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Fire Chief Eric is battling against a mysterious arsonist intent on destroying his beloved town of Mesa. But can he also battle an inappropriate attraction to the new Company firefighter?

	 

	Eric loves his family, job and hometown of Mesa, Arizona. But now that he’s come out of the closet, both his wife and son don’t want anything to do with him, one of the city’s bigoted residents has a vendetta against him, and someone is setting fire to Mesa’s most beautiful historical buildings. 

	 

	Tom, a young firefighter from Texas, is desperate to start over in a new city. His dad won’t stop bullying him because he’s bisexual, his heart was broken by a cheating ex and his beloved Grams recently passed. Tom takes a temporary position in Mesa, where he sets his eyes on the most gorgeous male specimen he’s ever seen in the form of Fire Chief Eric Anderson. Losing his heart again so soon wasn’t something he’d planned on.

	 

	All Eric wants is to regain the peace and stability he’s always treasured in his life. But now he can’t stop thinking about the attractive young recruit. However, when more structures burn at the hands of a mysterious arsonist and accusations fly, will any chance they have at love be ended before it starts?

	 

	 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Like a physical wall, the blazing heat hit Tom as he slid out of his red Jeep Cherokee. He needed to take a piss pretty bad, and the grimy, beat-up gas station/convenience store was the first building he’d seen in the southern Arizona desert for a while. He wasn’t that far from Tucson, but his bladder didn’t care. The hellhole he’d parked in front of—that he imagined would be stocked with fake Indian tourist trinkets—would have to do. 

	He dropped down from the truck, landing on the dried barren ground, and allowed the scorching temperature to envelop him. His immediate impression as he swiped the back of his hand across his forehead was that he was being cooked alive. Sweat gathered in beads at his hairline and he couldn’t wait to return to the air-conditioned paradise of his vehicle. 

	The sensation was reminiscent of when he was a little boy in the small town where he grew up near Austin, Texas. Whenever his Grams would open the oven to check on one of her homemade berry pies, he would stick his head as close as he could and absorb the essence of the tart fruit and buttery crust of the dessert, inhaling it deeply into his lungs.

	“Tommy!” his Grams would bellow. “You’re gonna singe the hair off your eyebrows if you keep doing that!” 

	Then she would laugh a great big belly laugh, and wrap him in her arms, hugging and kissing on him. Too bad her son—Tom’s dad—had never picked up any of her habits. Affection wasn’t the old man’s thing, and the distance between them only grew as Tom got older.

	The first time his dad caught him with his lips wrapped around the cock of one of his buddies from school, things had irrevocably changed between them. His father never openly spoke of what he’d seen, but he would give Tom looks. Looks that said, “Why is my son one of ‘those’?”

	Tom ambled up to the glass double-doors decorated with a multitude of fingerprints that were occasionally broken up by smudges and smears of indeterminate origin. He made sure to avoid those areas as he yanked one side open, a whoosh of air blowing out that was meant to keep the flies from shouldering their way inside.

	“Excuse me, where are the restrooms?”

	The skinny, rheumy-eyed man who seemed to be in the running for a crypt keeper lookalike contest, slowly raised his head, narrowing his eyes at Tom. He pointed a bony finger at a dirty sign edged in dull, silver-colored duct tape. The handwritten scrawl announced: ‘Restrooms are for customers only’.

	“Oh, sure.” Tom glanced around the immediate area. He figured having a cold pop couldn’t hurt. He moved away from the counter then grabbed a cola before setting it down in front of the cashier.

	“That’ll be five dollars.”

	Tom blinked a few times as he processed what the man had said. “Excuse me?”

	“You should pay attention when people speak to you. I said, five dollars.”

	Tom cleared his throat a bit to hold back a hostile retort. “Yeah, only I’ve never heard of anyone charging five bucks for a twenty-ounce bottle of pop before.”

	The attendant attempted to chuckle, but it turned into spasms of coughing instead. After recovering his composure, he continued. “Well, you have now. Hey, I tell ya what. I’ll only charge you five instead of the usual ten to park your truck in the shade. How’s that? It’ll be like getting the drink for free.”

	“To park…?” 

	Tom did a visual search of the cluttered counter for an indicator of what the hell the guy was talking about. Tom’s mental inventory included an impressive display above the cash register filled with cigarettes, chewing tobacco, wild boar and venison jerky, as well as bolo ties with chunks of fake turquoise. Then his gaze continued to travel the counter by the register. The surface was stuffed with dusty candy bars, mints, gum, and a disturbing collection of rocks with googly eyes, but he remained lost as to what the guy meant. 

	At last, he spotted it. Another tattered sign declared: ‘Park your car in the shade for only ten dollars.’ 

	Tom sighed. That’s what I get for stopping in the middle of nowhere.

	Tom reached into his back pocket to retrieve his wallet. He fished out a five-dollar bill then handed it to the grizzled man. “Thanks. I’ll stick with the pop.”

	After accepting a restroom key with a ratty, roadkill tail attached to it, he made his way outside to the facilities behind the building, shaking his head. 

	How did it come to this? 

	A pang of sadness filled his heart. It was followed by a healthy dose of uncertainty about heading to a strange city. He’d never intended to leave Austin. Unlike much of Texas, it was more verdant, with a river running through it and plenty of excellent outdoor activities. He hadn’t even had the chance to really research the area he was moving to. At the time, he’d been desperate to get away from his old life to start somewhere new and hopefully better.

	When Grams died the year before, it had finally hit him that he had no reason to stay anymore. His Mom was long gone—cancer—and his brother had enlisted in the army right out of high school. Grams had been the only member of his family who had ever really loved him, even though she knew he was into guys. In reality, he was bisexual, which somehow seemed to bother his dad even more. 

	“Does that sweet thing you took out the other night know about your other tendencies? She seems like a keeper, but I don’t know if it’s right with you being the way you are an’ all.”

	Statements such as that would roll around in his brain until he thought he’d go crazy. It got worse when he went through the academy and became a firefighter. It took a year, but an opening finally came up in town, and, at twenty-five years old, Tom signed a three-year contract. 

	He’d hoped that his achievement would be the catalyst for finally gaining his father’s acceptance. Instead, his dad had started in on him almost the moment Tom announced he’d gotten hired. While Grams had been enthusiastic and proud, his dad couldn’t stop harping on Tom’s sexual orientation as if that informed every single fucking thing in his life.

	“Firefighter, huh? Are you sure you have the cojones for such a profession? Your brother is in the army and I’m proud of him. But he’s a real man. Actually, he’d probably make a great fireman too. You should get into cooking, or fashion, or something like that.” 

	Then he would laugh as if he’d said the funniest thing ever.

	Tom had wanted to slam the screen door of his little wood-framed childhood home and leave right then. But he loved his Grams too much, and there was the contract he’d just signed. He would have to pay the training academy back if he left before it was up, and he could forget about ever having firefighting as any type of profession again. 

	So, he’d stuck it out.

	Tom glanced up at his reflection in the cracked mirror of the dimly lit bathroom as he washed his hands. He didn’t want to replay the images of the past few turbulent years over in his mind, but in some ways, maybe he needed to in order to let go and move on. 

	He snatched up the mystery lump of disintegrating fur, then hurried back to the cashier. “Here you go.” Tom dropped the key onto the counter, frowning at the spot where his five-dollar drink had once been. “Uh, excuse me? My cola?”

	The attendant arched his eyebrows. “What about it?”

	Tom kept the irritation out of his voice the best he could. “I left it here.”

	The only response Tom received was another skeletal finger pointing at yet another sign on the far end of the counter: ‘Management is not responsible for items left unattended’.

	Tom held in a growl “Got it.” He turned on his heel. “See ya.”

	As he hurried out of the tourist trap, his nemesis yelled after him. “Hey! Don’t you want another one? Next stop isn’t for fifty miles!”

	I’ll take my chances. 

	Tom climbed into his Jeep without answering. He revved her up, then jostled and bounced in his truck over the uneven dirt lot until he hit the black asphalt highway. The radio reception was for shit, and he had neither Bluetooth nor a CD player in his older SUV. 

	After miles and miles of almost identical scenery, his thoughts drifted back to what had seemed to be a promising future once he’d become a permanent part of the team at the firehouse. Once he’d settled into the job, he loved how good it felt to be a part of something that involved helping other people. There were some intense moments when he was able to make a difference, and even if his dad hadn’t been proud, Grams was. 

	Eventually, he even met someone—a guy who tended bar at one of the local hangouts. It had taken Tom some crafty inquiries to figure out whether the man was either gay or bi. 

	Sam had seemed like an excellent match for him. They both enjoyed the outdoor lifestyle—hiking, fishing, camping and so on. They were around the same age, had similar backgrounds, and after a while, Tom started to believe it might turn into something. In truth, he was ready to settle down with a good man or woman, to start building his own life.

	But the one major difference between them was what did the relationship in. Tom might’ve been looking for a stable home life with a long-term partner, but Sam definitely wasn’t. Tom came home from his swing shift early one morning and walked in on Sam sucking the cock of one of their mutual friends. 

	The ensuing showdown hadn’t been pleasant. 

	“Tom, I like you a lot. But I’m just not into this whole domesticated bliss scene right now, you know? I’m too young, and so are you. Have fun! Come on, babe, join us.”

	Tom was crushed. Instead of taking Sam up on his offer, he’d packed his stuff, gone back home to Grams, and unfortunately, his dad.

	“What’s the matter? You and gay boy have a lover’s spat?” 

	After the failure of his first real relationship, he tolerated his dad’s crap for six more months. His plan had been to take Grams and get the hell out of there once his contract ended. 

	Tom adjusted the visor to try and keep the setting sun from glaring in his eyes, blinking away tears. He hoped his Grams would still be proud of him and would believe he’d done the right thing by leaving. In his heart, he was sure she would’ve encouraged him to go.

	His world had imploded when he lost Grams. And finding a new position in a new town seemed next to impossible. It had taken a year to get hired where he was, and he knew there was a list of recruits anxious to step in the minute he was out. 

	The answer—albeit a temporary one—had come from one of the guys at the station who had a friend in Mesa, Arizona. His buddy had been injured on the job and would be out for two to three months. They needed someone with a minimum of two years in-the-field experience to fill in immediately. 

	Tom jumped at the chance. He threw whatever would fit into the Jeep and took off at the end of his shift with his chief’s blessing. Now here he was, twenty-four hours later, less than a couple of hundred miles away from his new home. 

	He’d worry about what was next when his time in Mesa was up. For now, he remained on alert for the chance to procure an ice-cold cola that he wouldn’t have to take out a loan to purchase.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Eric signed the last of the divorce settlement papers, and slowly—almost reverently—placed them back in the envelope. In the morning, he would return the documents to Charlene that would officially end their twenty-year marriage.

	“Why don’t we wait?” he’d pleaded with her. “Matthew will be headed to ASU in the fall. Can’t we just keep our family together for a little while longer?”

	Her lip had trembled as tears formed in her eyes, and for a moment, he’d thought she would agree. A big “fuck you, Eric” was all he’d gotten instead. 

	After years of marriage and raising a wonderful son together, that was all he warranted? Eric wanted to punch their marriage counselor in the face. He was the one who’d encouraged ‘complete and open honesty, no matter how it might hurt’. 

	Yeah. Great. 

	Telling his wife that he was, and always had been, swinging for the same team had been a wonderful move. 

	Charlene had dissolved into tears, running from their session before they could discuss anything more. She’d initiated the divorce proceedings that night, but not before she’d accused him of a countless number of things that ranged from hurtful to bizarre. His soon-to-be ex-wife insisted that she’d have to get screened for ‘gay diseases’, that she knew he’d been cheating on her for years because they rarely had sex anymore. Her grief transformed Eric’s straight friends into his secret lovers. In her mind, it all suddenly made perfect sense.

	The unfortunate reality was that he never should’ve married her—it had been wrong to mislead her the way he had. He’d never been attracted to women. But he came from a family that would’ve had a fit and cast him out if he hadn’t married and led a so-called ‘normal’ life.

	How could he regret his son, though? He didn’t, and he really did love Charlene, just not in the way she needed and deserved. Deep down, he knew it was the right thing to do, regardless of how badly it had been revealed. Maybe the asshole counselor had been on point after all. 

	Sighing, Eric shoved the envelope into his desk drawer, and focused his thoughts on the other issues that had to be dealt with. He had a firefighter out with a broken ankle, and a temporary replacement coming in. In addition, a meeting had been set up with the arson investigators at four o’clock—just fifteen minutes away—to discuss their latest findings on the awful fires that had been recently plaguing the city. 

	Finally, there was Fenton. A local, self-appointed, captain of the moral police who wouldn’t stop nagging the city council to remove Eric from his position. His wife, in her anger and sadness, had told every one of her friends their personal business, and one of those friends had shared the gossip with Fenton’s wife.

	Fenton was then armed with the exact fuel he needed. He’d recently taken to showing up at every council meeting, inventing new reasons why Eric was no longer fit to serve as fire chief. Fortunately, his team held him in high regard, and had been able to put that ridiculous rumor to rest immediately.

	Also in Eric’s favor was the fact that the members of the city council viewed Fenton as being as unhinged as Eric did, yet they had to allow him his right to speak. However, they also made sure he followed the proper rules. He needed to be on the agenda and get to his point—what little of a one there was—within the strict time limit. As it was, he’d been advised more than once to only make factually based assertions. Facts were a fuzzy area for Fenton, so there were a lot of aggravating moments when the council gathered. 

	Another source of comfort was that he was supported by the majority of his crew. He sensed there a couple of his co-workers—including a long-time commander—who didn’t approve of his orientation. Everyone else had too much respect for him, recognizing that he’d worked tirelessly to serve the community for almost two decades. 

	Eric remained secure in his position at work.

	The phone rang, jolting him out of his reverie. Could be the new recruit, or Charlene wanting her dang papers.

	“Oooh, is this the hot fire chief?” His son’s best friend broke into laughter.

	Eric rubbed his temple with one hand and gripped the phone in irritation with the other. 

	“Bradley, why aren’t you calling my cell? This is completely inappropriate.” 

	He pinched the bridge of his nose. Bradley wasn’t the only one being inappropriate. 

	Brad continued as if Eric hadn’t said a thing. “Call me ‘baby’. I love it when you do that, Mr. Anderson.” His voice got whiny. “And besides, your cellphone was off, and my dick is really hard.” He snickered. “It’s kind of an emergency.”

	Eric groaned. “Okay, seriously, Brad. Please don’t call me Mr. Anderson, it makes me very uncomfortable. And I need to ask you again not to call the station. This is my professional line.” Eric swallowed hard. The investigators could show up at any minute. “Hold on a sec, Brad.”

	“Don’t you dare hang up!”

	“I won’t. I just need to…” Dammit. “Just hold on.”

	He screwed his eyes shut as if he could block out the fact that Brad was holding for him on the station line. Think. A major headache threatened. 

	After Charlene kicked him out, he’d gone into a severe depression for about a month. His relationship with his son had become very strained, and in an effort to prove to Matthew that things hadn’t changed, he’d taken him on several outings, sometimes allowing him to bring a friend along. That was how he’d met Brad.

	Brad was a few years older than Matthew and went to the same community college with him. However, Eric doubted Brad would be going on to university in the fall. Brad liked to party and had once shared with Eric that he only attended school so that his parents wouldn’t kick him out or make him get a job. 

	The night his son’s friend had shown up at his apartment door, Eric had been lonely and horny.  He’d denied himself for so many years because it wasn’t in him to cheat. He’d made a vow. Despite what Charlene thought, he‘d remained faithful, had never sought a relationship on the side, no matter how much he’d longed for it. 

	So at the time, Eric was free. When Brad, a young, sexy guy, came on to him so insistently, he hadn’t been able to resist.

	However, he now realized his lack of control had been a huge mistake. His first taste of sex with a man had been incredible, but this was his son’s friend.  If Matthew ever found out, the knowledge would rip apart their relationship to the point where it might not be reparable. 

	Eric sucked in a deep breath then brought Brad back on the line. “Look, Brad, I’m glad you called. However, I have a meeting here in a few minutes, so it’ll have to wait until later. I’ll contact you then.”

	“I don’t know, Mr. An… I mean Eric. A couple times you said that and didn’t call.”

	“I know, Brad. But like I told you before, there’ve been a lot of suspicious fires in town lately, and that’s what I need to focus on right now.”

	“I know,” Brad whined again, “but I just get so jealous of those other guys getting to be with you all day at the station.” His voice turned eager. “Do you guys change into your uniforms in front of each other, shower together, huh? Just give me a little something to jerk off to until you call—”

	“Bradley, please. We’re not having phone sex in my office.”

	“Does that mean we can have actual sex there?”

	Eric couldn’t hold in a sigh.  “I’m hanging up now. I’ll call you later.”

	After ending the call, he let his head drop into his hands. He had a sneaking suspicion that Brad was hoping Eric would be his sugar daddy ticket out of his parent’s house. Add that to his immaturity and apparent need to have someone take care of him, and Eric knew he had to stop everything before it got completely out of control.

	Keri, his administrative assistant, peeked around his office door. “Chief Anderson, your four o’clock is here, and that guy from Texas that’s filling in for Ed just arrived. Should I have him wait, or come back later?” 

	The office was located on the other side of the station from where the trucks were kept, and the living space the guys used was on the other side of that. It afforded him the ability to work late at night if need be and not disturb any of the firefighters on duty.  

	“Thanks, Keri. Have the new guy start filling out paperwork and send in the investigators.”

	The day should have been almost over, but instead, it seemed as if it was just beginning. So, he did what he always did—he forged ahead. A lot of people were counting on him to do the job to which he’d been appointed. He’d deal with the Brad situation later then get back to focusing on what was important: Fulfilling his obligations to community and family.

	His stomach clenched. He had to believe his family would allow him to continue being a part of their world. What would he do if they turned their backs on him forever?


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	The station wasn’t quite as big as Tom was accustomed to, and the layout was a bit different as well. A separation existed between the administrative area and the rest of the station where the trucks were kept, and firemen were housed. The office consisted of a two-loveseat-sized waiting area, a tiny room where Chief Anderson’s assistant Keri worked, and the mysterious closed door that led to the chief’s office—which he had yet to see. 

	The interior boasted a typical southwest décor—what little there was—and, in some ways, Tom felt like he’d seamlessly stepped from one chapter of his life into the next. A brief flash of wondering what the bigotry barometer would be like at the station went through his mind. He’d been able to keep a low profile in Austin since he was a private person. Things had gotten dicey towards the end when he’d been with Sam, and he was sure some of the guys knew, but no one had hassled him about his orientation.

	Tom glanced up at the steel gray, institution-style wall clock across from him. Almost an hour had gone by since he’d arrived. Keri had given him several forms to fill out, which had taken up most of that time, but they were now completed. He idly tapped his fingers on the chair arm. 

	Clearly, he’d picked the worst possible time to show up. From what he could tell, the chief was meeting with some rather official-looking guys. He wanted to make sure he made a good initial impression, so he planned to be brief, polite, and get out of the man’s way as quickly as possible. If he was professional and respectful of the chief’s time, he stood a better chance of being hired should a long-term position come up.

	The chief’s door flew open, and the two men who’d been meeting with him drifted out of his office, the three of them taking turns shaking hands, their conversation lingering on whatever topic they’d been discussing. Whatever they were talking about held zero interest for Tom. He couldn’t take his eyes off Chief Anderson.

	Holy shit…

	The chief was a big slice of hunk heaven. Tom didn’t typically go for muscular men, but this was a man who wore it well. Tall, probably six-foot-four, he was bronzed with a golden halo of short, wavy hair and beautiful, pale blue eyes. He appeared to be late thirties or early forties and radiated a natural air of confidence. It was like seeing a Norse god standing before him. 

	Not good. Not good at all…

	He could not be attracted to his new boss. This was not part of the accepted plan. Tom shook his head as if he could clear the picture of the glorious vision before him.

	“You must be Tom Sherwood?”

	Tom glanced up, locking eyes with his new dream man. He was suddenly like some goofy schoolboy, all jelly legs and awkwardness. He couldn’t even think of what to say.

	“Y-yes.” He cleared his throat. “I’m Tom.” 

	Tom rose, and to his complete horror, dropped the forms he’d finished filling out, the pile of papers flying everywhere. He froze.

	The chief smiled. “Here, let me help you.”

	Tom was transfixed as the chief leaned over and started gathering up the scattered papers. Eric wore a short-sleeved T-shirt that clung to every perfectly shaped muscle on his torso, and Tom was almost hypnotized by biceps flexing as the chief picked up the forms. One paper had flown almost to the other side of the room. The chief noticed it, walked to where it was, and bent over…

	Oh my God.

	“I hope you handle a hose better than you do these papers.”

	Tom almost choked as beads of sweat broke out on his upper lip. 

	Eric continued to smile at him, and Tom concentrated on not blushing. Sadly, the battle was lost before it’d had a chance to begin. 

	“Keri? Our recruit has finished up his new hire paperwork.”

	As the chief passed the doorway to her closet of an office, he handed her the papers. When he turned back around to the still-mute Tom, he gave him a little wink. 

	“Let’s talk in my office for a minute, shall we?”

	The chief indicated to the open door.

	As if on some sort of time delay, Tom finally found his voice. “Sorry, Chief Anderson.”

	“Nothing to be sorry for. Please come in and sit down.”

	Tom took a seat in one of the chairs on the other side of Chief Anderson’s desk. The office was much larger than Keri’s, being almost the size of the waiting room. Along the bookshelves were a few cacti, while the walls featured several framed black-and-white photos of early Mesa. 

	But what jumped out at him was a picture of the chief with a lovely blonde woman and a younger man who must’ve been his son—the resemblance was striking—in a frame on his desk. He stole a glance at the chief’s left hand as he shuffled through a file he had in front of him. A tan line cut across the chief’s ring finger. Either he was getting divorced, or maybe he’d just taken it off for whatever reason. Regardless—a straight guy.

	In some ways, it was a relief. No chance for inappropriate behavior on either of their parts, and he could focus on starting over instead of thinking with his dick.

	“Well, Tom. It looks like we’re very lucky to have you, even on a temporary basis. I see two commendations here and several good remarks from your former chief in his recommendation letter. You also have your national EMT cert, which is great.” He glanced up from the paper he held in his hand. “We’re placing a larger
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