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Prologue

 


Desmond whistled as he entered the office,
nodding to his co-workers. Today was reassignment day, and he
always enjoyed being sent somewhere he was needed. He sauntered
over to the coffee pot, poured himself a cup, then headed over to
the Allocation Task Station. He grabbed the clipboard that bore his
name and perused his schedule.

“Looks like I’m going to be working in a
factory.”

Desmond turned to acknowledge the man behind
him. “I worked in one a few years ago. Not bad. I’ve been assigned
as an EMT.”

“Lucky,” the man grunted. He gave a wave
goodbye with his clipboard and walked off.

Desmond read through the assessment papers.
“Time to go save some souls,” he muttered to himself.

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


A kiss roused him awake.

Ryan fought against the dream that wanted to
hold him and blinked. Yawning and stretching, he noticed Adam next
to him, smiling. Even after five years the man still made his
heartbeat fast, with his blond surfer boy good looks.

“What?” he asked, very aware he probably had
morning breath. He certainly had morning wood.

“Do you remember what day this is?”

Ryan knew, but he liked to tease Adam. “Hmm
… not my birthday. Not your birthday. Or is it? Your
birthday?”

Adam pouted. “No. You don’t know my
birthday?”

“Of course, I do,” Ryan said. “It’s today,
isn’t it?”

Adam playfully slapped his chest. “Our
five-year anniversary. How could you forget that?”

Ryan cupped his face. “I didn’t. Your
birthday is October twenty-sixth and this day, five years ago, we
met over coffee. I would never forget that day.”

Adam placed a few small kisses at the corner
of his mouth. Once more, that deep-rooted feeling that he was where
he belonged struck him. That sense of rightness. It had been like
that from the very beginning, as if he’d met his other half, as
corny as it sounded.

And it had started with spilt coffee.

Adam, who was an illustrator, usually worked
like a madman against a deadline, and when he got to the point that
procrastination was no longer a viable option, he loaded up on
extra-large cups of coffee to keep him up at night. So as Ryan
walked into the coffee shop, Adam walked out, and both cups of hot
beverage spilled down Adam’s chest. After apologizing profusely,
Ryan had insisted on making sure Adam wasn’t burned, so they’d
exchanged numbers. One phone call led to two. Two calls led to a
date. After that one night, they’d become inseparable.

Ryan put his arms around his boyfriend and
brought him in to snuggle against his chest. “Anything you want to
do for this momentous moment?”

“Don’t make fun. We should have a
party.”

“I would never make fun of our
anniversary.” Ryan kissed the top of Adam’s head. “Sounds good if
you plan it.”

Adam patted his chest. “No worries, babe.
I’ve got it covered.”

Ryan closed his eyes and lived in the
moment. Once he rose to start his day it would be nothing but rush,
rush, rush. His job as an emergency medical technician never
stopped. The next two weeks he worked days, but then he had to flip
and work nights. Fifty- to sixty-hour work weeks that left a toll
on him. He knew he’d soon reach a point where he needed a break,
but he wasn’t sure how to back away from a calling.

He also didn’t know what the next step in
his career was, and so because of his indecision, he did
nothing.

A yawn hit him, and he longed to close his
eyes and sleep more, but he knew he needed to get going and start
the day.

Just one more minute.

“Come on,” Adam said, slapping his ass.
“I’ll make coffee.”

Reluctantly, he rose and stretched before
ambling into the bathroom. He glanced at himself in the mirror,
seeing little lines fanning from his eyes. He wasn’t old, but he
felt it, and was half surprised there wasn’t grey in his
chocolate-brown locks. He used the toilet before turning on the
shower and stepping under the hot spray. It helped wake him up, and
by the time he walked into the kitchen with his uniform on and his
hair toweled dry, the coffee was made and a full breakfast was
ready—pancakes, eggs, and bacon.

“Thanks for making breakfast,” he said. “I
could’ve gotten cereal.”

Adam shrugged. “You get a new partner today.
I wanted to make sure you had a hot meal because I know training
can be a bitch.”

“Fingers crossed it’s not a rookie,” Ryan
said as he took a bite of bacon.

“If he or she turns out to be cool, don’t be
afraid to invite them to our party.”

Ryan hesitated. “Maybe we should keep it
small. You know. Intimate.”

“So our closest friends?”

Ryan raised a brow. “You have more friends
than I do.”

“You have no friends,” Adam said dryly. “I
can’t help it if the comic book world is surprisingly very big. So
what are you comfortable with? Twenty people? Including our
parents?”

“Let’s just invite your parents.”

Adam stared at him for a long moment.
“Ryan—”

“Nope,” Ryan interrupted. “My parents never
supported who I am, so we’ll just stick with yours. We can
barbecue.”

Adam sighed. “All right. For presents we can
ask for donations to the animal shelter.”

Ryan nodded. “I like that.”

Noticing the time, he hurried and ate,
drinking the last of his coffee as he rose. With one last kiss to
Adam, he left to get to work on time. He and Adam lived in Culver
City, a little far from where his office was located, but
controlled rent was difficult to find. The two-bedroom apartment
suited their needs, with Adam often working from home. They’d
incorporated their love of fantasy and sci-fi with art and
collectibles from movies and comics, and Ryan considered himself
lucky to have found someone just as nerdy as he was.

Driving down the side streets, he pulled
into the parking garage half an hour later.

“Morning, Ryan!”

People called out greetings as he entered
and made his way to his locker, where he stashed his personal stuff
and put on his badge and equipment before making his way to the
briefing room. His boss acknowledged him with a nod before giving a
pointed stare next to a black man sitting in the front. Ryan
figured this was his new partner and made a beeline to sit next to
him.

“Hello,” he greeted, smiling. He held out
his hand. “I’m Ryan Leeds.”

“Desmond Smith,” the man said, shaking his
hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“I believe we’re going to be working
together.”

“Excellent,” Desmond said. “I’ll try not to
get in your way as you show me the ropes.”

“Nah,” Ryan said, waving his words off.
“You’ll do great.”

They settled as the boss began giving them
their assigned areas. Ryan and Desmond got westside, so they
sauntered off to their ambulance.

“Wanna drive?” Ryan asked.

“Sure.”

Learning a new partner had always been a
headache for Ryan, but as they answered a few calls through the
morning, he felt more and more at ease. Desmond had a cool head in
situations and made the first day very comfortable.

****

“So your new partner is cool?” Adam asked as
he drained the spaghetti.

“Yeah,” Ryan replied as he set the table.
“His name is Desmond. Nice guy. Knows his shit and that’s more than
I could hope for.”

“Wanna invite him to the party?”

“We’ll see,” Ryan said. “By the way, when is
the party?”

Adam gave a dramatic sigh. “Why am I not
surprised you never listen to me?”

“Pretty sure you haven’t told me.”

“Didn’t I?” Adam dumped the noodles into a
dish and brought it over to the table. “Oh. Well, in two weeks. I
have your favorite cake ordered.”

“Mm, cake.”

Adam grinned. He went back into the kitchen
for the sauce before sitting down at the table. Ryan filled his
bowl with the spaghetti, and they ate for a few minutes in
silence.

“I had a thought about the summer,” Adam
said after he’d finished his food. “I had a few ideas for vacation
this year.”

Ryan used bread to mop up some of the sauce,
popping the morsels into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed before
answering.

“Okay. Whatcha got?”

“How about a dude ranch?”

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “How about no?”

“Aw, you don’t want to see sweaty cowboys
riding their horses?”

“Pretty sure we’d have to ride them, too,
and I don’t know about you, but I have absolutely no experience
with that kind of beast.”

“Wait, are you scared?”

“Oh yeah,” Ryan said with a nod. “Not much
scares me, but being out of control while six feet off the ground
is one of them.”

Adam chuckled. “Very well. Dude ranch
checked off. How about a romantic cabin in the woods?”

“Haven’t we seen enough horror films with
that theme? Pretty sure it never ends well.”

Adam rolled his eyes. “Good lord. Okay. My
final and best proposal. Morro Bay. It’s on the ocean. It’s
artistic. It’s near Hearst Castle. I think it would be loads of fun
and a great road trip.”

Ryan thought it over. “Yeah. I can get
behind that. Now that would be fun.”

Adam grinned. “I’ll do all the
planning.”

“You always do and that’s why I
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