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Chapter One

 


Sweat coated his back as Dylan ran through the park.
The dull thud of his footsteps echoed in the pedestrian tunnel as
he used it to cross under the main street. His lightweight running
shoes cushioned his feet on the concrete, but he was gasping for
breath as he ascended the ramp to the sidewalk, and it felt as if
the shoes were made of lead. His t-shirt stuck to him and when he
rounded the corner to make his way back to his apartment, the
freezing morning breeze chilled him. Dylan slowed his pace as he
approached the building where he lived. Too winded to speak, Dylan
passed the doorman giving him a nod and raised hand in
greeting.

He used to take the stairs to his apartment. Today,
as with every other day since he returned from hospital, he went
into the elevator car and leaned against the wall. As he began to
breathe easier, Dylan considered his fitness level. His doctor had
told him weeks ago he was trying to take things too fast, but
gripped by determination, Dylan started an exercise regime to push
himself back to ‘normal.’ ‘Normal’ being a fit, healthy,
thirty-year-old man who hadn’t been shot in the lower shoulder and
then come down with pneumonia brought on, the doc said, by not
taking it easy when he’d caught the influenza doing the rounds that
season. Dylan looked back on the last ten months with acrimony.
Considering how fit he’d been before the incident, he could hardly
believe how long the whole healing process took.

He stepped out of the elevator on the fifth
floor and fished in his track pants pocket for his apartment keys.
Inside, he passed the hall table, but did a double take—the usually
silent and still answering machine handset was blinking. For
someone to call his landline was unusual these days.
Have I missed a call on my cell?
Maybe it’s an interview. He needed
work. His savings were almost gone. He dragged off his shoes and
socks, leaving them on the floor as he avoided checking the message
until he’d had a shower, and headed along the hall.
It’s probably another company telling me I was
unsuccessful. There’d been a number of those
communications. I’ve become
pessimistic. He pushed away the knowledge that he
still wasn’t emotionally over the shooting.

Dylan stripped off his t-shirt as he walked through
his apartment to the small laundry room, next to his kitchen. He
dropped the t-shirt straight into the washing machine that stood
with the lid open in one corner. Dylan ducked past the dryer that
he’d secured to the wall, and opened the air-con grill to retrieve
his laptop, and then he secured the air-con grill into the cavity
again. He always hid stuff when he left the apartment. It was a
habit from when there’d been a burglary a few years before.

Dylan put his laptop on his desk as he passed it on
his way to the bedroom. He paused long enough to drop his apartment
keys and cell phone on there from inside his pants pocket. In his
bedroom, he pulled off the track pants and his boxers, and left
them on the bed. He headed for the shower and the oblivion of being
under the welcome warm sprinkles. He’d installed a rain showerhead
when he’d first moved in, and he loved it. He stood with his face
upturned to the spray as he thrust away the question of who’d
called that nagged him. He could get no peace and so he rapidly
lathered shower gel all over, including his hair, rinsed, and
turned off the faucets with resignation.

He pulled a towel from the stack he kept on an
whitewood shelf next to the shower stall to quickly rub the water
from his hair, and then he wrapped it around his waist. The
blinking light on his answering machine beckoned him. He had to
know who’d called. Dylan dreaded it was a rejection and hoped it
would be an interview. He padded down the hall, leaving wet
footprints on the parquet.

He’d given up applying for jobs that were in his
recent work field of import and export. He’d never had to worry
about work before and faced with rejection upon rejection, he
realized something was wrong.

His wardrobe wasn’t up to looking as businesslike as
many companies appeared to need from their prospective employees.
He always wore jeans or chinos, and casual shirts in the company he
and his best friend used to operate. His outerwear consisted of a
well-worn leather jacket and a black blazer. His need to wear a
suit had him buying a cheap, off the rack item that might present
him in a better light at interviews.

Dylan approached the answering machine and pressed
the button to listen to the message.

“Hi, Mr. West, Rachel Carter here—I’m calling
to arrange a meeting with you. You applied for the job in security.
We can see you tomorrow at five-thirty. Please come to the human
resources department.” She ended the call with no
further information. If Dylan had applied for other work in the
last week, he might not have recognized he’d won an interview for
the vacancy at Berry Brown department store. He sighed.
I need the work. Any work will do to get me back
out there. I need a stroke of luck.

Dylan pulled the towel from around his waist and
wiped the moisture from his shoulders. He stared at the answering
machine as he considered the message and dried his legs. Then he
threw the towel over his shoulder and returned to his bedroom. He
rifled through his closet looking for clean clothes.

Why have I put worn shirts back on hangers and
where’s my clean underwear?

Dylan stood back and surveyed his closet. It wasn’t
large, but it was walk-in, and he turned around in the narrow space
to grab old, faded jeans from the shelf, and a t-shirt he knew had
to be clean because he hadn’t worn it since before his best friend
shot him.

Filled with a sudden and inexplicable energy,
Dylan gathered up all the dirty clothes and dashed to the laundry.
He went back and picked up his socks from the hall and his
underwear from his bedroom to stuff into the tub. With a load of
laundry swishing in the washing machine, Dylan went to his kitchen
and put coffee on to percolate. I might
get this job. I’ll wear the suit. I’ll be
cheerful. It’s almost Christmas. It would be great to know that I
had a job to go to after the seasonal holiday. I’ll get this
job—yes. Dylan psyched himself up.

Dylan’s gaze fell on the card pulled halfway out of
the scarlet-colored envelope that lay on the counter top. His mom
always sent him a card and she always alluded to his single status.
He succumbed to a twinge of sadness. It had been a long time since
there’d been a man in his life. Sometimes in the long nights, when
he lay awake, Dylan would wonder why he’d never met someone who
loved him—who fell in love with him. If he had a Christmas wish, it
would be to meet a kind, sexy man. He gazed out of the kitchen
window at the leaden sky. He’d never had a wish come true, so it
was unlikely that one would. Dylan poured coffee. The warmth from
the cup and the delicious smell comforted him.

 



Chapter Two

 


The city street glistened with rivers of red, green,
bright pink, and white light thrown there by the stores and cafés
decked out for the holiday season. Rain fell in drifting sheets as
a chill wind ravaged the shoppers rushing from one place to
another, some laden with parcels, others hunched against the
weather in their winter coats.

Nick parked his SUV in the first available space,
opened the trunk with the interior lever, and leaped out. He didn’t
feel the cold unless snow lay knee deep on the ground and even
then, he enjoyed the beauty, and the way a new white fall would
change the light, way too much to complain about the chill.

As he ran around to the back of his vehicle, the
squeal of tires braking hard and the clamor of honking horns made
him spin around. In the junction behind him, standing motionless,
was a stalled car. Other drivers surged around the stationary
vehicle, making everything worse by taking space in the oncoming
lanes so that everyone crammed dangerously together.

The driver of the offending vehicle edged out of his
open car door, narrowly missed by a small car that chanced
overtaking just as the lights turned red.

Nick cast a keen gaze over the man, registering his
muscled body beneath an inexpensive suit and his thick dark hair,
pushed back from his forehead so that the front spiked up. Nick
watched the man lean into the open driver’s side door and attempt
to shove the heavy vehicle to the side of the road. The man’s pants
stretched over his hard ass and a sigh of appreciation escaped
Nick. With one hand on the wheel, and the other lodged in the gap
between open door and car, the man clearly needed help. Nick
clicked the trunk of his SUV closed and jogged over to help.

“Hi, I’ll lend a hand,” he called to the
stranded driver. The man straightened to answer and Nick was face
to face with one of the most gorgeous men he’d ever seen. Nick
never hid his emotions. They shone from his ice-blue eyes and
exuded from his well-toned body. He smiled at the man in a way he
knew and didn’t care broadcast attraction, desire—pure
sex.

Apparently unaffected by Nick’s charisma, the man
gave a grateful nod. “Thanks.” He leaned into the task of pushing
the car out of the way, as the traffic lined up behind him, and the
sky opened with a fresh punishing downpour.

Nick placed his hands on the back of the car, and
used his considerable strength to help shift the vehicle to side of
the road.

The driver closed the door and approached Nick.
“Dylan West—thanks so much for your help. People aren’t very
forgiving of a broken down car at five o’clock the night before
Christmas Eve, especially in this weather.” He ran his hands
through his wet
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