic. Carver and Hudgens were on Ladder with Clarke. Knight and Rodriguez on Engine,” Kevin answered.

      “Three people on Ladder instead of Engine?”

      “Acting Captain Rodriguez thought it would be appropriate to keep Carver on Ladder rather than Engine since operation of a ladder requires more technical knowledge, even though he is a paramedic,” Vanessa explained without waiting to be recognized.

      “Carver?” Baker prompted. “Ladder team approached the door in full protective equipment?”

      “Yes. Hudgens and Clarke also had fire extinguishers, but we didn’t have our oxygen on,” Carver stated.

      “No, we had our bottles on our backs. We hadn’t masked yet, with no visible fire, and had not entered the structure,” Erin corrected him. She didn’t bother to mention that Carver was using the word ‘oxygen’ when he meant ‘air.’ Their SCBA tanks contained compressed air, not oxygen.

      The Chief’s eyes rested on Erin, lingering on her uniform. “What next… Hudgens?”

      “I informed Dispatch and Acting Captain Rodriguez of our approach. Dispatch did not respond.” She kept her response brief.

      “We went to the door and knocked. We identified ourselves as Cleveland firefighters and requested to do a safety check due to a report of smoke. The civilian—patient—who opened the door was acting skeezy,” Carver said.

      “Skeezy?” The word sounded odd when the Chief said it.

      “Shifty and suspicious. He didn’t like our masks or the crowd at the door. He became suspicious when Aiden—Lieutenant Clarke—tried to communicate with Lieutenant Rodriguez over the radio. He kept talking about burned food and someone named Riker.”

      “Then what?” Chief Baker smiled encouragingly at Carver.

      Carver confirmed the protocol violation that brought them all here. “Lieutenant Clarke agreed to remove his oxygen and follow the patient inside by himself.”

      “How was Rodriguez able to keep abreast of the situation?”

      “Clarke left his radio on. We could hear everything in the engine and stayed silent to not spook him,” Vanessa defended the violation.

      “So, Lieutenant Clarke entered with the ‘skeezy acting’ civilian alone.” Baker’s eyes searched back to Erin. “Correct?”

      Erin raised her eyebrows. “According to the two in, two out protocol, I needed to stay to supervise the probie.” New probies were notoriously careless since they believed they were invincible. This particular  rookie had already proved himself untrustworthy.

      “Yet you allowed Clarke to enter the house by himself.”

      “Clarke is an experienced lieutenant. He seemed to be less at risk than our probie, who was doing the 360-degree eval around the house with Hudgens,” Vanessa said. Good thing, because Erin almost interjected that they only had three people, which does not evenly divide by two. Did he expect her to go inside and circle the house at the same time?

      “Why didn’t Rodriguez do the 360 eval of the house?”

      “With no visible fire, Rodriguez delegated it to the Ladder crew, I monitored Clarke’s progress, and she touched base with Medic,” Vanessa explained.

      “Was there any evidence she recognized the possibility of escalation?”

      “We were preparing to escalate. I switched channels to call Dispatch,” Erin added without prompting.

      The Chief swung around to Erin again. “Why did you do that? Shouldn’t you have called acting Captain Rodriguez first?”

      “As the firefighter making the 360 eval, my assessment was that we would need additional staff.”

      Erin again kept her comments brief. No blame. No fault.

      “Not that it helped. We’d made it around the house to the garage when we heard yelling and discovered the garage door was locked tight,” Carver added.

      “But you didn’t know the situation in the garage?”

      “No idea. The patient was still mumbling about Riker when we heard Rodriguez blast the evac signal. The next thing we knew, Rodriguez drove the engine through the garage door,” Carver told the Chief.

      “That was all the warning she gave you?”

      “It was a fast situation,” Theo spoke up for the first time. “The evac order required split-second decision making.”

      “What happened next?” Chief Baker inquired too casually, watching all of them with quiet interest.

      “We saw Lieutenant Clarke fighting with the patient who was on fire,” Carver explained. “It appeared he’d poured gasoline on himself. Hudgens separated the two, and I used the fire extinguisher to put them out. Clarke and Hudgens went with him in the ambulance to MetroGen.”

      “We took them all because Hudgens and Clarke would need to be cleared after their gasoline exposure… and the civilian wasn’t doing well,” Theo said.

      “Crashing the engine seems rather extreme without trying any other methods. I understand it dissipated the gasoline vapor quickly, but it also risked explosion . . . and several of you were present when it did explode later,” Chief Baker observed, making a note on the legal pad in front of him. “Is there more to this protocol breach beyond Rodriguez wanting to shine as acting captain?”

      “Of course not,” Carver spouted. “They’re completely professional now. Aiden and Luna dating is ancient history. I heard that ended when Captain Soto retired.”

      His teammates gasped in horror as Carver inadvertently revealed the cause of the power struggle in Firehouse 15.

      The Chief didn’t react outside of a slight widening of his eyes.

      Erin’s instincts were screaming. The Chief was playing them. He wanted to crack the team open, reveal the dirty laundry, to place the blame squarely on the two lieutenants.

      And the damn probie was handing it all over to him!

      “The real problem is the outdated equipment and the failure of Dispatch to give us help,” Erin challenged. “Our unit is understaffed and under-equipped. It falls squarely on the shoulders of upper management to make sure that we have the resources to do our job. How long did it take for the next unit to respond to our calls for help?”

      Chief Baker set his pen down serenely. “Hudgens, is it? A word outside.”

      If there was a level of silence more silent than silence, the room got there.

      Erin stood, wishing she had an ounce of impulse control today. It would have been a good idea to resist the need to protect her team and not call out the Chief on his management style.

      “Is there a problem here, Hudgens?” the Chief asked when they were alone in the hallway. His voice was dangerously controlled and low. The cute guy who had seemed so non-threatening at yoga earlier today was looking at her like a lion who’d cornered a baby gazelle.

      “No problem, sir,” she said, keeping her gaze on a point on the wall behind him. A good firefighter could control her air, her emotions, and her attraction to her superior officer.

      “Good, because I don’t remember asking about Dispatch.” He was over five inches taller than her, and even though he was two feet away, she could feel him crowding her. She was going to be pushed back against the wall, unable to move or defend herself.

      “I believe the purpose of an incident debrief is to determine the root cause of a poor outcome. Isn’t that the protocol?” she responded.

      He shifted to draw her eyes to his. Vestiges of the polite professional mask he wore in the conference room disappeared. If looks could kill, Erin would have ignited right there from a bolt of blue. Half of her wanted to run, and the other half wanted to taste his lips in an unforgivably inappropriate way.

      This was new; no guy had ever made her feel this way—too aware, too close, too captured. Being stuck in the storeroom together had only revealed the merest hint of the current arcing between them now as she challenged his authority by defying him.

      Wild thoughts threatened to overwhelm her. Impulsive ones that told her she should grab him by the lapels of his jacket and kiss him the way she’d imagined this morning.

      “The protocol is to treat your superior officer, the head of your fire department, with respect and appropriate deference.” He probably wasn’t thinking about sex in the empty HQ hallway.

      Erin wasn’t going to back down. Not when her team’s lives were on the line. She owed them her loyalty first. “How long until the next unit showed up? How long were we left hanging?”

      “That’s enough.” Baker transfixed her with what she could only describe as pure animal magnetism. “Do you understand, Hudgens?”

      “Yes, sir.” She couldn’t refuse a direct command. She had three years of indoctrination to obey her officers. “Sir, if I can just go back in⁠—”

      “No. You’re dismissed from this incident debrief. Get out of my sight before I have to discipline you.” His movements were slow, and he deliberately leaned forward two inches, looming over her, a mockery of this morning. “Learn to keep your mouth shut.”

      With that, he took three steps back to the conference room door and shut off whatever pheromone he’d been using on her. Erin reeled with the sudden backlash of her hormones getting fully rejected.

      Now she was pissed. The Fire Chief, knowing she found him attractive, had used some evil dark Jedi Sith Lord sex whammy on her. She stepped away from him and waited until his hand was on the door handle. “No one came, did they? Dispatch never heard us.”

      He gave her a glower. “Their computer system crashed for twenty minutes. But it doesn’t excuse the sloppy actions of your officers.” He closed the door behind him without a backward glance.
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