
        
            
                
            
        

    

Secret Fire (Uniform Encounters 1)

	Copyright ©2021 Morticia Knight

	Second Edition

	Edited by Barham Editorial

	Published by Knight Ever After Publishing LLC

	All Rights Reserved

	 

	This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer-to-peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

	 

	All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. Models are for representational purposes only and not related to the content herein.

	 

	All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

	 

	Possible triggers

	Loss of life from a fire event, on page peril. Mild elements of BDSM.

	 

	Author’s Note

	Secret Fire was originally published in 2014 under the same title with a different publisher. At that time, it was Book Five of the Uniform Encounters series. This edition has been re-edited and revised, but the story remains the same.

	 

	Dedication

	My heartfelt thanks and gratitude go to the readers who embraced my first M/M series, which has given me the opportunity to keep writing in this wonderful genre! 

	 

	And of course, to my friend Ty, a great talent with an even greater heart. I know you’re still rocking that guitar in heaven, and I’ll always miss you.

	 

	SIGN UP for Morticia’s newsletter and get a 

	FREE M/M second chance, military romance story!

	 

	 

	



	


Table of Contents

	 

	 

	Front Matter

	Book Description

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Epilogue

	Bonus Story

	More Kinky M/M Romance by Morticia

	About the Author/Social Links

	



	


The last time Daryl gave his heart away, it was stomped on and destroyed. Can a younger sunshine cop inspire a grumpy fire marshal to risk all for love?

	 

	Romance is not on Daryl’s list of things to do. As a matter of fact, the less people he’s forced to deal with, the better. Social interaction is overrated anyway, right? Too bad he can’t get the hot cop from his weekend softball league out of his dirty little fantasies.

	 

	Zach just sailed past thirty and is sick of meaningless hook-ups. But finding a decent guy he can click with seems impossible. When a friend suggests he give the surly fire marshal a try, Zach wonders if his buddy has been standing out in the Arizona sun for too long. No way is the ruggedly handsome, cranky Daryl potential relationship material.

	 

	Apparently, opposites really do attract, and after a bumpy start it seems as if the road to love is paved with sunshine and rainbows. Or is it?

	 

	A tragic fire, Daryl’s emotional fortress, and a whole lot of danger conspire to keep them apart, but Zach won’t give up without a fight. But first, he has to survive the threat of death staring him down…

	 

	



	


Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	“You mean birthday boy? The one with the perpetual frown?”

	Zach couldn’t believe that Tom Sherwood—one of the firemen who played against him on Mesa’s cop versus firefighter softball league—was suggesting he approach Daryl Richards to see if he might be interested in getting together on a date. The dude was known by all public servants as the crankiest man on the planet. Fire Marshal Daryl made curmudgeons seem jolly.

	Zach, on the other hand, liked to have a good time. Share some laughs. Enjoy life. With that in mind, hooking up with Daryl didn’t sound like such a great idea. Even if he only wanted to get laid, he didn’t see the appeal. However, Zach’s former, more carefree outlook on the dating scene wasn’t what he sought anymore. One and done was no longer on his dance card.

	“He’s actually a really nice guy.” Tom cleared his throat. “Once you get to know him.”

	Zach smirked at Tom. “Uh-huh. I’m sure he is. Except I’m not into those sadomasochistic types of relationships.”

	Tom frowned. “I don’t think that’s fair. He’s been without anyone for a long time. I heard he really got his heart broken and hasn’t been the same since.”

	“That’s shocking.”

	“That he got his heart broken?”

	“No. That he has one.”

	Tom crossed his arms with a scowl. “Fine. Be that way. But you’re the one who sounds heartless right now.”

	Zach sighed and bent down to pluck a soda from the cooler that Tom and his partner, Eric, had brought to the park. He straightened, then popped the can open and took a noisy sip of the cola. The sounds of kids playing, the happy laughter of families and the sizzle of barbeques surrounded him. The October day was warm, and a slight breeze blew the leaves around, keeping the tablecloths fluttering. Cover from the trees in the section of the park they were in made the ever-present Arizona heat tolerable. What right did he have to complain?

	“Okay.”

	Tom had also helped himself to a soda. “Okay what?”

	“I’ll…go talk to him.”

	Tom shrugged. “Whatever. At the last softball game, you were bitching because you said that trying to find someone to get serious about is next to impossible.”

	Zach snorted. “Yeah, get serious about. Not someone who was serious.”

	Tom rolled his eyes and popped the tab on his drink. Zach wasn’t trying to be a dick about the whole thing, but when Tom had said he knew the perfect guy for him, Zach had gotten his hopes up. He couldn’t imagine being in a long-term relationship with someone who looked like he wanted to spit on him every time he was near. Zach didn’t take it personally. Daryl looked at everyone like that.

	It really was too bad in other ways because Daryl was one fine male specimen. The guy was a little rough around the edges, which only made him hotter. His nose had obviously been on the receiving end of someone’s fist at one point in his life and there was a small stripe of missing hair at the edge of an eyebrow that was likely from a cut. His cheekbones were defined, chin strong and his honey brown eyes were set deep in his face. 

	Daryl also sported a scruffy moustache and close-trimmed beard which was the same chestnut brown as his hair and also accented with streaks of gray. Of course, that just happened to be another tick on Zach’s hottie checklist. Not to mention that Daryl’s hair was the perfect length for him to hold onto for cock-swallowing purposes. 

	Damn.

	He hadn’t even had a chance to dwell on Daryl’s well-built body yet, and already he was about to make an ass of himself by getting a chubby at the combination softball and birthday barbeque.

	“There you are, Tom.”

	Speaking of well-built men.

	Eric Anderson—Tom’s boyfriend and West Mesa’s Fire Chief—approached Tom and casually draped his arm on his hip. He leaned over and whispered something in Tom’s ear, and the young firefighter laughed. They looked so happy together, so unconcerned about what others may think. 

	Zach couldn’t deny his envy.

	Everyone knew of Tom and Eric’s relationship—it had been plastered all over the news the previous year when they’d been outed during an arson investigation. But Tom and Eric hadn’t let the decision to come out as a couple being ripped from their hands to lessen their bond. Zach was glad. He lived openly as well, even when it had been difficult for him at the police precinct when he was first starting out. 

	“Isn’t there someone you need to go talk to?”

	Zach shook his head in resignation. “I can see you’re not going to let this go.”

	Eric appeared confused. “Talk to who?”

	Tom lowered his eyes as he shifted from foot to foot. “No one.”

	Zach scrunched his eyebrows together. “No one? I thought he was going to be the fucking love of my life?”

	Eric sputtered out a laugh. “Oh, now I gotta know.”

	“Tom wants me to put the make on Daryl over there. Mr. Happy Birthday Boy.”

	Eric bent over laughing, slapping his knee. He straightened, wiping a finger under one eye. “Oh, my God. You’re killing me.” He turned to Tom. “Babe, what on earth made you think Zach should get together with Daryl of all people?”

	Tom slammed his fists on his hips. “You’re both asses. Just because a guy’s not laughing it up all the time doesn’t mean he might not be a good prospect.”

	“Yeah, a good prospect at ripping my dick off,” Zach muttered.

	“Fine. Screw you both.”

	“Ah, babe, c’mere. I’m sorry.” 

	Eric grabbed Tom by the waist and tugged him closer, chuckling. Tom playfully pushed him away then seemed to forgive Eric as he leaned against him, the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

	Zach thought of Tom and Eric as two of his closest friends, but sometimes he wanted to punch them. They were so damn cute and cuddly all the time.

	Jealousy sucks.

	He sighed, deciding he might as well get it over with. After downing the rest of his soda, he tossed the can into the recycling bin then wiped his hands on his jeans. 

	“Okay, cover me. I’m going in.”

	Eric grasped his shoulder and squeezed, an overly grave expression on his face. “Should it all fall apart, I’ll be sure to notify your next of kin.”

	Zach snorted and Tom pressed his lips together, frowning. No doubt, Eric would be at the receiving end of more ire from his partner. Zach nodded and clasped his hands as if in prayer, shaking them at Tom and Eric. Eric laughed and Tom glared. 

	Daryl stood by the table that held the party food located near the softball diamond. There was a second game going that had started after the cake had been brought out and Daryl had been serenaded by everyone. Or rather, Daryl had tolerated being serenaded. 

	I wonder if it’s like what my mom used to say when I would cross my eyes. Maybe Daryl’s face really will stay like that if he keeps on frowning.

	Fortunately, there was no one else around. The stragglers who hadn’t left the party already were either watching the game or playing in it. Zach had planned on leaving as well, but Tom had thwarted his exit by suggesting he approach Daryl. It would just be the two of them.

	Awesome.

	Zach sighed. Right as he was about to reach where Daryl stood, he was reminded of how hardcore sexy the fire marshal was. He wasn’t sure how old Daryl might be, but he guessed the guy probably had at least a decade on Zach’s thirty. Not that it mattered one way or the other. As soon as he checked Daryl off his list as a romantic prospect, he’d go sign up for an online dating service. 

	Arriving at the picnic table, he experienced a moment of awkwardness where he felt as though he had no idea how to start a conversation. Typically, he was a laid-back, social kind of guy, so it unnerved him a bit. Zach cleared his throat. Daryl turned his head slowly, regarded him, then turned back to the game, a can of soda in his hand.

	“This cake any good?”

	Cake. That’s brilliant.

	Daryl shrugged, not even bothering to glance his way. He took a swig of his soda.

	Zach pursed his lips. “So that means what exactly? It was okay? You’ve had better? You don’t give a shit?”

	Daryl whipped his head around, angling his body towards Zach.

	“The last one.”

	A snort of laughter burst out of Zach. His reaction seemed to garner some interest from Cranky Pants. Daryl looked him up and down so quickly that if Zach hadn’t been paying such good attention, he would have missed it. Daryl also had the slightest curl at the corner of one side of his mouth.

	“Yeah. I guess this whole birthday thing caught you off guard, huh?”

	“I don’t get caught off guard.”

	Zach resisted the urge to frown. And possibly throw cake at him. 

	“So, you showed up anyway to prove to everyone you aren’t frightened of birthday celebrations?”

	Daryl faced Zach. He made a sound that Zach could almost interpret as a chuckle. Either that or he was in pain—it was hard to say. 

	“Zach, right?”

	“Yeah. Daryl, right?”

	“Well, we know each other’s names. Why aren’t you playing today?”

	“Oh, I fucked up my shoulder last week chasing a suspect. Asshole ran off with the cuffs on, and when I tackled him I hit the ground the wrong way. It’ll be all right. I just need to take it easy for a couple weeks.”

	“Too bad. You’ve got the best pitching arm between the two teams.” Daryl kept his gaze trained on Zach.

	Not sure. Could be flirting.

	“I’m resilient. I’ll be throwing balls again in no time.” Zach had to work extra hard to keep a straight face.

	Daryl tipped his soda back and finished it off, while continuing to stare at Zach. He set the can down on the table, then crossed his arms in front of him. 

	“Good to hear.” He glanced in the direction of Tom and Eric. “But I doubt you came all the way over here to ask me about cake. I saw you speaking with Tom.”

	Zach coughed a little. “What’s Tom got to do with anything?”

	“You tell me. All I know is that he’s always on me about going out with this guy or that guy.”

	Zach arched his eyebrows. “How devastating. I thought I was the only one Tom was willing to sacrifice to the dating gods. So much for feeling special.” 

	“Oh, I’m sure you’re special enough.” 

	Daryl quickly glanced away, rubbing the back of his neck and acting as if he had suddenly become immersed in the game again. Except for the part where they were between innings and no one was playing. He sighed then turned back to Zach. 

	Zach forced himself to conjure up a reasonable facsimile of a smile. “Good to hear. I guess sometimes Tom gets a little insistent, but he means well.”

	Daryl grunted. “Just because he’s a walking advertisement for a gay Hallmark card, doesn’t mean he has to torture the rest of us with it.”

	Zach’s jaw dropped. “Whoa, wait a minute. Where’d that come from? You know, Tom’s a nice guy. He’s only trying to help.”

	“Yeah, well I don’t need anyone’s help.”  

	Zach couldn’t hold back his irritation. “What’s your problem, huh? This wasn’t supposed to be a big deal. I came over to say hi, see if we might like to hang out sometime. So what if Tom gave me a little push? It’s all good.”

	Daryl averted his gaze. “Whatever. He acts like I’m supposed to go along with every suggestion he makes. I’m an adult. If I decide I like a guy enough to chance being treated like shit again, then I’ll go after him myself.”

	Zach marveled at his ability to keep from throwing all the cake at Daryl. “Wow. You are one hostile asshole. You’re right. You don’t need anyone’s help. It’s obvious you can alienate people all by yourself.”

	There had been one millisecond where Zach thought a little spark of something had passed between them. Then Daryl had taken whatever that was, smashed it on the ground then pissed all over it. Zach didn’t wait for any response from the dickhead, he simply marched off. He was so infuriated by the whole exchange he considered forgetting about dating for a while. Possibly for ten or twenty years.

	Deciding he’d had more than enough of the park for the day, he went to say his goodbyes to Tom and Eric. It was likely they could tell from his expression that the dating mission had failed.

	Tom winced as Zach approached. “Well?”

	Zach shook his head grimly then regarded Eric. “Call my next of kin and tell them there’s nothing left to bury.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Fuck. Why? 

	Daryl pretended to be completely engrossed in the softball game in front of him. Instead, his gut churned, which really pissed him off. He never had those types of uncomfortable feelings anymore. Not since he’d moved past Rory cheating on him then dumping him like a piece of garbage. 

	At least, he’d tried to move past that whole dark episode by staying as far away from the possibility of any romantic entanglements as he could. Rory hadn’t even acted as though he was sorry about what he’d done. He’d told Daryl he wasn’t interested in having such an intense relationship, that he only wanted to laugh a little, have a good time.

	Ever since he could remember, Daryl had always taken everything seriously. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy life or like to have fun—it was more that he wasn’t superficial about his feelings. If he told someone he loved and only wanted to be with them, he fucking meant it. He’d learned the hard way that others didn’t always view life in such absolutes. 

	Daryl didn’t live in the grays. 

	Not that he didn’t want to find someone to share his life with. He did. However, it seemed too risky. Once he lost his heart, began to build a life with someone, how would he know that the same thing wouldn’t happen all over again?

	When he’d first noticed Zach approaching him, his nerves had taken hold. He barely been able to face the sweetly handsome cop. He’d eyed Zach more than a few times at the games, had wondered what the guy’s story was. Then Tom had come along and casually mentioned that Zach was gay, single and looking. Feigning disinterest, he hadn’t wanted his nosy firefighter friend to know that he found the information intriguing.

	Watching Zach play had become his personal porn channel. His long, lean form, tight butt and dark wavy hair were all Daryl needed to get his blood simmering. When Zach would warm up before a pitch, stretch then wind up to throw the ball, he always had to make sure he was seated at one of the picnic tables with his crotch out of view. 

	And I fucked it all up.

	His nerves had been raw when he realized Zach was coming towards him. Then, when he’d turned around and seen Tom and Eric over by the cooler on the other side of the picnic tables, he’d become angry. It was obvious that Tom had put Zach up to the whole thing. 

	I thought he’d noticed me. Instead, he was taking pity. Tom probably begged him to come over and make me feel good on my birthday.

	Daryl took the empty can he’d set down earlier and crushed it in his hand. After tossing it into one of the recycling containers, he took one last look at the broken pieces of remaining cake on the table.

	Walking away, he made sure to avoid Tom and Eric. He didn’t want to hear any snide remarks about what an asshole he was. He would never let on to Tom, but he thought what Tom and Eric had together was great. It was also obvious that he shouldn’t hope for anything that wonderful in his life. As much as he was sorry he’d treated Zach the way he had, it seemed unlikely the sexy cop would ever want any type of real relationship. Daryl had noted how social he was, always joking around, popular with everyone. He probably had a bunch of different hook-ups.

	That was not something Daryl was at all interested in. Even before Rory, he’d never fucked around, it had never been his thing. And the way his life was going, it looked as though nothing else would be either. 

	“Hey, Daryl—wait up!”

	He was still too far from his car to pretend he hadn’t heard Tom, then get in and drive away. Daryl stopped then whirled around, ready to tear into his meddling friend. With Tom looking at him with his sincere puppy dog eyes, though, it was impossible. He actually liked the guy a lot. Tom was the real deal, not some phony. Yet another thing he would never let on. There was something unabashedly open and honest about Tom. 

	“Yeah, Tom, what is it?”

	Tom seemed flustered. “I…well, I saw you talking with Zach, but then he left in kind of a hurry.” Tom shoved his hands into his pockets and glanced around before turning back to Daryl. “I had the impression he was kind of upset.”

	“Did you now? You thought he was upset?” His voice was rising, and he truly didn’t want to snap at Tom. He sighed. “Look. I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’m fine. I don’t need some guy who doesn’t give two shits about me trying to chat me up.”

	“I’m sure that’s not true. I think you and Zach would be really good for each other.”

	Daryl took a deep breath. He didn’t want to even think about how good Zach would be for him. How good he would be in his arms, his bed, his mouth—coming down his throat.  

	“Tom. No more, please?”

	Tom lowered his head. After a few seconds, he gazed up at Daryl. “Okay. But I hate to see anyone alone.”

	Daryl smirked and sideways punched Tom’s arm lightly. “Don’t worry about it. You and your body-builder boyfriend over there have it covered for all of us.”

	“Come on, Daryl. That’s not fair.”

	Daryl snorted. “Well, life ain’t fair. Trust me, that’s the one thing I know all about.”

	



	


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Zach hit the brakes of the cruiser so hard, it spun out before screeching to a stop. He threw the car in park then grabbed the transmitter from the console and spoke frantically into the mic, “Charlie one-oh-one to dispatch. I have a ten-eighty at East Main and Mesa Drive, Jorge’s Machine Shop.”

	Fuck. I barely dodged that explosion.

	Not bothering to wait for a reply, he dropped the mic and shoved the car door open. Jumping out, he raced across the street towards the growing conflagration. It was impossible to discern if anyone could have survived such an enormous blast. He dodged pieces of debris—some large, some smaller—staying focused on his destination, yelling for people to stay back. 

	He was able to get within ten feet of the roaring blaze before the wall of heat forced him back. Sirens screamed in the distance. He jogged around to the side of the building, searching for signs of life or a way to enter and check for survivors. Right as he’d made it to the rear of the burning structure, he spotted a man crawling on the ground. His shirt was on fire.

	Zach launched himself at the man, rolling him over to smother the flames then yanking at his clothing to tear it off. The loud popping and hiss of the blaze were barely drowned out by the shrill report of the arriving emergency vehicles. It was too hot, the billowing black smoke too overpowering. Zach lifted the unconscious victim under his arms and dragged him farther away from the destruction.

	Once he had the man on a patch of grass near some chain link fencing, Zach fell back on his ass, coughing uncontrollably. He pushed himself up from the ground, ignoring the sting in his bad shoulder, and ran as best he could to the front. He spotted the pumper and ladder truck from the West Mesa station with four men in turnout gear pulling hoses, getting ready to start an attack line against the out-of-control flames. 

	An emergency medical vehicle raced towards the scene and Zach waved it down, gesturing frantically for the van to follow him to where the victim lay. After they pulled to a stop, an EMT hopped down from the cab of the truck.

	“What can you tell me?”

	Zach coughed again, badly in need of some water to clear his throat. “Not much. I don’t know if he was thrown from the building by the blast, or if he crawled out on his own. His shirt was on fire when I found him.”

	The EMT nodded, frowning at Zach. “Were you inside the building at all?”

	“No.” Zach coughed again. “Just a little too close, I think.”

	“We have more medical personnel on the way. You need to get checked out.”

	“Yeah, I will. Thanks.”

	Zach jogged to the front again where the fire engines were set up and fighting the fire from all sides. He spotted Tony, the Fire Captain for West Mesa, who was in the process of laying a supply line from the closest hydrant to the ladder truck. Ignoring the stitch in his side and the rawness in his throat, he approached the captain. 

	“Hey, I found someone out back. I don’t know if there are any others inside or if this guy was just lucky that he got thrown from the blast.”

	Tony nodded, his lips set in a hard line. He raised his hand and signaled to two firefighters about twenty feet away. They strode over as fast as they could under the burden of their heavy equipment.  

	“As soon as I get this attached, I want both of you to establish a search and rescue path behind the structure. Zach, are you well enough to show them where you found the victim?”

	“Yeah, sure.”

	Tony appeared doubtful but nodded again. The next several minutes seemed to go by in slow motion. Everywhere Zach turned there were more emergency vehicles, more debris, more chaos. The sound of the fire had reached a terrifying level, as if a freight train were bearing down on them, ready to mow them over with its fury. 

	As the machine shop began to collapse in various sections, a series of air horns blared—calling all firefighting personnel back. It was obvious the blaze had advanced beyond survivability for anyone who may have still been in the building. A roll call was taken to verify that all personnel were accounted for and the final assault on the fire began. 

	Zach watched as the firefighters deployed a master stream gun on the ladder, and a deck gun from the engine. The team was able to blast what he knew to be almost a thousand gallons per minute of water to quell the inferno that continued to rage out of control. 

	Another medical van from a local private company pulled up next to Zach and he recognized Terrence, an EMT he’d run into on several occasions in the field. He dropped out of the van and ambled over to Zach. 

	“Zach, my man, why don’t you come have a seat with me over here?”

	Terrence gestured to the back of the vehicle. Zach knew what he was up to. 

	“I’m fine, Terrence, really.” Suddenly, he couldn’t catch his breath and fell into a coughing fit.

	Terrence came over and took his arm, leading him to the bumper of the van.

	“Uh-huh. You’re doing great. Now behave yourself while I check you out.”

	Terrence pushed down lightly on his shoulder and Zach winced, groaning a little as he perched on the edge of the bumper. He was rewarded with Terrence’s concerned expression.

	“You having problems with your shoulder?”

	“He hurt it last week when he fell chasing a suspect.”

	Zach glanced up to see what appeared to be a worried Daryl standing over him.

	My hero.

	Terrence grinned as he raised one
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