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      As Seacroft’s resident weirdo, Avery proudly flies a lot of freak flags. It’s a constant battle to be taken seriously when everything, from his red hair to his sexuality, makes him stand out in this small town.

      

      Small towns are also a terrible place to keep secrets, and Lincoln has a bunch of them. But his demons aren’t going to hold him back from his dream job at the Seacroft Fire Department. His life is finally coming together, until the red-haired twink with the big smile and fast mouth calls in an emergency.

      

      Pining for the hot firefighter is Avery’s newest flag, even if he agrees to be “just friends.” For Linc, every minute with Avery is a temptation. He needs to let go of his fear and admit the truth. Linc doesn’t want to be Avery’s friend; he wants to be his everything. But just as Linc is ready to risk it all, Avery gets an unexpected offer to spread his colorful wings and fly away.
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      Avery had always been good at numbers. Good at understanding how they fit together. In his life, he had several important numbers:

      27—the decimals of pi he memorized in eighth grade to impress girls.

      14—the age he realized he was way more interested in impressing boys.

      9—(although it seemed longer) the seconds of silence between the time he said, “I’m gay,” to his parents and when his dad said, “Get out.”

      3—the nights he slept at a shelter for homeless LGBT teens before his aunt and uncle found him and brought him to live at their house.

      And now, two more numbers to add to the list with a certain immediate urgency.

      5—how many minutes the internet said it would take to microwave a sweet potato all the way through.

      4—(give or take a few seconds) the minutes it took Avery to fall so deeply asleep on his couch that he didn’t notice the sweet potato catching fire and filling his kitchen and his open-concept living room/dining room with smoke.

      Fortunately, the alarm he’d had installed the week before moving in did its job and went off, screaming like an air-raid siren.

      Avery was upright and scrambling for the alarm panel before he was even fully awake. His pulse thundered, and his brain was goopy sludge as he stared at the keypad and tried desperately to remember the temporary code the technician had punched in.

      Of all the numbers to forget.

      “You’ll want to change this to something you can remember easily, but that no one can guess.”

      Yeah, thanks for that. Avery had meant to. Too many numbers to pick from, though. So he’d procrastinated and figured he’d get around to it eventually. Except now the alarm whooped and made his head hurt as he futilely stabbed at keys and tried to think what combination the technician might have used. Nothing was working.

      0000?

      1234?

      Was it even a four-digit code?

      His pocket vibrated, and he fumbled for his phone. The screen showed the name of the alarm company.

      “Hello? Hello?”

      “Yes, hello sir, we’re receiving an alarm signal from your property,” the voice on the phone said formally.

      “Yes. Yes,” Avery gasped. “It’s fine. Just a false alarm.” He’d find a towel to wave under the smoke detector, open some windows—did his windows even open?—and it would be fine.

      “False alarm?” The operator sounded uncertain, but what did he know? To him, Avery couldn’t possibly be more than a flashing dot on a computer monitor.

      “It’s fine. Just my dinner. Nothing to worry about.”

      “So you don’t require the fire department?”

      Oh God, that would be the worst. Avery did not need the spectacle of first responders in front of his building.

      On cue, flashing lights filled the small space at the top of the stairs to his basement apartment. Avery bounded up to the door and stared in horror at the big red truck parked at the curb.

      “I’ll call you back,” he said into the phone.

      “Sir? Sir?”

      But Avery was already pulling open the door and running out over the lawn.

      “It’s fine, it’s fine!” He held up his hands, warding off the uniformed firefighters who were coming across the yard. “It’s just my dinner.” Baked sweet potato stuffed with eggs. He’d seen it online and thought it looked good.

      “Your dinner?” The woman pulled her helmet off. She wore her dark hair short, shaved on one side, and her glittering brown eyes scowled at him.

      “It got away from me.” Heat crept up the back of his neck as he met her eyes.

      “Can we see it?”

      “What?”

      She took a step forward. “Can we come inside to make sure everything is okay?”

      Oh no. “Sure.”

      Apart from his aunt and uncle, no one had been to his apartment yet. He hadn’t imagined welcoming guests this way, but now this firefighter, along with another one, followed him back through the door.

      “It’s my dinner,” he said again. “This is a lot of fuss for an overcooked sweet potato. It’s really not necessary for you to come in, but—” He stopped so he could cough. His eyes stung, but he led them into the hazy space of his kitchen.

      “Is it in the microwave?” she asked.

      “Uh-huh. The internet said five-to-eight minutes. I poked holes in it—the recipe said I should do that, but maybe I didn’t⁠—”

      “Could you open the microwave?” She was giving him his personal space, but for something so simple, this lady was really determined.

      “Oh, sure.” When he punched the button to open the door, smoke rolled out like too much dry ice in a high school production of Macbeth, making Avery cough some more. As it dissipated, he saw the tiniest flicker of orange.

      “Holy shit!” He reached into the microwave, only realizing at the last moment that grabbing an actual flaming sweet potato with his bare hand was probably a bad idea.

      “Maybe you want to use a spoon?” the firefighter said.

      “Right.” Avery reached for the plastic soup ladle his aunt had bought for him.

      “A metal one. So it doesn’t melt.”

      The smoke was still pretty dense, which was lucky; it hid Avery’s blush. He leapt for the cutlery drawer and pulled out the gravy scoop that he’d thought would be fun to own but didn’t think he’d actually ever use. Definitely not in the first week.

      He dragged the remains of his sweet potato out of the microwave, letting it settle into the spoon. The smoking thing was—oh, man, he could barely tell what it was. Maybe a root vegetable once, but now it looked like the kind of thing his uncle had used to start barbecues. Briquets. That’s what he’d called them, right? Briquets.

      The firefighter coughed. Avery realized he was holding the evidence of his incompetence right under her nose.

      “Sorry.” He dropped the whole mess in the sink and turned on the water. The charcoal potato hissed and steamed.

      The woman peered into the microwave, like there might be more inside to worry about. Satisfied the danger had passed, she scanned his kitchen. “I’d open some windows if I were you. And you might want to go sit outside for a bit, until this all clears out.”

      “Thanks.” In dismay, he followed her line of sight, surveying his half-unpacked apartment.

      The other firefighter, who had followed his colleague in but so far hadn’t said anything, was standing in the living room area, his back to them. He faced the Winterlands poster Avery had framed last summer after his trip to Raleigh MegaCon. As if he knew Avery’s attention was on him, the firefighter turned. He jerked a thumb at the poster. “This is really cool.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “Do you play?”

      Was it nerdy to say yes? Did it matter? “Yeah, I . . . It’s signed by Colton McCluskey.”

      The firefighter’s eyes widened. “The game designer? That’s awesome.”

      “Okay. We’re done here.” The female firefighter came to stand next to him, but her intent gaze was still on Avery. “Be more careful next time, all right?”

      His budding enthusiasm for his second-favorite topic fizzled as quickly as the sweet potato in his sink. “Yeah. I will. Thanks for coming.”

      Thanks for coming? Like he’d invited them over for dinner? Blackened sweet potato with a side of ash? If they weren’t still standing there, he’d pull the neck of his shirt up and bury his face inside it like a turtle.

      He trailed after the two firefighters as they headed to the front door. An elderly woman with her puffball dog stood on the sidewalk, gawking at them, while her dog shit on Avery’s lawn.

      His lawn. Shame tried to swamp him. Last week, he’d been so excited to live in a place where things could be his, even if he was sharing with the tenants in the two other units of the converted house. As he’d picked up the keys, he’d asked the landlord whether he could do some landscaping. Not that he knew much about landscaping, but he wanted to plant a few flowers or something, because then they would be his too.

      Except he’d just proven he couldn’t even be trusted with a microwave.

      The fire truck took five full minutes to pull away and disappear down the street. Avery made himself stand there the whole time. This was his mess, and he’d own it right to the end.

      Also, the lady firefighter had told him to hang out until the smoke cleared.

      His phone rang.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Sweet pea, how was your day?”

      Avery closed his eyes at the cheery sound of his aunt’s voice. No doubt anyone standing within a hundred yards would be able to hear the kiddy nickname she insisted on using. He was twenty-six, for goodness sake. He was no one’s sweet pea. “Hey, Aunt Brenda, how are you?”

      “Oh, good, good. Monday, you know?”

      For her, Mondays were the same as every other day of the week. She woke up with Uncle Theo at six-thirty every morning. They made breakfast and drank their coffee together. Uncle Theo read the newspaper, and Aunt Brenda checked her social media while Theo grumbled about not understanding the point of social media. Then, once her husband left for work, Brenda would go to her studio for a few hours before she went downtown for any number of committee meetings and bridge games, or to do the shopping. By the time Uncle Theo came home from work, dinner would be staying warm in the oven, and Aunt Brenda would be sitting by the fireplace or on the porch—depending on the weather—with a glass of Pinot Grigio and a book.

      A wave of homesickness swept over Avery, even though home was only eight blocks away.

      “Theo said you had to leave work early?” Aunt Brenda said.

      He flushed. “Yeah, migraine. It wasn’t too bad.” A few hours with the blinds drawn and the nausea had subsided enough that he’d felt hungry. Hence the sweet potato.

      “Well, you sound better. Make sure you eat something, okay?”

      “I will.” The heat crept up his ears and into his scalp. He couldn’t tell her what had happened. When Avery said he wanted to move out, she’d taken it the hardest. If he admitted he’d already managed to get the fire department to his front door, she’d be over in a heartbeat.

      She must have heard something in his voice, though, because she said, “Are you okay, Sweet pea?”

      Avery glanced up and down the street again, then back at the entrance to his smoky apartment. “I’m fine. I slept a lot. Still waking up.”

      “Do you want to come over for dinner? It’s almost ready. Theo should be home any minute.”

      The cozy image of them gathered around Brenda’s perfectly set dining room table made his chest hurt. “No, I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? I made chicken and rice. Your favorite.”

      Avery sighed. He didn’t live there anymore. He couldn’t go crawling back any time something went wrong.

      Down the street, a door opened, and an elderly couple and two little boys appeared. Avery had met the woman the week before. She’d been very friendly and only too excited to tell him about the two grandsons she babysat after school every day. Now, as her husband loaded the two boys into a small SUV, she waved at him.

      Avery waved back, feeling defeated.

      “Chicken and rice?” he said into the phone.

      “And green beans. I could make a salad too, if you wanted.”

      She would too. He could get in his car, and she’d have a perfectly mixed salad in an equally perfect bowl on the table when he got to the house three minutes later.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “So you’re coming?” Her excitement made him smile at least. If he could make his aunt happy, that had to count for something.

      “I’ll be right over.”

      Hopefully, by the time he got back to his apartment, the smoke would have cleared.
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      The initial report on scene had been “nothing showing.” Vasquez relayed the call back to the station as they’d pulled up to a nondescript house on a nondescript street in nondescript Seacroft, North Carolina.

      “Dispatch, this is truck seven-two. We’re on-site at 171 Sand Dollar Crescent. There is nothing showing.”

      Nothing showing. Lincoln Scott had been in Seacroft for two months. The town’s false alarms—not to mention the bogus callouts, which turned out to be a homeowner upset with the smell of their neighbor’s barbecuing—exceeded the actual emergencies by so many miles, he could have driven to Florida and back a dozen times.

      The house showed no sign of danger as he slid out of the truck.

      “This’ll be quick,” Vasquez said, coming to stand beside him.

      The house’s front door burst open, and a kid with the reddest hair Linc had ever seen tumbled down the steps like he was being chased.

      Maybe something was going on after all.

      “It’s fine! It’s fine! It’s just my dinner.”

      Nope. Never mind. Maybe Linc could rescue a cat from a tree somewhere close by to make the trip worthwhile.

      Of course, Vasquez insisted on doing everything by the book, and, yeah, he’d heard the stories often enough in his training—the ones where a “nothing showing” call and a crew who couldn’t bother being thorough resulted in an entire city block burning down—but this was Seacroft. If the town got any sleepier, they’d all be in a coma.

      “Let’s go.” Vasquez motioned to him to follow as the kid led them back toward the front door.

      “This is a lot of fuss for an overcooked sweet potato.” The kid was breathless. As he calmed down from his initial panic, though, his voice dropped, settling on a decidedly adult register. He walked them down the stairs to a basement apartment, apologizing the whole time. With every step, the stench assaulted Linc’s nose.

      Maybe not a false alarm after all, because holy God, what was that smell?

      He’d heard somewhere once that the Inuit people had hundreds of words for snow.

      As a firefighter, he’d learned about as many for the smell of something burning. Smoke came in so many different flavors, ranging from the comforting smell of campfires with friends to the burning sting of a chemical fire.

      This one, though, was epically bad. It started with campfire, then turned harsh, like the time Lacey tried to toast marshmallows in her room using a curling iron, burned her hand instead, and melted a hole in the carpet. Sweet, but in a way that clung to the hairs in his nose.

      And the whole apartment was full of smoke.

      Something might not be burning now, but it had been recently.

      The guy was still babbling. While Vasquez appeared to be listening patiently, the collar of her jacket inched up her neck as her shoulders bunched. But every time he started running off on another tangent, she stayed all business, gently bringing him back around to the source of all the smoke.

      For the briefest second, the kid’s eyes flicked to Linc’s, but they didn’t focus before he was back to apologizing. The split second of missed connection caught Linc’s attention, though, when he should have been scanning the small apartment, looking for any other sources of smoke or the potential for a flare-up.

      The kid was a classic ginger. More freckles than skin that disappeared down his neck and under the collar of the ratty old T-shirt he kept pulling on nervously.

      He opened the microwave door and more smoke billowed out. “Holy shit!” He dove for whatever was inside. Linc almost called out for him to stop, but then the red-haired man was fumbling with a soup ladle—Linc didn’t miss the dry humor in Vasquez’s voice as she pointed out something metal would be safer—and coughing while he tried to fish out the smoking thing in the microwave with a silver gravy spoon.

      This guy was seriously high maintenance.

      And cute.

      Linc’s amusement and boredom evaporated as cold fear shot through his chest.

      The guy dumped the remains of his meal in the sink, letting the water run, and lifted his arms over his head before stuffing his fingers into his hair in dismay. He and Vasquez had their backs to Linc. He was only slightly taller than she was, even in her gear. With his elbows sticking out like that, it pulled the T-shirt taut over his back, making the flare of his shoulder blades and the dip of his spine visible, along with the edge of the elastic waistband of his underwear over the top of his jeans.

      Linc flushed and spun, blinking rapidly. Arguably from the smoke, but who was he kidding?

      Shut it down.

      His lungs were tight, and not from the air.

      He distracted himself with the poster on the wall. Winterlands. His favorite game. The poster was nice. Looked like part of the Destroyer expansion worlds. He’d lost a lot of hours to Winterlands over the years.

      The apartment had gone quiet.

      Linc turned back slowly to find Vasquez and the kid looking at him, heads cocked in opposite directions. The kid’s throat bobbed up and down. Linc had the sudden, unexpected, and altogether amazing thought that he’d like to suck on it.

      Panicking, he jerked a thumb over his shoulder and said, “This is really cool.”

      Yup. Very slick. In an emergency, you definitely wanted Lincoln Scott on your team.

      As the truck pulled away a few minutes later, Vasquez elbowed him gently. “What was that about?”

      Linc stiffened. “What was what about?”

      She jerked her thumb over one shoulder and dropped her voice. “‘This is really cool.’”

      He shrugged her off. “The kid seemed stressed. I was trying to distract him before he lit something else on fire.”

      She laughed and shoved at his shoulder. “That was a new one for me too. A sweet potato? The thing was just gone. He must have had it in there for twenty minutes at least.”

      Linc turned his gaze out the window. Somehow, he doubted it. The kid—the guy—whoever he was, hadn’t struck Linc as the sort of person who would let something go so easily. His speech had been precise, even if he used a lot of words. And someone who went to the trouble of framing a poster, instead of tacking it up on the wall, would also color-coordinate their underwear drawer and read all the instructions before doing anything, including turning on a microwave.

      “It’s your turn to buy the donuts,” Brian said from behind the truck’s steering wheel.

      Relief slithered down Linc’s spine at the change of subject, but it turned to annoyance as he caught Brian’s grin in the rearview mirror.

      “I know I bought them last time,” Linc said. According to Seacroft FD’s unwritten rules, if your call was a false alarm, you brought back donuts so the trip wasn’t wasted. Linc felt like he’d bought donuts every damn day.

      “I picked up an extra shift yesterday while you were sleeping,” Vasquez said. “I bought them, then. So it’s definitely your turn.”

      “But it wasn’t even a false alarm. There was a fire.”

      Brian snorted. “No one is going to believe we got called out on a sweet potato fire.”

      Linc grumbled, but he’d lost. As the low man on the SFD ladder, he was pretty much everyone’s bitch. If they said buy the donuts, he bought the donuts. If they brought him in for an extra shift to work the dispatch desk—the most surefire way the regular crew would get called out on an MVA or something requiring any real skill—then he’d sit there and answer the phone. He’d be polite when people called to ask if—hypothetically—they wanted to have a cookout with an open fire—and this was a totally hypothetical question, I just want to know, officer. Do I call you officer?—did they need a permit or could they just light a match wherever they felt like it?

      Twenty minutes and a box of eleven donuts later—he’d ordered a dozen, but while Linc was okay with being the department’s donut mule, but he wasn’t going to risk letting someone else eat the double chocolate—they rolled back into the station.

      “Are those donuts?” Sharon, the department’s daytime dispatcher, came across the bay with wide eyes and grabby hands as Linc, Vasquez, and Brian finished putting their gear away.

      Linc shoved the box at her. “Take your pick.”

      “So nothing to report from the scene?”

      “Not a thing.” Brian pulled out an apple fritter and stuffed half in his mouth. His wife was pregnant and had banned all sweets and junk food from the house. Once everyone else had a chance, he’d probably polish off the rest of the box.

      “Just a college student who needs some cooking lessons,” Vasquez said.

      “I think he was older than that,” Linc said, then immediately regretted it, because everyone’s gaze swung to him.

      “Oh, yeah?” Sharon winked as she chewed. “Was he cute?”

      Good thing Brian had taken the box from Linc, because he would have dropped it. He forced himself to keep his breath steady.

      “Is he your type?” Vasquez cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “No.” The answer came faster than blinking. Years of practice made the lie a reflex.

      She waited, letting the question hang. Brian fished another fritter out of the box.

      Linc started to sweat. “He’s a kid. And he set a sweet potato on fire.”

      Very smooth.

      “Scott! Vasquez! Lindsey!”

      Saved by the chief.

      “Gotta go.” Sharon snagged a second sour cream glaze and scurried away.

      The three of them turned as the SFD’s chief strode across the bay.

      “Yes, sir,” Brian said around a mouthful of donut.

      The chief glared at him before sighing heavily. “You three are officially our community-giving committee.”

      “Our what?” Linc said.

      The chief’s eyes narrowed. “Community giving.” Each syllable was pronounced so slowly, Linc could practically hear the individual letters.

      Brian and Vasquez both started speaking at the same time.

      “Chief, I can’t. You know I’m busy.”

      “I’m the worst possible person you could ask to⁠—”

      “Jess and the babies, they⁠—”

      “And frankly, I’m a little offended⁠—”

      “The heartburn, you don’t even know⁠—”

      “Are you asking because I’m a woman? Because that’s⁠—”

      “And the baby brain. Yesterday, I found her keys in the front door. She⁠—”

      The chief held up a hand. “This is not a democracy. Lindsey, your wife isn’t due for another month. Vasquez, it is not because you’re a woman, it’s because you were standing here when I came looking for volunteers.”

      “But I didn’t—” Vasquez started.

      “Not a democracy.” The chief’s icy blue eyes landed on the box of donuts.

      “Chief?” Linc said carefully.

      “What?” He pinched a honey glaze between his fingers like the pastry was personally offensive.

      “What exactly does the community-giving committee do?”

      “Oh.” The chief wiped his hand on his shirt and pulled a printed page out of his back pocket. “I got this request from the Seacroft Activator League.”

      “The what?” Did Seacroft have superheroes?

      “They’re one of those do-good charitable organizations that raise money and then give it to local groups. Mostly women with hearts of gold. They ask for donations. Run events. You know, fundraisers.”

      “My brother is the League secretary.” Brian puffed out his chest. Vasquez snorted, and Linc suppressed his grin as he imagined another Brian, probably in a cape and a mask to hide his identity, studiously taking notes.

      The chief glared at them all, and Linc buried his smile.

      “And you want Scott, Brian, and me to organize something?” Vasquez asked.

      Linc groaned inwardly. A bunch of ladies—and Brian’s brother—in search of a fat check would probably expect the fire department to hold a car wash—ideally, a shirtless one.

      “You were conveniently located when I went looking for volunteers.”

      “We didn’t volunteer.”

      “Well, I volun-told you. Do whatever you want. Walk some dogs, do a boot drive—just get these ladies off my back. Scott.”

      Linc straightened. “Yes, sir?”

      “Two of the department volunteers just quit. I need you on call tomorrow and Thursday.”

      “Yes, sir.” He’d been hoping to pick up a few more shifts, but on-call paid half of actually being in the station.

      “Good man.” The chief eyed the box of donuts. “And next time, buy more fritters.”
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      Looking forward to a few hours of sleep, Linc headed home when his shift ended. His anticipation turned to dread, though, at the sight of the red Miata in the visitor parking. Chelsea was here with Jordan, so there went his decent night’s—or day’s—rest.

      He could hear them as he came up the hall, and it made the backs of his eyes ache. He was too old for this roommate crap. But housing was short in Seacroft, unless you had money to rent one of the teetering beach houses for the off-season—which Linc didn’t—and the ad on Craigslist seemed welcoming enough.

      For Rent: 1 br in 2 br apartment facing the ocean. Steps to amenities and services. Single 27yo guy looking for other single dude who isn’t a jackass. Access to living room, kitchen, and all common areas of the unit. No laundry. Don’t be a dick.

      How bad could it be?

      “Yes! Yes! Yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah.” The woman’s voice rose, and the space between the words melted together.

      That bad.

      As he entered the apartment, a framed photo of Jordan, his roommate, greeted him. In it, Jordan hang ten’d the photographer and clutched a parachute. The picture swung on its nail in time with the thumps coming from the other side of the wall, amplifying his excitement.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes yes yes yes.”

      Linc pinched the bridge of his nose and slammed the door.

      The commotion in the bedroom paused.

      “Hello?” Jordan’s voice called.

      “It’s me.”

      “Hey! I thought you were working a twenty-four today.” Jordan was a paramedic, so he understood the pain of Linc’s erratic schedule. Unfortunately, Jordan’s coping mechanism for his own occupational hazards was getting busy with his girlfriend whenever he had a day off, even if the only overlap in their schedules was first thing in the morning.

      Or maybe they were still going at it from the night before.

      “Nope. I’m home now.”

      He could still hear their frantic whispering, although not as distinctly as Chelsea’s enthusiastic cheerleading a moment earlier.

      “We’ll, uh, we’ll be right out.”

      “It’s fine. I’m going to bed.” He poured himself a glass of orange juice and sucked it all down in one gulp.

      “Oh, okay. See you later, then.” More whispering followed by Chelsea giggling and some choked-off shushing.

      They took longer than usual to get started again. Linc was nearly asleep before he heard Chelsea’s high, happy sigh.

      “So good, baby,” Jordan groaned.

      Linc found the pair of foam earplugs on his nightstand and stuffed them into place. They were imperfect. He’d tried sleeping with his gaming headphones, but he’d only succeeded in rolling onto them and snapping the mic off. He still hadn’t had time to buy replacements and was stuck using a shitty in-line auxiliary cable mic for the last few weeks when he had the chance to game—which wasn’t often.

      “Spank me! Do it hard!”

      He gritted his teeth, wrapping the pillow over his head.

      He was going to have to do something about this situation.
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      Linc was still grouchy as he walked into the station. He hadn’t gotten to sleep, and Jordan and Chelsea’s orgasm Olympics only reminded him how long his own sexual drought had become. He’d been halfway to redownloading Grindr when fear got hold of his libido, and he’d canceled the app. Again.

      And then his shift started out really well.

      “Scott!” Vasquez threw a rag at him. It hit his chest with a wet splat, the water seeping through his SFD T-shirt. He growled. The bay doors were open, as they always were during the day. As he peeled the rag off, a stray breeze caught the wet spot on his shirt, making him shiver.

      “What’s this for?” He squeezed the rag in his fist.

      “Chief wants you to wash the trucks.” Vasquez’s eye sparked with mischief.

      “Again?” He’d washed them at the end of last week. By hand. With a bucket. And a ladder.

      She shrugged, dark eyes twinkling. “The chief wants what the chief wants.”

      As if on cue, the man himself appeared in the open bay doorway, an insulated lunch bag in one hand. “Good morning.”

      “Chief,” Vasquez said.

      “What’s the plan for today?”

      “Scott’s going to wash the trucks, sir.”

      The chief pulled his aviators off, glancing between them, then over to the gleaming red fire truck behind them. “Sounds good. They could use it.”

      They waited until he disappeared in the direction of his office.

      “Chief wants me to wash the trucks, huh?” Linc said on a growl. “That’s pretty convenient, considering he only just got here.”

      Vasquez’s brows danced as she winked at him. “You heard him. They could use it.” She squeezed his arm. “If you need any training on the proper procedure, I’ll be in the gym.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Firefighting wasn’t the worst job in the world. The worst job was serving pizza to drunk college students, who either had struck out at the bar and wanted to take anyone with a pulse home or wanted to pick a fight with anyone who looked at them funny. Linc had broken up more fights and fended off more horny girls (and guys) in the six weeks he’d worked there a few years ago than he ever had tending bar. By comparison, hosing down a fire truck in a sleepy town because he was still in the “how high?” part of the chain of command was practically relaxing.

      And messy. Washing a fire truck by hand was tricky. Despite what the salad dressing ads said, the chore wasn’t done with sponges and no shirts while the locals drooled. Usually, it involved high-powered washers and rubber boots. Shirts stayed on.

      But Vasquez was entitled to her fun. No doubt the guys pulled the same on her when she signed on with the department.

      Which was all well and good, except all but the most ancient of the department’s stepladders had conveniently disappeared. The remaining one was warped on one side, and the feet wouldn’t sit level on the ground, so Linc set it up next to the truck. He put the bucket on the paint tray for access while he wiped down the cab’s roof.

      Except he didn’t get that far. The second he set the bucket down, the tray collapsed, and the whole thing tumbled, dumping cold, foamy water on his head and his shoulders.

      “Goddammit!” As water soaked through his pants and boxers, the wet spot on his chest didn’t seem like such a big deal anymore.

      “Oh. Um. Hi.”

      Linc froze, water dripping down his neck and along his spine. A pair of brown oxfords stood at the edge of the bay. Linc followed them to the cuffs of a pair of pressed khakis. Above the khakis was a striped button-down—equally well-pressed—and above that was a freckled neck, face, and the reddest hair Linc had ever seen.

      “Can I help you?” It came out flatter than it should have.

      Linc’s visitor took a small step back. “Oh, um. Sorry. I’m not sure if I’m in the right place.”

      “It’s the fire station. Are you trying to get to the fire station?” Linc’s balls were shriveling in his shorts, even as something warm settled low in his belly when Red Hair swallowed.

      His throat bobbed up and down over the collar of his shirt. “Yeah. The fire station. That’s it.”

      Linc spread his dripping hands. “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

      Red Hair stood up straighter. “Oh right. I mean. I was—” He cocked his head to one side. “Were you at my apartment yesterday?”

      Linc bit back an angry reply. He shouldn’t blame Red for lousy timing. The whole prank had Vasquez and Brian written all over it. “Winterlands? Smoldering yam? That was you, right?”

      His face fell. “It was a sweet potato.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Sure! A yam is . . . ” Red’s brows bunched together, and a corner of his lower lip disappeared, snagged under a tooth. The thing in Linc’s belly spread, and even his balls were less pissed off about their sudden dunking.

      “Don’t hurt yourself.” He grinned.

      The brows drew tighter, like Red was too absorbed in the question to notice Linc’s amusement. “No, I actually used to know this.”

      Linc waited, suddenly interested, but the longer the silence stretched, the more Red’s eyes started to dart nervously around him, much like they had the day before, as if he were trying to find an escape. Watching the distress spread over Red’s face was almost painful, and Linc’s instincts to help fired up immediately. “Did you get your kitchen cleaned up?”

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Mostly. There’s like this orange stain on the inside of the microwave that I can’t get off. I tried everything. Baking soda. Lemon juice. I even tried steaming a bowl of water in it to see if I could loosen it, you know?”

      “You shouldn’t do that. It can explode. The surface tension traps the heat in the water until it superheats and then—” He made a noise like a small explosion and pushed his hands into the air in a burst.

      Red’s eyes widened as he followed the movement. “That’s exactly what happened!”

      Linc stiffened. Red was serious. He’d managed two microwave-related incidents in the last twenty-four hours. How was this guy living on his own? How had he not died in the first week?

      Although, the unpacked boxes scattered around the apartment had said maybe the week wasn’t up yet.

      A breeze wafted through the bay, making Red’s hair wave across his forehead. The spring air still held an edge of overnight chill, and Linc shivered as the damp material of his T-shirt stuck to his chest. Red’s eyes were wandering again, and his lip rocked back and forth under his teeth.

      “Was there something you needed?” Linc said.

      “What? Oh. Yeah. There’s, um—one sec.” Red spun and hurried back to a blue Mazda parked at the curb. He pulled open the back door and returned just as quickly, this time with something between his hands: a casserole dish, covered in a blue-and-white dish towel.

      “I, uh—” Red’s cheeks turned pink under his freckles, and Linc’s pulse picked up at the sight. “I wanted to say thank you for . . . I know it wasn’t exactly an emergency, but⁠—”

      Linc gaped, flustered that he could react to something as simple as a blush. “Oh. You don’t have to do that. It’s our job.”

      “No, I know.” The pink was turning a bright red, and the heat seemed to be radiating over Linc’s skin too, even though they weren’t touching. God, if they touched⁠—

      Red kept talking, the damn casserole still clutched in his hands. “But it . . . I wanted to. It’s not every day you have a fireman—” His gaze flicked upward, and Linc flinched for the split second their eyes met until it passed beyond his shoulder. “I mean, firepeople in your living room. I thought you might⁠—”

      “Scott!” Vasquez’s call rang out behind him. “Quit flirting and get back to work!”

      “Oh, he wasn’t—I mean, we weren’t—” Red backed away, but Vasquez’s voice kept Linc rooted to the spot as she approached them.

      “Hey! Sweet Potato! Nice to see you. Any more culinary mishaps?”

      “Um—” Red glanced away, hands trembling around the dish. Linc lunged forward to catch it. Their fingers brushed for the briefest second, until cold radiated through his palms and into his wrists, distracting Linc from the sensation of their touch.

      “What’s in here?” The pan in his hands was icy.

      “Lasagna.” Red brightened, probably relieved he didn’t have to tell Vasquez about the exploding water bowl. Linc decided not to ask him why he happened to have entire casseroles of lasagna in his freezer just waiting to be handed out yet didn’t seem to know how to operate a microwave. God forbid he ever try to cook one of these things himself.

      “That’s really nice of you,” Vasquez said to Red, then looked Linc up and down. “What happened to you?”

      “The paint tray on the ladder wasn’t secured, and the bucket fell on him.”

      Linc and Vasquez swung their attention back to Red, who was blinking and blushing while his mouth worked open and shut like a dying fish.

      How long had he been standing there?

      “Scott, do we need to review ladder safety?” Vasquez smirked.

      Linc’s eyes narrowed, still aware of Red’s presence. “I think we have to talk to someone about making sure we take shitty equipment out of service.”

      Her smirk stretched. “Or maybe you need to remember the importance of inspecting your gear before you tackle a job.” She clapped a hand on his shoulder, smacking the soggy T-shirt against his skin. “It’s fine. It’s a rookie mistake. They’re expected.”

      “Rookie mistake? You’re the one who⁠—”

      “Are you leaving?” Vasquez called out after Red, who was halfway to his car. Linc ignored the stab of hurt. He hadn’t even said goodbye.

      “Yeah. I, uh, I have to get back to work.” Red glanced over his shoulder, hands stuffed into his pockets. They pulled the khaki tight over the swell of his ass, and Linc’s pulse thundered in his throat, as he glued his gaze to the asphalt at Red’s leather shoes.

      “Have a good day. Thanks for the food!” Vasquez nudged Linc.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Red did a funny kind of hop, back arching like he’d been electrocuted, before he finally pulled his hands free of his pockets and gave them an awkward wave. “Thanks for, um, coming . . . to my house. Last night. Thanks!”

      His shoulders were hunched as he continued to the car, and he didn’t say anything else before he pulled away and drove off.

      Linc didn’t realize he was staring again until Vasquez took the pan from him.

      “You got a crush, Scott?” She bumped a hip against his.

      Panic tightened its grip on his sternum. He covered it by peeling his wet shirt off and tossing it at her. “That guy doesn’t need a boyfriend—he needs a babysitter.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “The way he was looking at you, I’m sure he’d let you sit on him. Or he’d sit on you.”

      Linc’s brain turned into a sludge of slow-moving images, illustrating what Red in his lap would be like.

      “Scott. Vasquez.” The chief stood at the far end of the bay. His words made Linc jump. “How is the community-giving plan going?”

      Linc swallowed. “Fine, Chief.”

      “Good to hear. Anything else we need to talk about?”

      Linc glanced at Vasquez, who made a few kissy noises. He glared at her, and she shrugged.

      “Not a thing, Chief,” Linc said.

      They’d eat the lasagna, and Linc would probably never see Red again.
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      By the time he parked his car at the office, Avery had only replayed the conversation at the fire station a hundred times in his head. The whole scene had started like something out of porn, with the sexy firefighter “accidentally” dumping the bucket of water on himself, molding his T-shirt to his ripped torso until Avery could count every ridge of his six-pack.

      Of course, then Avery went and made it weird by staring like a creepy stalker, then even worse when the firefighter somehow knew about the exploding bowl, making Avery look like an incompetent creepy stalker. By the time he managed to snag his watch on his pocket trying to wave goodbye, he’d given up any hope of class or credibility.

      Just another in a long line of good-looking guys who would only ever see Avery as a loser who couldn’t make his body parts work in sequence or operate a microwave without risking life and limb.

      He let himself in through the back door, hoping to sneak in without his uncle seeing him—which of course meant Uncle Theo was literally at Avery’s desk.

      “Where’s the MacPherson file?” Uncle Theo asked. He was wearing his favorite green tie, featuring the rainbow tie clip Aunt Brenda bought him for their first Pride march.

      “MacPherson?” Avery didn’t have any clients with that name.

      His uncle blinked up at him, frowning. “Who’s MacPherson?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then why did you say that name?”

      Avery tried to keep up. “You said it first.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      They did this a lot. Avery wracked his brain to come up with the most likely candidate. “Do you mean McLellan?”

      Uncle Theo pulled open a file drawer and riffled through it. “Isn’t that what I said?”

      Avery had long ago learned not to bristle when his uncle did this. The company was Uncle Theo’s, so all the information in the building was his. “You said MacPherson.”

      “Well, I meant McLellan. He called this morning. They got an audit notice in the mail. You finished their submittals, right?”

      “Of course.” The question wasn’t an accusation. Just his uncle being thorough.

      “Great, then where’s the file?”

      “It’s on the computer.”

      Uncle Theo pushed the drawer shut. “What?”

      “It’s all online. Don’t you remember? We switched to digital records for McLellan at the end of the last fiscal year.”

      His uncle harrumphed. “Well, I don’t recall that.”

      “I know. I’ll show you where it is on the cloud.”

      “The cloud? Clouds are made of water vapor.”

      “And water evaporates. I promise you, it’s totally backed up and safe.” Sometimes, he thought Uncle Theo would still be running his business with a slide rule and punch cards if Avery wasn’t there to drag him into the twenty-first century.

      They were almost to Theo’s office when Meredith, the firm’s administrator, rushed through the door. “Sorry I’m late. Kevin lost a tooth this morning, and then Carrie threw up, so the house was all blood and vomit, and then I had to wait until my mom could come take over.”

      Uncle Theo waved her off. “It’s fine. Avery’s just arriving too. Late start for every—” He turned, narrowing his eyes. “Wait, what are you doing here? You were supposed to be at Aulderson’s at nine.”

      Busted.

      “I was.”

      “You should have been there all morning.”

      “Well . . . ” Avery chewed on his lower lip. He should have been going over this on the drive back, trying to figure out how to break the news to his uncle, instead of replaying how the T-shirt hugged the firefighter’s torso as he’d turned to find Avery there, gawking.

      Uncle Theo crossed his arms. “Tell me.”

      Avery slumped. “Pro-Count.”

      “Oh, no.” Meredith put a hand to her mouth to cover her gasp, like he’d said the Auldersons had joined a cult—which they basically had.

      Uncle Theo grumbled. “That’s it, then?”

      “I tried,” Avery rushed on. “I said we could do more than just his bookkeeping. That there were lots of things we could do to help him grow the business.”

      “That’s not what we do.” Uncle Theo shook his head.

      “But we could!”

      His uncle was already disappearing into his office, closing the door behind him. Avery wanted to go after him, but he’d tried and failed too many times already. Uncle Theo would never listen in his disappointment.

      “It’s okay.” Meredith squeezed his elbow. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Avery hung his head. “I know. But that’s the third client we’ve lost since Christmas.” And the fifth in the last six months. The cult of Pro-Count was spreading. Once one business owner realized how easily he could do his own books with the right software package, he couldn’t keep himself from bragging to his buddies, and then they told their friends, and they told theirs.

      And soon Avery, Meredith, and Uncle Theo would be out of a job.

      “I just wish he’d let me try new things.” It didn’t have to be major. The clients who had gone to paperless filings were still with them. And while Avery wasn’t officially licensed yet—he kept meaning to register for his ethics exam, but he also kept falling asleep trying to read the manual—he’d slipped in a little consulting for a few of them, and they seemed to appreciate it.

      “He will. He’ll come around sooner or later.” Meredith went to the office’s small kitchen and started the kettle.

      Sooner would be better. Aulderson, a heavy machinery repair company, was one of their bigger clients and had recently bought a smaller company in South Carolina. Converting them to a consulting client instead of only bookkeeping would have been great, but the office manager had shaken her head. “Cash is tight. The owner thought, with what we save in going to Pro-Count, we’d have more for advertising in the new region.”

      Avery could have told them Uncle Theo hadn’t raised his fees in years, and what they’d save would be gone in the first quarter of next year if they spent it on advertising, but that would have been petty, and he was trying to save face.

      “You have to trust him.” Meredith’s kind smile stopped below her eyes. She’d worked for Uncle Theo for nearly twelve years, but Avery was family. If they lost more accounts and had to find ways to save money, they both knew which would lose their job first.

      Or it might be both of them. Avery’d been doing the firm’s own books for two years. He knew what was there and had a good guess about how much Uncle Theo had tucked away for retirement. He and Aunt Brenda didn’t need much. Their house was paid for, and they didn’t travel a lot. If things at the firm really took a nose dive, Avery was confident his aunt and uncle could live on what they had for a very long time.

      Meredith was opening the mail. “I guess we won’t be donating to the Activator League’s fundraising drive this year.”

      Avery took the paper she was holding. “We have superheroes in Seacroft?”

      “No, silly. They raise funds and then give them to local charities. My sister volunteers with them.”

      “Oh.” He scanned the page. They did seem to be asking for money, something he and Uncle Theo didn’t have a lot of right now. Then he brightened. “Maybe I could do their books? If they’re fundraising, they probably need an accountant, right?”

      Meredith patted his cheek. She couldn’t be more than ten years older—although he would never ask, because Aunt Brenda, and even Avery’s mom before her, had always said you don’t ask a woman’s age—but she often felt more like another aunt than a friend or coworker. “That’s a sweet idea. I can ask if you want me to. Oh! How was your first weekend in your new apartment?”

      “Awesome!” She hadn’t asked about yesterday, so he didn’t have to lie about the firefighters the way he had at his aunt and uncle’s the night before while sneaking the lasagna out of the freezer.

      “Yeah, what did you do? Sleep in?” She sighed. “I would love to sleep in.”

      Meredith’s kids were four and six. Their age was partly to blame for the lack of sleeping in, but Meredith and her husband had also enrolled them in everything imaginable. Basketball, soccer, Tae Kwon Do. Every day she was rushing off from work to drive them somewhere, and weekends had to be equally busy.

      It sounded awesome. When Avery was growing up, his mother signed him up for an art class once, but, like Bible study, he hadn’t been able to sit still long enough to participate. Art classes stopped. Bible study had not.

      If Meredith wasn’t working here anymore, how would her family pay for all those sports?

      “Are you okay?” The hand moved from his cheek to his shoulder.

      “Yeah.” He waved vaguely around his head. “The migraine yesterday must have been a bad one. Still feeling a bit off.”

      He’d feel worse if she lost her job.

      He had to talk to Uncle Theo again.
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        * * *

      

      The sum total of callouts at the fire department the next day was three false alarms, one “heart attack” that turned out to be indigestion after a chicken-wing-eating contest, two lost cats, and a little boy trying to burn the edges of a “treasure map” with a magnifying glass who instead succeeded in lighting the lawn on fire.
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