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Ryan Thomas hated company events.

He hated the forced smiles.

He hated the awkward conversations.

He hated the way everyone suddenly acted like they were best friends the second free food appeared.

Most of all, he hated the fact that attendance wasn't technically required.

Which meant if you didn't show up, people noticed.

So there he was.

Standing near the back of the ballroom at the downtown hotel with a sweating glass of soda in his hand and a name tag stuck to his chest.

Twenty-seven years old.

Operations manager at Sparks Industrial.

And wishing he were literally anywhere else.

The room buzzed with conversation.

Employees laughed around cocktail tables.

Managers mingled with executives.

A slideshow played across giant screens showing company milestones, employee photos, and decades of growth.

Ryan barely paid attention.

He'd seen most of it before.

His gaze drifted toward the windows overlooking the city.

Kansas City glittered beneath the evening sky.

The Plaza lights had started coming on.

Traffic moved like rivers of red and white far below.

For a moment, he considered slipping out early.

Nobody would miss him.

Nobody important, anyway.

"Ryan."

He turned.

Melissa from accounting smiled.

"Having fun?"

He laughed.

"Does it look like I'm having fun?"

"Not even a little."

"Good."

She grinned.

"At least you're honest."

They talked for a few minutes before she disappeared into the crowd again.

Ryan checked his phone.

7:42.

Only another hour.

Maybe.

If he got lucky.

A voice came over the speakers.

"Good evening, everyone."

Conversations quieted.

People turned toward the stage.

The company's founder, Harold Sparks, stepped to the podium.

The room immediately straightened.

Even after all these years, Harold commanded attention.

Ryan had met him exactly twice.

Both times had lasted less than thirty seconds.

Harold thanked employees.

Talked about growth.

Mentioned upcoming expansion plans.

The usual stuff.

Ryan listened with half an ear.

Until movement near the side entrance caught his attention.

Someone had just walked in.

The room seemed to notice immediately.

Heads turned.

Conversations shifted.

Energy changed.

Ryan frowned.

Who the hell was—

Then he realized.

Dylan Sparks.

The boss's son.

He'd seen photos before.

Company newsletters.

Social media articles.

Business magazines.

But photographs hadn't done the man justice.

Not even close.

Dylan moved through the room with effortless confidence.

Dark suit.

Open collar.

No tie.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

A little older than Ryan expected.

A little more handsome, too.

People greeted him constantly.

Employees.

Executives.

Investors.

Everyone wanted a moment of his attention.

Yet somehow he never looked impressed by any of it.

Ryan watched him smile.

Shake hands.

Exchange quick conversations.

And somehow look completely detached from the entire thing.

Like he was playing a role he'd performed a thousand times before.

Ryan found himself staring.

Which was ridiculous.

He wasn't some starstruck teenager.

He looked away.

Took a drink.

Focused on the speech.

A minute later his eyes drifted back.

Dylan was laughing at something someone said.

The expression transformed him.

For a second he looked younger.

Less polished.

More real.

Ryan hated that he noticed.

The speech finally ended.

Applause filled the room.

People scattered once again.

Ryan checked his phone.

7:58.

Close enough.

He could probably leave.

He started toward the exit.

Then disaster struck.

Naturally.

Because apparently the universe enjoyed humiliating him.

Someone backed into him.

Ryan stumbled.

His drink sloshed forward.

Cold soda splashed directly onto someone's jacket.

Ryan froze.

"Oh, no."

The man turned.

Ryan's stomach dropped.

Of course.

Of course it had to be him.

Dylan Sparks looked down at the dark stain spreading across his sleeve.

Silence stretched.

Ryan wanted the floor to open up and swallow him.

"Wow."

Ryan groaned.

"I'm so sorry."

Dylan looked at the stain again.

Then looked at Ryan.

Then laughed.

Actually laughed.

Not annoyed.

Not angry.

Amused.

Ryan blinked.

"What?"

"I've been here forty-five minutes."

Dylan smiled.

"You're the first honest thing that's happened all night."

Ryan couldn't help laughing.

"Honest?"

"You spilled a drink on me."

"That's your definition of honest?"

"Everyone else has spent the evening trying to impress me."

Ryan looked around.

"You want me to spill another one?"

Dylan's smile widened.

For the first time, Ryan noticed the faint lines around his eyes.

The kind that came from real laughter.

"Let's not get carried away."

Ryan found himself smiling back.

Which was dangerous.

The man was attractive.

More attractive up close.

And somehow easier to talk to than he should have been.

"Ryan Thomas, right?"

Ryan stared.

"You know my name?"

Dylan shrugged.

"You've been with the company seven years."

Ryan blinked again.

Most executives couldn't remember his name five minutes after hearing it.

The boss's son knew it instantly.

"That's mildly terrifying."

"It shouldn't be."

"It kind of is."

Dylan laughed again.

The sound was warm.

Unexpected.

Ryan felt something strange settle in his chest.

A spark of interest.

Curiosity.

Something he immediately ignored.

Because this was Dylan Sparks.

The boss's son.

A man who lived in a world Ryan would never belong to.

A world of boardrooms and penthouses and expensive watches.

Ryan rented a small house and drove a truck that rattled every time it hit a pothole.

They might as well have lived on different planets.

Yet Dylan didn't seem eager to end the conversation.

If anything, he seemed relieved to have found someone who wasn't trying to impress him.

"Tell me something."

Ryan folded his arms.

"Depends."

"Are all company events this painful?"

Ryan laughed.

That surprised Dylan.

And somehow surprised Ryan even more.

Because for the first time all evening, he was actually having fun.

"I was literally trying to leave when I assaulted you with a soda."

"Then maybe I should thank you."

Ryan shook his head.

"That makes absolutely no sense."

"Maybe not."

Dylan's eyes held his for a moment.

Long enough for something to shift.

Not much.

Just enough to notice.

Just enough to matter.

Then someone called Dylan's name from across the room.

The spell broke.

Dylan glanced over.

Duty calling.

Ryan understood immediately.

Different worlds.

Different lives.

Different futures.

Dylan looked back at him.

"I'm glad you stayed."

Before Ryan could respond, Dylan turned and disappeared into the crowd.

Just like that.

Gone.

Ryan stood there for several seconds.

His untouched escape plan forgotten.

His pulse a little faster than before.

And for reasons he couldn't explain, he found himself watching the crowd.

Waiting to catch sight of Dylan Sparks again.

The rest of the evening suddenly didn't seem quite so unbearable.
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Ryan made it another twenty minutes before he finally escaped.

The moment the hotel doors slid shut behind him, he breathed easier.

Cool night air replaced perfume, cologne, and forced conversation.

His shoulders relaxed.

The city hummed around him.

Traffic rolled past.

Music drifted from somewhere down the block.

A couple laughed as they crossed the street.

Normal life.

His life.

Ryan headed toward the employee parking garage.

The event was still going strong behind him.

People networking.

Drinking.

Making deals.

Pretending they wanted to be there.

Not him.

He was going home.

A frozen pizza sounded better than another hour of small talk.

His phone buzzed.

Melissa.
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You leave already?
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Ryan smiled.
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Yep. Survived. Barely.

You missed Harold's grandson singing karaoke.

That sounds horrifying.

It was.
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Ryan laughed and shoved his phone into his pocket.

The garage was mostly empty.

His truck sat alone near the back.

Fifteen years old.

Paint faded.

Driver-side door squeaked.

Ryan loved it anyway.

He climbed inside.

Turned the key.

Nothing.

He stared.

"No."

The truck stared back.

Ryan tried again.

Click.

Nothing.

"Seriously?"

He dropped his forehead against the steering wheel.

Of course.

Because why wouldn't today end like this?

The truck had been making weird noises for weeks.

He'd ignored them.

Apparently the truck had taken that personally.

Ryan tried again.

Nothing.

A knock on the window nearly made him jump.

He looked up.

Dylan Sparks stood outside.

Ryan groaned immediately.

"You've got to be kidding me."

Dylan opened the passenger door.

"You talk to your truck often?"

Ryan sat back.

"Only when it's betraying me."

Dylan glanced around the interior.

The cracked dash.

The worn seats.

The fast-food napkins shoved into a cup holder.

"Looks offended."

Ryan pointed.

"Don't encourage it."

Dylan laughed and leaned against the doorframe.

Even dressed in a suit that probably cost more than Ryan's monthly rent, he somehow looked relaxed.

Comfortable.

Like he'd rather be here than inside the hotel.

"Won't start?"

"Nope."

"Battery?"

"Maybe."

"Starter?"

"Maybe."

"Engine?"

Ryan sighed.

"Please stop naming expensive things."

That earned another smile.

A real one.

The kind Ryan was beginning to suspect most people never got to see.

Dylan nodded toward the hood.

"Pop it."

Ryan frowned.

"You know anything about trucks?"

"My grandfather owned a repair shop."

Ryan blinked.

"What?"

Dylan shrugged.

"Before the company."

That wasn't the answer Ryan expected.

At all.

For some reason he'd assumed Dylan had been born in a penthouse holding stock certificates.

Dylan smiled.

"I know. Shocking."

"You read minds too?"

"Only yours."

Ryan rolled his eyes.

But he popped the hood.

A few minutes later both men stood over the engine.

Dylan loosened his tie.

Rolled up his sleeves.

And immediately made Ryan's evening significantly more difficult.

Because apparently Dylan Sparks had forearms.

Very nice forearms.

Ryan looked away.

Immediately.

Like a sane person.

Unfortunately his brain was no longer cooperating.

Dylan examined the battery.

Tugged on a cable.

"Huh."

"What?"

"This is loose."

Ryan stepped closer.

Their shoulders brushed.

Heat flashed through him before he could stop it.

Stupid.

Absolutely stupid.

Dylan either didn't notice or pretended not to.

He tightened the connection.

Stepped back.

"Try it now."

Ryan climbed inside.

Turned the key.

The engine roared to life.

He stared.

Then looked through the windshield.

Dylan lifted one eyebrow.

Ryan shut the truck off and climbed back out.

"You're kidding."

"Nope."

"That was it?"

"That was it."

Ryan laughed.

Relief flooding through him.

"You just saved me a tow bill."

"I'll send an invoice."

"Figures."

Dylan smiled.

For a second neither moved.

The garage had gone quiet.

Most employees had already left.

The sounds of the city echoed faintly through the concrete structure.

Ryan realized they were alone.

Completely alone.

The awareness settled between them.

Not uncomfortable.

Just noticeable.

Dylan shoved his hands into his pockets.

"You always leave company events early?"

Ryan snorted.

"You always stalk employees in parking garages?"

"Fair point."

Ryan leaned against the truck.

"Honestly?"

"Honestly."

"I don't fit in there."

Dylan's expression softened.

"What makes you think I do?"

Ryan laughed.

Then stopped.

Because Dylan wasn't joking.

Not entirely.

"You own half the room."

"That's different."

Ryan studied him.

For the first time he noticed something beneath the confidence.

Something tired.

Something lonely.

People looked at Dylan all night.

Wanted things from him.

Needed things from him.

Expected things from him.

Maybe nobody actually saw him.

The thought surprised Ryan.

And maybe bothered him more than it should.

Dylan glanced toward the hotel.

The ballroom lights glowed through distant windows.

"They'll be talking business for another two hours."

"So?"

"So I'd rather be anywhere else."

Ryan smiled.

"Now that I understand."

Their eyes met.

The smile lingered.

So did the silence.

Neither seemed in a hurry to break it.

Ryan felt that strange pull again.

The same one he'd felt earlier.

Curiosity.

Interest.

Something dangerous.

Something that made him want to keep talking.

Even though he absolutely shouldn't.

Dylan checked his watch.

Then looked back at Ryan.

"What are your plans?"

"Tonight?"

"Yeah."

Ryan shrugged.

"Frozen pizza."

Dylan laughed.

"Living dangerously."

"It's pepperoni."

"My mistake."

Ryan found himself grinning.

Again.

This was becoming a problem.

Dylan looked at him for a long moment.

As though considering something.

Then—

"Dinner tomorrow."

Ryan blinked.

"What?"

"Dinner."

"Dinner?"

Dylan nodded.

"You keep repeating the word."

"I think I'm in shock."

A corner of Dylan's mouth lifted.

"It'll pass."

Ryan stared.

The boss's son was asking him to dinner.

His brain short-circuited.

"There are probably easier ways to get soda dumped on you."

Dylan laughed.

"Probably."

Neither looked away.

The garage suddenly felt much smaller than before.

Ryan's pulse picked up.

"Is this a business dinner?"

Dylan considered.

"No."

The answer landed between them.

Clear.

Honest.

Dangerous.

Ryan should have said no.

A smart man would've.

A sensible man would've.

Instead—

"What time?"

Dylan's smile arrived slowly.

Warm.

Victorious.

Like he'd hoped Ryan would say yes.

"Seven."

Ryan shook his head.

Already regretting it.

Already looking forward to it.

"You're trouble."

Dylan stepped backward toward the elevator.

"See you tomorrow, Ryan."

Then he disappeared.

Leaving Ryan alone beside his truck.

Staring after him.

Wondering what exactly he'd just agreed to.

And why the thought of tomorrow suddenly made it impossible to stop smiling.
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Chapter Three
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Ryan spent most of Friday trying not to think about Dylan Sparks.

He failed spectacularly.

By ten in the morning, he'd checked his phone six times.

By noon, he'd convinced himself dinner wasn't actually a date.

By two, he'd realized nobody invited employees to private dinners unless it was absolutely a date.

By four, he was questioning every decision he'd made in the last twenty-four hours.

"You're distracted."

Ryan looked up.

Melissa stood in his office doorway holding a folder.

"I'm working."

"You just spent three minutes staring at the same spreadsheet."

Ryan glanced at his computer.

Unfortunately, she was right.

"Damn."

Melissa narrowed her eyes.

"What's going on?"

"Nothing."

"Liar."

Ryan pointed toward the door.

"Don't you have accounting things to do?"

"I do."

She didn't move.

"Then why are you still here?"

"Because something happened at the company event."

Ryan groaned.

"You people are worse than detectives."

Her eyes widened.

"Oh my God."

"What?"

"It did."

"Nothing happened."

Melissa stared.

Ryan stared back.

She smiled slowly.

The smile of someone who knew entirely too much.

"Ryan."

"No."

"Ryan."

"No."

"Ryan."

He sighed.

"Dylan Sparks asked me to dinner."

The silence lasted exactly two seconds.

Then Melissa screamed.

Actually screamed.

Ryan nearly fell out of his chair.

"Keep your voice down!"

"THE Dylan Sparks?"

"Unfortunately."

Melissa sat down immediately.

"Oh, this is better than television."

"Can you not?"

"No."

Ryan dropped his head into his hands.

"I knew telling you was a mistake."

"Is it a date?"

"I don't know."

"It's a date."

"It might not be."

"It is."

Ryan groaned.

Melissa pointed at him.

"You're going."

"Apparently."

"What are you wearing?"

Ryan looked horrified.

"What does that even mean?"

"It means your usual collection of company polos isn't going to cut it."

Ryan stared.

Melissa stared back.

The problem was she wasn't wrong.

By six-thirty that evening, Ryan was standing in front of his bathroom mirror.

Still questioning his life choices.

Dark jeans.

Black button-up.

Boots.

Simple.

Clean.

Normal.

He'd changed shirts four times.

Which felt ridiculous.

He wasn't sixteen.

He wasn't getting ready for prom.

He was going to dinner.

With Dylan Sparks.

The realization immediately made him nervous again.

Ryan grabbed his keys.

Before he could talk himself out of it.

The restaurant wasn't what he'd expected.

It wasn't flashy.

Or crowded.

Or dripping with wealth.

It sat on a quiet corner downtown with warm lights glowing through large windows.

Elegant.

Comfortable.

Human.

Ryan arrived five minutes early.

Dylan was already there.

Of course he was.

Seated near the window.

Dark blue jacket.

Open collar.

A glass of water in front of him.

For one ridiculous second Ryan forgot how to breathe.

Because Dylan looked good.

Dangerously good.

And somehow more relaxed than he'd been at the company event.

Then Dylan noticed him.

A smile immediately appeared.

Not polite.

Not practiced.

Real.

Ryan felt something in his chest shift.

Again.

"Hey."

Dylan stood.

"Hey."

They shook hands.

The contact lasted maybe a second.

Ryan noticed anyway.

Unfortunately.

"You're early."

"So are you."

Dylan laughed.

"Fair."

They sat.

Menus arrived.

Conversation started easily.

Shockingly easily.

Work came first.

Then sports.

Movies.

Travel.

Family.

Hours passed.

Ryan lost track of time.

And that almost never happened.

Usually first dates felt like job interviews.

Awkward pauses.

Forced questions.

Desperate attempts to seem interesting.

This felt different.

Natural.

Comfortable.

Like they'd been having this conversation for years.

At one point Dylan laughed so hard he nearly spilled his drink.

Ryan immediately pointed.

"Careful."

Dylan narrowed his eyes.

"You think you're funny."

"I know I am."

"Confidence is attractive."

The words slipped out casually.

Yet the air changed immediately.

Ryan felt it.

So did Dylan.

A brief silence followed.

Neither looked away.

Something warm settled between them.

Something impossible to ignore.

The waiter interrupted.

Both men looked away.

Ryan silently thanked him.

Because his heart had suddenly started doing strange things.

After dinner they walked outside.

The city had transformed.

Streetlights glowed.

Music drifted from nearby bars.

People wandered sidewalks.

The air felt warm despite the late hour.

Ryan shoved his hands into his pockets.

"Dinner was nice."

Dylan glanced at him.

"Just nice?"

Ryan smiled.

"Really nice."

"That's better."

They walked another block.

Then another.

Neither seemed ready to leave.

Eventually they stopped at a small overlook above the river.

The city stretched beyond them.

Lights reflecting on dark water.

For a while neither spoke.

The silence felt comfortable.

Not awkward.

Just peaceful.

Ryan found himself relaxing completely.

Which was dangerous.

Because relaxing made it easier to notice things.

Like how close Dylan was standing.

Or how good he smelled.

Or how much Ryan genuinely enjoyed being around him.

Dylan rested his forearms on the railing.

"You know what's funny?"

"What?"

"I almost didn't come to the company event."

Ryan laughed.

"You're kidding."

"Nope."

"Why?"

Dylan shrugged.

"Same reason you wanted to leave."

Ryan stared.

Then laughed again.

The sound echoed softly around them.

Dylan smiled.

And suddenly Ryan understood something.

For all their differences.

For all the money and status and age between them.

Somewhere underneath it all...

They were just two men who'd spent most of their lives feeling like they didn't quite belong where everyone expected them to be.

The realization felt unexpectedly intimate.

Ryan looked out across the river.

Trying not to think about that.

Trying not to think about Dylan standing beside him.

Trying not to think about how much he wanted this night to continue.

Then Dylan spoke quietly.

"I'm glad you said yes."

Ryan swallowed.

The words landed harder than they should have.

When he looked over, Dylan was already watching him.

The city lights reflected in his eyes.

For a moment neither moved.

Neither spoke.

The distance between them suddenly felt very small.

And Ryan had the unmistakable feeling that if either one of them leaned forward...

Everything would change.

Instead, Dylan smiled softly.

A smile that somehow felt more intimate than a kiss.

And Ryan knew he was already in trouble.
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Ryan woke before his alarm.

That alone annoyed him.

He lay on his back staring at the ceiling fan turning lazy circles above the bed.

Saturday.

No work.

No reason to be awake.

Yet his brain had apparently decided sleep was optional.

A text waited on his phone.

Sent at 7:12.

Dylan: Hope you survived the drive home.

Ryan stared at it longer than necessary.

Then typed.

Ryan: Barely. My truck tried to kill me twice.

The reply came almost immediately.

Dylan: Sounds expensive.

Ryan: That's the worst part.

A few seconds later:

Dylan: What's your plan today?

Ryan frowned.

Nobody asked him that.

Not like that.

Friends invited him places.

Coworkers needed favors.

Family called when something broke.

But nobody simply wanted to know how he'd spend a Saturday.

He looked around his small house.

Laundry basket.

Dirty dishes.

Dog-eared paperback on the coffee table.

Nothing exciting.

Ryan: Yard work. Grocery store. Trying not to become one with my couch.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Dylan: Riveting.

Ryan laughed.

Ryan: Some of us don't spend weekends on yachts.

Dylan: I've never been on a yacht.

Ryan: That sounds fake.

Dylan: Meet me for coffee in an hour.

Ryan blinked.

No buildup.

No explanation.

Just a statement.

His phone buzzed again.

Dylan: Unless the couch thing is already happening.

Ryan looked at the couch.

The couch looked back.

Ryan hated that he was smiling.

The coffee shop sat in Brookside, tucked between a bookstore and a florist.

Ryan arrived first.

He ordered black coffee and claimed a small table near the window.

Five minutes later Dylan walked in.

Jeans.

Gray Henley.

Sunglasses pushed into his hair.

No suit.

No polished executive image.

Just a man.

Ryan wasn't prepared for how much more attractive that version felt.

Dylan spotted him immediately.

"Morning."

"You own any normal clothes?"

Dylan glanced down.

"I thought these were normal."

"They probably cost more than my mortgage payment."

"I rent."

Ryan stopped.

"What?"

Dylan sat.

"I rent."

Ryan stared.

"Why?"

Dylan shrugged.

"Because I don't want a giant empty house."

The answer arrived so casually Ryan almost missed it.

Almost.

A giant empty house.

Not a giant house.

An empty one.

The distinction lingered.

Dylan changed the subject.

"What are you reading?"

Ryan looked down.

The paperback sat beside his coffee.

Its cover bent from being carried around for weeks.

Dylan picked it up.

Read the title.

Raised an eyebrow.

"You like fantasy?"

Ryan took the book back.

"Some people enjoy dragons."

"I enjoy dragons."

"You?"

"I contain multitudes."

Ryan laughed into his coffee.

The conversation drifted from books to movies.

Movies to travel.

Travel to childhood.

Ryan learned Dylan had spent summers fishing with his grandfather in rural Missouri.

Learned he hated golf.

Learned he collected old vinyl records.

Nothing matched the image Ryan had built in his head.

None of it fit.

And somehow that made Dylan more interesting.

Not less.

An hour later they wandered into the bookstore next door.

The place smelled like paper and dust.

Ryan immediately disappeared toward the fiction section.

Dylan followed.

"You come here often?"

Ryan looked over his shoulder.

"Did you really just use that line?"

"It was terrible."

"It was."

"I regret it already."

Ryan smirked and continued browsing.

The store was quiet.

Only a handful of customers moved between shelves.

Somewhere near the front, soft jazz drifted through hidden speakers.

Ryan pulled out a novel.

Read the back cover.

Put it back.

Dylan appeared beside him holding another book.

"You'd like this."

Ryan accepted it.

Looked at the title.

"How do you know?"

"You complain when stories move too fast."

Ryan froze.

Dylan noticed.

"What?"

Ryan stared at the book.

Then at him.

"You remembered that."

Dylan's expression softened slightly.

"Of course I remembered."

The answer shouldn't have mattered.

But it did.

More than Ryan wanted to admit.

Because people forgot things all the time.

Favorite books.

Random stories.

Little details.

Life was busy.

Nobody meant anything by it.

Yet Dylan remembered.

Ryan suddenly understood why that felt dangerous.

Around noon they ended up walking through a nearby park.

Trees cast patches of shade across winding paths.

Children played on swings.

A man tossed a tennis ball for an excited golden retriever.

Normal life.

Simple life.

Ryan liked it.

"So."

Dylan shoved his hands into his pockets.

"So."

"Are your friends interrogating you?"

Ryan groaned.

"Melissa already thinks we're dating."

Dylan laughed.

"Smart woman."

Ryan looked at him.

Dylan looked back.

Neither smiled.

The joke settled into something else.

Something heavier.

Neither rushed to fill the silence.

For the first time since meeting Dylan, Ryan found himself wondering what the older man actually wanted.

Not tonight.

Not tomorrow.

Long term.

What was he looking for?

What was he hoping for?

The question sat in the back of Ryan's mind for the rest of the afternoon.

And later, when they finally reached the parking lot and said goodbye, it remained there.

Growing.

Because for all the attraction between them, Ryan realized something important.

He knew what Dylan liked.

What Dylan read.

What Dylan laughed at.

But he still didn't know what Dylan was afraid of.

And somehow that felt like the place where the real story began.
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Chapter Five
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Monday morning arrived with rain.

The warehouse roof rattled beneath it.

Forklifts moved through loading lanes.

Radios crackled.

Drivers checked manifests.

Ryan preferred days like this.

Busy days.

Days where there wasn't time to think.

Unfortunately, thinking found him anyway.

"Dylan Sparks."

Ryan looked up from his computer.

Trevor from shipping leaned against the doorway.

"What about him?"

Trevor grinned.

"I saw you."

Ryan immediately disliked that grin.

"Saw me doing what?"

"Coffee shop in Brookside."

Ryan froze.

Only for a second.

But it was enough.

Trevor pointed.

"Aha."

"There is no aha."

"There was definitely an aha."

Ryan tossed a pen at him.

Trevor dodged it.

Then laughed his way out of the office.

Ryan muttered something under his breath.

The problem wasn't Trevor.

The problem was that he'd had the same thought twice already that morning.

People were going to notice.

Maybe not today.

Maybe not tomorrow.

But eventually.

You didn't spend time with Dylan Sparks without attracting attention.

The man's last name practically generated gossip by itself.

Ryan pushed the thought aside.

Work first.

Everything else later.

At noon his phone buzzed.

A text.

Dylan: Lunch?

Ryan stared at it.

Then looked around the office.

Then back at the phone.

Ryan: Some people work.

Dylan: Tragic.

Ryan smiled despite himself.

Ryan: I'm busy.

A reply arrived immediately.

Dylan: That's not a no.

Ryan hated that he was right.

They met at a small diner fifteen minutes from the warehouse.

Nothing fancy.

The kind of place with laminated
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