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Icy wind smacked against his face as he rounded the brick building and turned onto his friend’s street. Tiny little daggers of freezing ice stabbed at his skin and he wanted to kick himself for not grabbing his ski mask before venturing out. Snowflakes swirled up from the sidewalk, catching the light from the streetlamps, and any other time, he would have thought the scene beautiful. However, at that particular moment he was freezing his ass off and still had a block to go.

He tugged the oversized hood of his coat down over his eyes and picked up his pace, eager to get inside where it would be warm. He chuckled a little when he glanced up and saw he was the only one braving the below-freezing weather.

Because the rest of the city knew when to stay inside. Or at least take a car. If he managed to survive the cold, he would have a chat with himself about being better prepared for bad weather. Then he laughed a little, knowing that conversation would never happen.

How many times have I promised myself I’d get better organized?

Too many to count. Life always seemed to get in the way.

Fat snowflakes began to fall, clinging to his dark gray coat and he started counting the steps to his destination. Like him, Amanda lived in one of the many older red-bricked buildings on the Plaza. The city had recently focused on the area, calling it an urban revitalization. On the outside, there hadn’t been a lot of change, although they’d repaired brickwork and cleaned and highlighted the Art Deco styles. The interiors had been a different story. Nearly complete gut jobs, they’d taken things down to the studs in almost every building and created entirely new, larger apartments. Modern amenities, beautiful marble entries—marble-looking, anyway—and pet friendly. The rents were reasonable, if not a bit on the higher side, but living on the Plaza was the real draw and as soon as the apartments were available they filled up quickly. He’d been lucky to get one as he’d been on a wait list for a year.

The wind was picking up and he bounded up the stairs to the entrance of his friend’s place and swung open the heavy glass door, nearly weeping at the heat rolling out. He stomped his shoes on the large floor mat and brushed at the snow on his jacket.

Holiday greenery hung from the walls and above the elevator doors, while poinsettias in red and green pots of various sizes sat on a long table, with a few on the ground near the entrance. A large ball of mistletoe hung with wide red velvet ribbon from the lighting above him and he pressed his lips together.

Nobody to kiss this year.

He hit the UP arrow with his elbow and rubbed his gloved hands together. He wondered how long it took for frostbite to set in. Ugh. Maybe he should have stayed home. Not only could he lose his fingers from the cold, he was fairly sure the party was going to have couples. And he was most definitely single.

His reflection stared back at him as he stepped into the elevator, he caught his reflection in the mirrored wall. Light auburn curls poked wildly out of the bottom of his red knit beanie. Bright red blotches covered his normally pale skin and his nose shone like he was leading a sleigh through the dark night. He used his index finger to push at his nose, grateful to find he still had feeling there.

Again, he wished he’d grabbed his ski mask. He was too impulsive—taking the time to plan ahead wasn’t something at which he excelled. Though he’d known about the party for at least a couple of weeks, he’d waited, as usual, until the last minute to get ready. Then, because he lived only about three blocks from Amanda, he’d decided to walk rather than drive, not even thinking about the weather.

The ride to the third floor was short and soon he was staring at a massive holiday wreath on Amanda’s door. He knocked and pulled off his gloves and beanie, then stuffed them into his coat pockets. Muffled voices neared the other side of the door, but he couldn’t make out anything over the music.

Elvis Presley’s “Blue Christmas” poured out as the door opened and he grinned at Amanda. Nobody could say she didn’t know how to dress for an occasion. She was holiday-perfect from head-to-toe, from the bright Christmasy red hair pulled back with a reindeer headband, to the silver snowflake dangling earrings, to the red billowy dress and the red and green plaid boots.

“Axl! Get in here, you look cold! Did you walk over here? In this weather?” At his nod, her hand flew to her mouth. “What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking,” he admitted. “Now I think I’m going to lose my nose to frostbite.”

“Oh, honey, you’re not going to lose your nose. Come in and get warm.” She pulled him in with both hands and gave him a hug. “I want you to meet someone,” she whispered in his ear.

Oh, God. Another fix-up.

“You promised,” he hissed. Damn. While he often made decisions on the fly, meeting men was a completely different matter. He needed time to get ready. To prepare. At least three weeks. He had a habit of putting his foot in his mouth and his never-ending energy sometimes rubbed people the wrong way. He needed to prepare for a date. Get his nerves under control. Come up with reasons it wouldn’t work out between him and whoever the guy was. Possibly set a way to execute a quick exit if necessary.

Amanda pulled back and grinned at him, and he huffed a little.

“You’re not playing fair,” he accused. “Tell him I couldn’t make it. That I have the flu. Anything.” Panic flooded his senses and he knew he was about to spiral.

“Stop it!” she ordered quietly, but firmly. “Take a deep breath. You’re fine.”

Axl heeded her advice and breathed in deep, forcing himself to calm down. There was nothing he could do about it now and Amanda knew it.

“Now take off your coat,” she commanded, her brown eyes twinkling at him.

He grumbled a little, but slipped out of his coat and handed it to her.

“Be nice,” she warned him.

He grimaced and tugged nervously at his burgundy sweater then tried to smooth staticky hair.

“You look great,” Amanda assured him, then pointed toward the ceiling.

He glanced up and laughed at the huge ball of plastic orange and brown leaves hanging from the small chandelier. “Is that supposed to be mistletoe? It doesn’t look like the one down in your lobby.”

“The party supply place was out of the mistletoe decoration they listed on sale, so I improvised.”

He raised an eyebrow. “They aren’t even green. They look like autumn leaves.”

“I worked with what I could find.”

“And of course you had to make it huge?”

She smiled at him. “Why take the chance it wouldn’t be seen?” Then she leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to his lips.

“Hey, now!”

Amanda stepped back and shifted the coat to the other arm before looping her arm through Axl’s. “Oh, hush,” she hollered back at her fiancé. “I’m allowed to kiss my best friend!”

Ned rose from the sofa and met them as they walked into the living room. The poor guy was wearing a garish holiday top and Axl had a feeling it wasn’t supposed to actually be an ugly sweater. Not on purpose anyway. Ned kissed her cheek before taking the coat and hat from her. “I’ll put them back with the others in our room,” he offered, then grinned at Axl. “She already tell you?”

Shit. Others knew? He nodded and tried to nonchalantly scan the room. Out of about twenty people, he recognized maybe half. Some from the office where he and Amanda worked, a couple from their friend group, but the rest seemed to be in couples. Maybe the guy hadn’t arrived yet.

Ned patted his shoulder. “It’ll be fine. He’s really nice.”

Yeah. They all were. Until Axl started running on about politics, or the latest Roman mosaic discovered, or the many different flavors of cheesecake. His interests were many and he often caught himself blabbering on and on, though he usually wasn’t aware until the eyes of whomever he was talking to started glazing over.

“Come on,” Amanda said, tugging him over to a small table filled with all kinds of snacks and a large glass bowl of some kind of red drink. She grabbed him a red plastic cup and ladled out some of the beverage, then handed it to him.

“What is it?” he asks hesitantly, staring at the orange slices floating at the top of the bowl.

“Oh, my God, Axl. It’s punch. It’s got juice and fruit and yes, alcohol! Just drink it!”

He sniffed it and took a sip and was pleasantly surprised at the sweet and tartness combo. “It’s good,” he admitted begrudgingly. Over the years, he’d been the unwitting guinea pig of Amanda’s concoctions, and good was not usually how he’d described them. She fancied herself a mixologist, but refused to follow any real drink recipes. He took a few more sips.

“Are you ready to meet him?”

His chest tightened and he gulped more of the punch. “Now?”

“Yes, Axl. He’s in the guest room. He had to take a call, but I’m sure he’ll be out soon.”

“Who is this guy? Why didn’t you give me a heads up?”

She rolled her eyes. “Because you wouldn’t have showed up. I know you. And I’ve mentioned him before. He moved into our building a few months ago.”

It took a moment, but when he understood what she was saying, his eyebrows shot up. “The hot IT guy? You’re trying to set me up with the hot IT guy,” he asked, his voice raising a little in panic. “Oh, God, this is going to be a disaster, isn’t it? I don’t even know his name and I’ll probably just say something stupid, like, nice to meet you, your hotness.”

Amanda’s eyebrows waggled and she pressed her lips together as she grabbed his shoulders and slowly turned him around until he was staring directly at the chest of someone much taller. Axl’s gaze slowly traveled up the hunter green Henley, the broad neck and shoulders, the chiseled jaw covered in dark stubble, the strong Roman nose, to the icy blue eyes framed under long, dark eyelashes—and he gasped.

Holy shit. Kevin Gardner.

“Hey, Axl.”
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