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      Sparks of passion ignite between the lord of the manor and the hot, new firefighter. But when Ben’s home goes up in flames, will Dale be in time to save his life?

       

      Dale runs from the big city to a rural fire station to nurse his broken heart. But he immediately incurs the wrath of the handsome lord of the manor when he knocks over the village maypole.

      Ben is used to people avoiding him. But the sexy, new firefighter is not like everyone else. Everywhere Ben goes; Dale is there too, and Ben can’t ignore the magnetism between them.

      Will Ben ever forgive Dale for knocking over the maypole? Will Dale wait for Ben to disentangle himself from a relationship he was forced into? Will the villagers, the fire fighters, and the staff at the manor house, stop interfering in their relationship?

      So many questions and no time to answer them, as an arsonist’s crimes are escalating, and Dale is worried that Ben could be his next target.
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      7:15

      “Oh no. Oh no, no, no!” Dale sat up in bed, blinking away sleep as he stared in horror at the time on his phone. “I set the bloody alarm. I know I did!”

      7:16

      No matter how much he scowled at the screen, the time didn’t reverse. He must have forgotten to set his alarm clock the previous night, and far from having a leisurely start to the day before leaving for Calminster Fire Station, he had less than forty minutes to get ready, eat breakfast, and arrive at his new job.

      7:17.

      Throwing himself out of bed, Dale swore loudly and profusely at his phone, himself, and the world as he rushed down the stairs to the bathroom, to shower, shave, and dress.

      Dale gave up on the idea of breakfast and, grabbing his keys and wallet, headed out of the tiny cottage he had rented. His transfer had come through much quicker than he’d expected, and he hadn’t had time to find a place of his own before starting at his new station. His new commander had organised temporary accommodation. His cottage, like most of the village, was part of the Calminster estate. Dale hadn’t been to see Calminster Hall yet, but he’d been told it was worth a visit.

      He wasn’t thinking about stately homes as he backed his red Mini down the narrow lane as fast as he could and out onto the main road. Fortunately, the fire station was on the outskirts of the small village of Calminster, and Dale didn’t have far to drive. He’d run past the fire station the previous day and could easily have walked if he hadn’t been stupid enough to oversleep.

      Driving his Mini faster than he should have done through the narrow streets, Dale incurred the wrath of a little old lady who’d been about to step out into the road. He took a deep breath, waved his hand apologetically, and tried to ignore the fact she used a very expressive gesture in return.

      “Slow down, Maloney,” he muttered. “You’re not going to endear yourself to the local inhabitants if you take out one of the wrinklies on your first day.”

      Dale slowed down considerably, but he managed to arrive at the fire station with five minutes to spare. As he parked, two other cars pulled in beside him. The men got out and studied him speculatively.

      “You must be the new bloke,” one of them said. From his sparse grey hair shaved back to a stubble and laughter lines around his eyes, Dale hazarded a guess he was nearing retirement.

      Dale held out his hand. “Dale Maloney.”

      “Mick Smith, and he’s Keith Richards. No, not that Keith Richards—it really pisses him off if you make that joke to his face.” Mick had a bright smile and a firm handshake for the new guy.

      Dale decided it was simpler just to shake Keith’s hand. “Hi, good to meet you.”

      Keith, who seemed about the same age as Dale, smiled at him and said, “Ignore Smith. The rest of us do. He’s like a mother hen.”

      “Thanks,” Mick said dryly and shoved Keith by the shoulder.

      They scuffled for a minute or two while Dale waited for them to calm down. Eventually they separated and showed him into the fire station. Mick introduced him to the station commander and the watch commander, then disappeared, muttering about coffee.

      

      TANK Wembley, the watch commander, was a huge big-chested man with a ready smile and enormous hands. Dale had a thing about hands, men’s hands specifically, and it was something he always noticed. He didn’t like men with small hands.

      “Morning, Maloney. It’s Dale, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tank laughed. “Call me Tank. No one stands to attention here.”

      “Especially Tank,” the station commander said with a wry smile. “Lee Fang. Call me Sir.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tank laughed and clapped Dale across the back, only Dale’s excellent reflexes preventing him from flying across the room. “You’ll get used to us soon enough.”

      Dale pasted on a smile and hoped it was true. Despite the military way his previous station had been run, Dale had liked his job on the outskirts of Nottingham. The only reason he’d chosen to leave and move halfway across the country was because of his lying, cheating scum of an ex-partner.

      The fallout from his breakup had been messy, and the worst thing was none of his colleagues had a clue Dale was hurting. He’d come home early to propose to his boyfriend and discovered Baz in bed with one of the female crew. He’d walked out, his fingers clutched around the ring box in his pocket. Neither he nor Baz had officially come out at work, and the following day he’d had to watch Susan and Baz hold hands and declare they’d moved in together to congratulations from everyone at the station. Susan had apologised to Dale for “upsetting their friendship,” but it wasn’t her fault. She’d had no clue Baz was even in a relationship with Dale. Her apology was the moment Dale knew he’d have to move. He couldn’t stay at the station and watch Baz romance Susan. On the sly Baz had still been trying to convince Dale that even if he stayed in a relationship with Susan, everything could stay the same between them. Dale had stared at Susan for a long moment before he walked into the station commander’s office and handed in his resignation. He told Baz to collect his gear, rented out his house, and used his leave to finish at the station as soon as he could. Then he applied for the next available transfer anywhere in the country.

      Which was why he ended up in Calminster, one hundred and sixty-five miles away from Baz, and he was just about to find out if he was going to have a problem with—

      “I’m gay,” Dale said abruptly.

      The two men stared at him.

      He stared back and waited. Eventually Tank broke the awkward silence.

      “You expecting us to do something? Throw a party? Wave a rainbow flag? Find a unicorn?”

      “I want to know if I’m going to have a problem.” Dale didn’t want to sound defiant on his first day, but he wasn’t going back into another closet to pacify their feelings.

      Lee Fang shook his head. “Not with me, Maloney. Tank’s just an arsehole. If you have any trouble, just let me, Tank, or Mick know.”

      Dale nodded. “I can hold my own, but I won’t take shit from anyone.” He’d been stoic and in the closet, and look where that had got him. Dale refused to do that again, even if he had to make his point with his fists.

      “And I don’t expect you to,” Lee said.

      “You tell me if they do,” Tank agreed. “I am an arsehole, but I don’t allow issues with anyone. We’ve got a damned good crew here and a couple of women who’ll bend you in half if you give them shit.” Tank cocked his head. “You’re not likely to do that, are you?”

      “I have no problem with women firefighters,” Dale confirmed.

      As long as they didn’t fuck his boyfriend.

      

      DALE followed Tank to the rec room to meet the rest of White watch. He felt like a tiny tug boat swept along in the wake of his new watch commander. Eight pairs of eyes, including a woman who was uncomfortably similar to Susan, stared at him as he walked in the room.

      “This is Dale Maloney,” Tank said. “He’s gay. Give him shit and I’ll write you up on a charge.”

      Dale choked. “What the hell?”

      Tank raised an eyebrow. “You wanted them to know, didn’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, but I thought I was going to tell them.”

      The older man he’d met earlier laughed and beckoned him over. Dale had forgotten his name. “Here, grab a coffee. Tank’s got the social graces of a pig. We don’t care what you are as long as you don’t eat the last doughnut.”

      “Who gets to eat the last doughnut?”

      “Mick,” everyone in the room chorused in unison and Mick took a bow.

      “I’ll remember that.” Dale winked at him.

      Mick winked back, handed Dale a mug and a doughnut, and then stuffed the last doughnut from the plate into his mouth.

      “Gross.” Tank pulled a face.

      Dale sank into a chair and focused on drinking his tea. He hadn’t expected Tank just to announce he was gay like that. Everyone was so laid-back about the announcement. None of them had batted an eyelid. Dale refused to step back into the closet, but he’d been prepared for a fight. It was almost anticlimactic.

      The woman leaned over. “I’m Emma.”

      “Dale.” He was big enough not to judge her for being an identikit version of the woman who stole his boyfriend.

      “Ignore them.” She jerked her thumb at Tank and Mick who bickered amiably, among sprays of crumbs. “They’re always the same.”

      “Maloney.”

      Dale turned to Mick.

      “You going to eat that doughnut?”

      Dale stuffed the whole thing in his mouth before Mick could swipe it from him. He chewed to the sound of Emma’s peel of laughter and Mick’s disappointed groan.

      “You’re going to drive Bertha today,” Tank said.

      “Bertha?”

      “She’s the big old bus out there. All the appliances have names.”

      Dale didn’t have a problem with that. Old Bertha was a Scania, an appliance he was familiar with driving.

      Calminster Fire Station was a total anomaly for a rural area. Because of its proximity to a city, Calminster was manned twenty-four hours instead of part-time. The station commander had been honest with Dale when he interviewed for the job, saying he didn’t know how long the situation would last, but Dale had been desperate to get away from Baz, and he decided to take the chance as he had income from the rent on his old house if he had to find another job.

      “The village has a May Day parade in a few weeks, and big Bertha is one of the attractions,” Tank said. “We’ve just got to go down to the village green today and meet with Lord Calminster. He’s the organiser of the parade.”

      Dale stared at him sceptically. “Lord Calminster? Seriously, a lord?”

      “Oh yeah, we have a real live lord of the manor. We all bow and scrape to him and tug our forelocks.”

      “What the hell is a forelock?”

      “No idea,” Tank confessed. “Just mind your p’s and q’s around him.”

      Dale had never met a lord before, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to meet one now if he was expected to slime all over some nob. Still, he knew the village was dependent on Calminster Hall for much of its income, and Dale was living in a house owned by the estate. He supposed he had to toe the party line and bow and scrape when he met Lord Calminster. “When are we going?”

      Tank glanced at the clock. “We may as well go now. Then we can be back in time for lunch. Mick, can you give the Hall a call to let them know we’re on our way?”

      “Sure,” Mick said before he downed the rest of his coffee.

      Tank took Dale over to meet Bertha. “Bertha was named after the previous station commander’s mother.”

      “Is this one named after Fang’s mother?” Dale pointed to the nearest, shiniest, definitely new appliance.

      Tank’s lips twitched. “He refused to have an appliance named after her. He and his mother don’t have the best of relationships. We had a competition to name her. The boys wanted something in keeping with Fang.”

      Dale wandered around the appliance and found the name. “Buffy? You called her Buffy?”

      “It’s better than Bella,” Tank said, a shade defensively.

      “Who’s Bella?” Dale furrowed his brow.

      “Twilight?”

      Dale shook his head, and Tank rolled his eyes.

      “I can tell you don’t have a girlfriend or a daughter.”

      The shrill sound of the alarm drowned whatever else Tank was going to say. Mick emerged with details of the callout. “Shit! It’s Mrs Wilson’s house. We’ve got to move.”

      Tank and Dale headed for Bertha, Keith and Mick hard on their heels.

      “Who’s Mrs Wilson?” Dale said.

      “She works up at the Hall,” Tank said. “She’s lived in the village all her life.”

      “I’ll drive,” Mick said. “You can take Bertha out next time.”

      Dale could see the smoke as soon as they pulled out of the station. By the time they arrived at the narrow cul-de-sac, Dale could see a crowd of people blocking the road. Mick sounded the siren to get them out of the way and carefully inched down between the cars to manoeuvre near the cottage.

      As they jumped down and started unrolling the hoses, Tank went to talk to the neighbours. He came back, a worried expression on his face. “The neighbours don’t know where Mrs Wilson is. She didn’t respond to them banging on the door, and they phoned the Hall. She’s not there either.”

      Mick looked at the cottage and paled. “If she was in there, she’s a goner.” The downstairs was consumed by flames, and the upstairs level was full of black smoke.

      Dale had been a fireman for long enough to see plenty of people trapped by fire, but it never got any easier, no matter how many callouts he attended.

      “Keith and Dale, go around the back and see if you can find her,” Tank ordered. “Mick, we’ve got to get these idiots out of the way.”

      The side gate was securely locked, and Dale had to kick it a couple of times before the wood around the lock splintered. He shoved the gate open, Keith following hard on his heels down the narrow side passage. Benches full of pots of herbs and flowers made negotiating the passageway more difficult, but Dale didn’t have time to right the pots he knocked over. He couldn’t see Mrs Wilson in the small cottage garden, and his heart sank. Flames had consumed the kitchen, and if she hadn’t got out, he held out little hope of her survival. Then Dale saw something pink behind the low wall that separated the patio and the lawn.

      “Over here,” he yelled at Keith.

      They rushed over, and to Dale’s immense relief, they found an elderly lady lying crumpled behind the wall. She was unconscious and had a huge bruise on the right side of her face. She was alive but cold, and her pulse was slow. As Dale examined her, she moaned, and he contemplated leaving her there and getting paramedics to check her out in situ. But then the kitchen windows blew out, shattering glass over them. Dale and Keith tried to shelter the unconscious woman as best they could.

      “We’ve got to move her,” Keith said over the roar of the flames.

      Dale gathered Mrs Wilson into his arms. She was tiny and no problem for him to carry. They retreated back down the side path, plant pots scattering in their wake. Paramedics rushed forward with a gurney and Dale laid her down gently.

      “She’s alive but very cold, and her pulse is thready. Be careful of glass. The windows blew out.”

      The paramedics nodded and wheeled her to the ambulance.

      Dale turned to go to Tank for his orders, but his way was barred by a young guy ducking the cordon and rushing toward the ambulance. “Get back, sir.” The man tried to push past him, but Dale blocked his path.

      “What’s happened? Is Mrs Wilson all right?”

      Dale scowled at him, not happy at the rapid-fire questions. “Please stand back, sir,” he said firmly, trying to bar the man from getting any closer. He couldn’t help but notice the man had dark wavy hair, cheekbones to kill for, and big baby blue eyes.

      “Mrs Wilson works for me. Is she all right?” the man demanded.

      “The paramedics are checking her over now,” Dale said.

      “How did the fire start?” His tone suggested he expected Dale to answer all his questions right then.

      Dale took a deep breath to stop the angry response on the tip of his tongue. “Sir, get back behind the cordon, please. We’ll be able to answer your questions later. Let me get back to doing my job.”

      “Don’t you know who I am?”

      Dale’s fraying patience snapped. “I don’t care if you’re Lord Muckety-Muck himself, sir. Get back behind the cordon now!”

      “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?” the man growled.

      “I’m talking to the man who’s stopping me doing my job.”

      “I’m her landlord.”

      “Then you can wait until the fire is out and we’ll see if this is your fault,” Dale snapped.

      “What do you mean?”

      “These are old cottages. Who knows when the electrics were updated?”

      “The electrics were replaced in all the cottages in the road last year,” the man retorted, “and I don’t appreciate your implication.”

      Tank joined them. “Maloney, what’s going on here? Your lordship?”

      Your lordship? This was Lord Calminster? Dale was expecting someone middle-aged and balding with a paunch. He should be wearing a tweed jacket with patches on the elbows, not a killer suit, and where was his cap? Oh God, he really had just insulted Lord Muckety-Muck. He’d be clapped up in the village stocks before he said another word.

      “You said you were her landlord.”

      “He owns the whole village,” Tank said.

      Of course he does.

      Lord Calminster ignored Dale, directing his question at Tank. “What’s happened? Is Mrs Wilson all right?”

      “She was lucky,” Tank said. “Maloney found her in the garden. Another few minutes and she might not have been so lucky. I can’t say the same for the cottage.”

      At the end of Tank’s brief summary, Lord Calminster deigned to notice Dale’s existence. “Thank you for rescuing Mrs Wilson.”

      Dale curled his lip at his grudging thanks. “You’re welcome.” He stalked off to help the others, leaving Tank to deal with the arrogant SOB.

      Emma glanced over as he took his place on the hose. “His lordship got here quickly.”

      “Yeah,” Dale grunted.

      “Arrogant bastard, isn’t he?”

      Dale gave her a brief smile. “So it isn’t just me?”

      She laughed. “It’s not just you.”

      As they finally rolled away the hoses, Tank joined them. “What was that all about?”

      “What do you mean?” Dale asked.

      “You and his lordship.” Tank raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were going to punch each other’s lights out.”

      “I might have… um… accused him of being a negligent landlord.”

      Tank snorted out a laugh. “You remember he’s your landlord too?”

      “You mean I’ve upset the wrong person?”

      “And on your first day. Way to go.” Tank clapped Dale on the back, nearly driving him to his knees. Dale gritted his teeth as he recovered his balance. The watch commander obviously didn’t know his own strength.

      “Is he going to throw me out on the streets?” Dale asked. “Am I going to have to find a park bench to sleep on? Does Calminster have a park?”

      Tank grinned wickedly. “’Round the back of the church. The land was donated by his lordship’s father.”

      “Shit, my mother’s going to kill me,” Dale muttered.

      “Your mother?” Tank furrowed his brow, obviously confused, as he helped Dale stow the last hose.

      “She loved Downton Abbey. Oh well, it can only get better from here.”

      “If you say so.”

      Dale noticed Tank didn’t sound convinced. He wasn’t sure he’d convinced himself. But it was too late now. He’d have to make nice with the lord of the manor another day.
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      “DON’T you know who I am?”

      The second the words passed Benedict Raleigh’s lips, he knew he’d made a mistake as the fire officer’s expression darkened.

      “I don’t care if you’re Lord Muckety-Muck himself, sir. Get back behind the cordon now!”

      Benedict Raleigh, nineteenth Baron Calminster of Calminster Hall, had no idea who the new firefighter was, but he needed to get the hell out of Ben’s way. Mrs Wilson was the closest thing Ben had to a family, and nobody was going to stop him seeing how she was.

      When Colson, his butler, had burst into his study and told Ben about the fire, Ben had grabbed his shoes, told his three dogs to stay, and run as fast as he could through the formal gardens to the village green, Colson close behind him. He didn’t dare tell Colson to stay behind. Colson and Mrs Wilson were family, especially since Ben’s parents had died.

      Now he was being blocked by an outsider with an attitude, and even if the guy did fulfil every fireman fantasy Ben had ever had, the man needed to understand who exactly he was dealing with. He was at the point of throwing his Lord Muckety-Muck title in Maloney’s face when Tank came over. Ben tried to hold back the smirk when Maloney realised Ben was the lord of the manor, but from the expression on Maloney’s face, he wasn’t entirely successful.

      Ben was relieved to discover from Tank that Mrs Wilson was alive, and then one of the paramedics beckoned him over. Ben recognised her as someone who lived in the village. He jogged over to the gurney where Colson was talking to Mrs Wilson.

      “Mrs Wilson has minor burns, mild hypothermia, and probably a concussion, your lordship,” the paramedic said. “She’s conscious now. We’ll take her to hospital.”

      Mrs Wilson grabbed his hand as he leant over the gurney, confusion on her face. “Mr Ben. What are you doing here? Who are these people?”

      “Good to see you awake, Mrs Wilson,” Ben said, trying not to show how distressed he was. “You had a bit of a fall.”

      “I did?” She wrinkled her face, trying to remember. “I was making my breakfast. I tripped over Sparkles. I don’t remember anything else. Mr Ben, could you check I switched off the grill? I’m making toast.”

      Ben flicked a glance at the paramedic and Colson, who shook their heads. Evidently she didn’t know anything about the fire. He decided that could wait until later. “I’ll phone your daughter. She can meet you at the hospital.”

      “Don’t bother Sandra. She’s busy and I’m all right,” she said hoarsely. “I just need a sit down and a cup of tea.”

      “You know Sandra will have my guts if I don’t ring her,” Ben said.

      “We need to go.” The paramedic tried to move the gurney but Mrs Wilson gasped and held on to Ben’s hand.

      “What about Sparkles? Is she all right?”

      Sparkles was a mean-spirited cat who was the centre of Mrs Wilson’s life. Dogs in the neighbourhood would flee at the sight of Sparkles on the prowl.

      “I promise I’ll find her,” Ben said. “Let’s get you to hospital.”

      “I’ll go with Mrs Wilson to the hospital,” Colson said. “I’ll call you if there’s any news.”

      Ben gently squeezed her hand. “I’ll see you there, Mrs Wilson. Don’t run away.”

      She gave a weak laugh, which turned into a hacking cough, and the paramedics frowned, shuffling Ben out of the way so they could assess her.

      Reluctantly, Ben stepped back to let the paramedics get her into the ambulance; Colson climbed in with her. The blue lights flashed and onlookers scattered as the ambulance eased its way out of the cul-de-sac.

      As Ben watched them go, a woman shoved a mug of coffee in his hands. He finished the drink although it tasted of ashes and smoke, because he was aware of her eyes upon him, and knew he would just get another one thrust in his hand if he didn’t.

      Finally, the firemen rolled away the hoses and prepared to leave, including Maloney. Ben studied him. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and even covered in soot, he was stunning. Their eyes locked for a moment, and Ben flushed at being caught staring. Then one of the other firefighters slapped Maloney on the shoulder and distracted him before he climbed into the Scania. Ben was aware of Maloney’s final glance in his direction before the door shut with a clunk.

      After the fire appliances had backed out of the cul-de-sac, the woman who’d given him the coffee approached him again. “Do you need anything, Lord Calminster?”

      “I need to call Mrs Wilson’s daughter,” Ben said. “I’ve got the number back at the Hall.”

      “I’ve got it on my phone. Do you want me to call?”

      “I should do it,” Ben said. “Could you send it to me?” He gave his number, and a minute later his phone vibrated. “I’ll call Sandra now. Could you arrange to get clothes and things for Mrs Wilson? She’s got nothing left.”

      “The Women’s Institute has begun a collection for her. We’ll bring what we’ve collected over tonight, and the Ladies Group at the church is doing the same.”

      The ladies’ groups in the village were a formidable bunch of women, and Ben had no doubt Mrs Wilson would be provided for. Then Ben remembered Mrs Wilson’s concern for her cat.

      “Mrs Wilson is worried about Sparkles.”

      “I’ll find her and take her in. She won’t have gone far.”

      “Thank you.” Ben smiled at her, a little embarrassed at not knowing who she was.

      “I’m just glad they found her.” The woman stuck her
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