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Chapter 1

Waiting for the coroner’s office to
come to the scene of a fire was always a grim task. Ryan Lasakow,
paramedic, leaned against the side of the ambulance and watched
firemen finish dealing with the house fire. There had been one
victim, presumably the owner of the house. The man’s body lay
covered by a sheet on the ambulance’s stretcher.

“I really hope he died of smoke
inhalation before the burns happened,” said Pam Crews, Ryan’s EMT
partner. “He never would have survived even if he’d had a pulse
when we found him. More than seventy-fire percent of his body is
covered with third degree burns. It would have been a couple of
days of slow agonizing death at best.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Ryan’s
gaze was fixed elsewhere, studiously avoiding looking at the
stretcher, instead he watched the fire crew. It wasn’t like he
hadn’t seen other people die of similar injuries, but it was
depressing anyway.

The firefighter that had carried the
victim out of the house had now stripped off his helmet and mask.
His short brown hair was plastered to his scalp, soaked with sweat.
He braced one hand against the side of the fire engine as the Fire
Chief put a hand on the firefighter’s back, saying something Ryan
couldn’t hear. The Fire Chief gestured firmly for the firefighter
to sit on the step of the engine and returned to giving orders to
the rest the team.

The firefighter, now sitting on the
step, rested his elbows on his knees, head hanging. Ryan studied
him from afar. The man looked familiar. They had met somewhere. Not
that that was an unlikely idea. Firefighters and paramedics crossed
paths pretty often.

Ryan walked over the firefighter and
squatted down in front of him. “You okay?” He noticed the name tag
on the man’s jacket said- Edwards.

Edwards looked up. “Yeah, just hot and
tired.”

“I just thought I’d check.”

The firefighter glanced at the sheet
covered form outside the ambulance. “When I pulled him out, I
thought maybe there was hope.”

“No breathing, no pulse, bad burns.
Sorry, he was probably dead for at least fifteen minutes or more
before you got to him.”

Edwards nodded.

“We’ve met before,” Ryan said, hoping
his memory was correct. “You’re a friend of Dr. Chris
Kearney’s.”

Edwards smiled a little. “Yeah, he and
I … that was quite a while ago. But recently, that restaurant,
there was a get together one night. I do think I remember meeting
you.”

“Ryan Laskow. I was on crutches, with
my leg in a big-ass brace.” Ryan stuck out his hand and Edwards
shook it.

“Will Edwards.”

“So, benched by the Chief?”

“It’s his thing. The firefighter who
finds a body… sits out the rest of the run. His claim is that it
breaks your focus, and makes you more likely to make a
mistake.”

“Mmm, I can see his point. Do you
disagree?”

“I… I’m not sure I’d be paying full
attention if I went back in,” Will admitted. His elbows were back
on his knees and his body language spoke of tension.

Ryan leaned a shoulder against the
truck, trying to put Will at ease. “You brought him out. You did
your job. There was nothing more you could have done. It was
already too late.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Will looked at his
hands.

“When’s your shift end?”

“Six a.m.”

“There’s a whole batch of us who are
working the night shift this month that meet for breakfast at the
IHOP on Dunbar. You ought to come join us.”

“Maybe. When?”

“Around six-thirty.”

“I’ll think about it,” Will
said.

~

Once the fire was confirmed to be out,
Will Edwards climbed up on the engine and began to cross-lay the
hose as it was fed up to him. It was a repetitive task that he’d
done hundreds of times before. As he did it, his thoughts were on
the victim. Fuck, he shouldn’t let it bother him this way. It
wasn’t the first time he’d pulled someone out of a fire that hadn’t
survived. It just happened to be the first one since he’d moved
back to the west coast. No one here knew the details of his past
and no one here would even make a connection unless they knew the
whole story. Damn, why couldn’t he get over it?

“Hey, Edwards, you awake up there,”
Rakeem Barnes called up to Will.

“Yeah, yeah, sorry,” Will apologized.
Other members of the engine company were feeding the hose to
Rakeem, who was handing each loop up to Will.

It took another fifteen minutes to get
the hose stowed. As Will climbed down, Rakeem tapped a fist on
Will’s back. “I hear you got benched by Hobbs. Don’t let it get to
you. He does it to everyone.”

“It’s fine. Maybe even a
good idea.” Will climbed up into the cab and sat down. As the
engine pulled away, heading back to the fire house, Will’s thought
flipped over to the paramedic. He had vague memories of meeting
Ryan before. The guy was hot, dark haired, tall and lean, and those
cheekbones… eye candy. God, it had been three years since Sam.
Moving back to San Diego, moving away from Boston was supposed to
be a step toward getting on with his life. Yeah, that was working so well.

Maybe he should go meet Ryan and
whoever else showed up for breakfast. Maybe it would take his mind
off Sam.

~

“I want bacon,” Pam said, plopping into
the seat beside Ryan at the table in IHOP.

“You, my dear, are a sick and twisted
soul.” Ryan teased.

“And this is why you love
me.”

Two more paramedics, a cop, and a nurse
joined them. Ryan noticed Will at the entrance to the restaurant.
The man looked tired and stressed. Ryan held up a hand and flagged
Will to come sit beside him.

“Hey,” Will said as he sat. “Do you all
do this every morning?”

“There’s always someone here from the
night shift. Even Chris Kearney now and then.”

“Back in Boston there was the pub where
all the cops went and a diner across the street.”

“Sounds true to form. Chris said you
used to live here a while back?” Ryan asked.

“I went to the academy here, spent a
couple of years at a firehouse in La Jolla but I have some family
in Boston, so when I heard about a good job there I
went.”

“So why the return?”

“A chief retired, a lieutenant moved up
and a buddy told me about the vacancy. I’d had my fill of
snow.”

Ryan chuckled. “Not much of that around
here. So, how was the rest of your shift?”

“One more call, car accident, nothing
epic. You?”

“Asthma attack, stomach pain, sick
baby, pretty routine.”

Pam poked Ryan with an elbow. “Your
turn to order.”

Orders were placed and everyone ate.
Ryan was pleased that Will appeared to relax somewhat. After
breakfast, Ryan followed him out into the parking lot. “Are you on
nights for a while?”

“Probably at least seven more weeks.
How ‘bout your schedule?”

“Till the end of the quarter at least.
The admins have finally gotten better about not jerking us around
every month. So maybe I’ll see you the same time tomorrow morning?”
Ryan stuck out his hand. Will shook it and … let go very slowly.
Ryan gazed at Will’s uncertain expression and cupped a hand against
Will’s cheek. He was attracted, more intensely than he’d been to
anyone in quite a while. He dipped his head and kissed Will, who
was a hand span shorter.

The response went from tentative to lip
lock in a couple of seconds.

Ryan lifted his head, breathing hard.
“Or you could follow me home?”

Will looked at him, pupils blown wide.
“Okay.”

~

Fifteen minutes in the car almost
prompted Will to change his mind. What the hell was his
malfunction? Once upon a time, casual hookups were his stress
relief. Friends were better than nameless fucks but he hadn’t been
super choosy. Ryan was drool worthy. Why was he second guessing
this? Memories surged up and he promptly attempted to stuff them
down again. Sam was gone. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life as
a celibate monk. That was unrealistic and stupid, but the pain of
the memories brought the burn of tears to his eyes.

Ryan’s car pulled into a parking space
in front of a two-story building that looked to be condos. Will
parked beside him and got out.

“Second floor,” Ryan pointed up a
flight of exterior stairs.

Will followed him up.
I will do this. God, that
gorgeous ass and the muscles of his legs were solid and defined.
Will admired the whole package from behind.

Inside the condo, two seconds after the
door closed, Will pushed Ryan back against it, kissing him and
tugging at Ryan’s belt. He wanted naked skin and he wanted to see
Ryan come undone. “I want to blow you,” he murmured against Ryan’s
mouth.

“Mmm, sounds like a good
start.”

Belt undone, Ryan’s uniform slacks
around his thighs, Will dropped to his knees and buried his face
against Ryan’s belly. The scent of warm male skin was intoxicating.
He curled his fingers around Ryan’s cock and stroked him a few
times. Ryan groaned.

Will licked up the underside of Ryan’s
cock and began to suck. He glanced up at Ryan’s face. Gorgeous blue
eyes stared back at him, heavy lidded. Those cheekbones belonged on
some piece of classic sculpture. Ryan’s lips were parted and he bit
his lower lip. One hand gripped Will’s shoulder.

The salty hint of precome slid across
Will’s tongue and he teased the slit at the tip of Ryan’s dick
before sucking him deep. He felt Ryan’s fingers tighten on his
shoulder just before the flood of semen filled his mouth. He
swallowed and finished with a kiss along Ryan’s hipbone. He wiped
his mouth on his t-shirt and got to his feet.

“My turn,” Ryan murmured, grabbing a
fist full of Will’s t-shirt and pulling him close, caressing his
neck.

“Rain check. I gotta go.” Will twisted
away from Ryan as carefully as he could, anything to get away from
Ryan’s hands. He ducked out the door and down the steps, only
stopping when he was in his car.

He had thought he could go through with
more than a kiss, let someone touch him, but in that moment when
Ryan offered to reciprocate, he’d panicked. Even now his heart was
pounding and memories of Sam were threatening to tear him
apart.

~

Talk about stunned and
confused…Ryan had had a couple hookups in his life where they had
walked away after getting off, leaving him aroused and frustrated.
But this had to be a first. Get him
off and walk out. There had been chemistry, hadn’t
there? Attraction and some friendly banter? Sometimes a hookup was
just a hookup but this had been …weird.

Ryan yanked his pants the rest of the
way back up, and wandered in the direction of the bedroom. He
glanced at his watch. It was pushing toward nine in the morning. If
he didn’t get some sleep soon, he’d be less than functional for
work tonight.

He brushed his teeth and then stripped
down to his underwear. As he crawled in bed, he was still mystified
by what had happened.

~

Sleep was minimal for Will. Sheer
fatigue gave him a couple of hours but the rest of the afternoon,
when he should have been sleeping was a restless fractured mess.
Eventually he gave up.

Why the hell had he walked out like
that? Will cursed himself. Because then Ryan would have touched
him… touched him in a way that nobody had since Sam’s death. And in
some fucking twisted way that preserved the memory of the man he’d
loved. Will leaned his head against the tiled wall of the shower,
water raining down on him. Moving across the whole country was
supposed to give him motivation to get on with his life. It might
be doing decent things for his career but it sure wasn’t fixing the
hole in his heart.

Desperate to focus on something useful,
Will considered last night’s fire and the victim. Something didn’t
quite add up. It was a standard house. No obvious combustibles had
been seen, no cans of spray paint or solvent based cleaners in
sight. There had been heavy smoke and some flame by the time the
engines arrived. So why had it progressed so fast? The victim, at
least superficially, looked like an average forty-ish guy. Had he
stayed in the house trying to retrieve some memento? People did
stupid shit like that. According to Ryan, the man was probably dead
minutes before Will ever carried him out. And the way the fire had
spread still puzzled Will. What were the chances it was
arson?

He had his fire department ID and
plenty of time to swing by the house before reporting for his shift
tonight. It would be worth a second look.

Will dressed and drove to the
burned-out house. He stopped to speak with the police officer
parked down the street so the man wouldn’t think he was a looter.
Slitting the tape that proclaimed the house condemned, he went
inside.

The whole place smelled of ashes and
burned plastics. Acrylic carpets were good for that. Will spent a
good half hour roaming around, peeking behind furniture and
appliances. He finally paused at a piece of wall board that was
absolutely charred. Squatting down, he poked at the area gingerly
with the tip of his car keys. It disintegrated to the touch. His
best guess was this was the ignition point… which made very little
sense. There was no electric socket, no ash tray, no sign of an
electrical cord, none of the usual markers of accidental house
fires. On the other hand, he didn’t see anything that stood out as
arson either. Maybe he was missing something? It was tempting to go
talk to the arson squad but without anything suspicious enough to
really point to the fire being set, it would be a waste of
everyone’s time.

He left the burned-out house and headed
off to the fire station. One thing that came with being a
lieutenant was paperwork.

~

Ryan walked in the IHOP planning on
breakfast before going home. He was surprised to see Will lingering
by the door.

“Have you got a couple of minutes
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