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Love is a dangerous emotion that EMT Jared won’t risk. But can he resist a sweet, National Guardsman with puppy dog eyes?

	 

	EMT Jared Li loves his job, his friends and clubbing. There’s nothing like a night of fun getting glammed up, throwing on some heels and shaking his ass to the latest Britney tune. Life is all about having a great time with as many hot guys as possible.

	 

	Dan Harrison has been in the National Guard for about six months and out of the closet not much longer than that. At twenty-two, he’s innocent, a bit shy and not interested in meaningless hook-ups. But when his Guardsman buddy, Joseph, introduces him to Jared, Dan is smitten by the luscious twink.

	 

	A night of passion shakes them to their very core. Jared doesn’t want to be exclusive, and Dan can’t walk away.  As much as it hurts, Dan is willing to remain in the friend zone to keep from losing Jared completely. 

	 

	Then a traumatic event occurs and breaks down the barriers between them. However, before they have a chance to discover what they mean to each other, Dan is called up by the Guard to assist at a natural disaster. Will the same bravery that Jared admires in Dan be the final thing that separates them forever? 

	 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	Crouching on the unforgiving asphalt digging into his knees, Jared Li peered under his ambulance. His gaze rested on his partner and fellow EMT, Sam, lying on his back, not moving. Jared slapped a hand over his mouth to keep from crying out. When the shots had exploded all around them, they’d both scrambled for the cover of the van. It wasn’t until the cacophony had ceased that Jared had realized that Sam wasn’t beside him.

	His heart felt as if it were pounding in his throat, and he struggled to catch his breath. There had been times in the past where he’d felt threatened by the circumstances of an emergency call, but this was by far the worst. However, what he really needed to do was pull himself together and do what he could to help Sam. 

	Jared’s medical training told him his fear response was paralyzing him and the adrenaline coursing through him was interfering with his ability to stay calm and think clearly. But he also knew he needed to take advantage of it to give him the strength he’d need to get his partner out of harm’s way.

	He closed his eyes and forced himself to take deep, controlled breaths. His internal dialog reassured him help was likely on the way and his fellow medic was his main objective. All he had to do was focus on getting to Sam. 

	After opening his eyes again, he glanced around, trying to ascertain exactly where the gunfire had come from. When they’d received the call from dispatch, it hadn’t stood out as being that out of the ordinary. They’d been informed that a woman was requesting assistance—that she thought her husband might have taken too many sleeping pills. The address had been practically around the corner, so they were the first to arrive. 

	However, as soon as they’d exited the ambulance then walked toward the home, shots had sounded, and they’d hit the ground. Jared still had no idea what could have instigated the attack.

	For the past sixty seconds as he’d gathered himself, he’d hoped that Mesa Fire and Medical would appear. He knew the men and women from Engine 221 well, and they were also the closest station. Since Jared and Sam worked for a private ambulance service, there were many times when they would cross paths with their compatriots. And right now? He could really use their support. Mesa Police should’ve picked up the initial call as well.

	God only knows what other calls they might be on. This one didn’t seem that critical.

	Not knowing what the extent of Sam’s injuries might be meant he had to make an immediate move. He couldn’t wait any longer. Taking another deep breath, Jared checked his surroundings one more time then bolted out from behind the vehicle, racing to where Sam lay. 

	When he reached him, another shot ricocheted off the ground nearby. Jared blocked it out. He shoved his hands under his partner’s arms then dragged him by his shoulders—desperate to get them both out of the range of gunfire. As he gasped for breath from the strain of hefting Sam’s dead weight, he had the sudden thought that he wished he were more of a hunky, alpha-male type of a guy. Despite his rigorous workout sessions, his slight, twinky frame could only support so much in the way of muscles. 

	Blood oozed from a wound in Sam’s upper abdomen and Jared was frantic to get them to safety so he could work on his partner. The distant sounds of multiple sirens could be heard approaching. Breathing a sigh of relief had never before held so much meaning.

	Grunting and sweating, he pulled Sam behind the cover of the ambulance. Three police cruisers screeched to a stop almost simultaneously, the piercing wail of the sirens continuing even as the officers burst from their vehicles, guns drawn. Chaos erupted with the exchange of more gunfire, but with the cops on the scene, Jared could turn his complete attention to his injured partner. Thankfully, they were well shielded at the rear of the van where Jared had access to his medical kits.

	Sam remained unconscious while Jared frantically worked on him, checking his vitals then cutting away the shirt of his uniform. Without additional medical personnel to help him, all he could do was stabilize Sam as best he could and stem the bleeding. No other emergency responders would be allowed on scene until the immediate threat had passed.

	Leaning his back against the bumper of the ambulance, Jared held Sam’s hand. His pulse was steady, but his blood pressure was on the low side. He needed to get him transported quickly or things could go south fast. Jared stared up at the sky, a few wispy clouds blowing overhead. The late January weather was cool, but not uncomfortable. It was preferable to the scorching heat of the Arizona summer, especially given the current circumstances. 

	At last, things appeared to be quietening down a little, and he chanced a peek around the truck. There was still plenty of activity, but he hadn’t heard any more gunfire for a few minutes and the police sirens had finally been turned off. Jared squinted, trying to get a better view of the situation. 

	A heavy-set, middle-aged man was being led in handcuffs by two police officers from the house where he and Sam had originally pulled up. Jared was itching to find out what it had all been about, but Sam needed to be taken care of first. 

	The sound of more sirens approaching grabbed Jared’s attention. He was certain that they signaled the approach of Mesa Fire and Medical. He’d never been so anxious to see his paramedic buddies as well as their more advanced equipment. If anyone could give Sam a chance, it would be them.

	Jared shot to his feet to flag them over. Sure enough, it was Engine 221. Laura, the engineer, jumped down from the truck and ran over to him. She knew Sam as well as he did, but lately, Jared suspected there might be more than a fellow worker bond. Their captain, Mitchell, was close on her heels.

	As soon as she reached them, Laura dropped to her knees. She threw her hands over her mouth in what seemed to be an effort to catch a sob. Mitchell halted next to her and appeared to be assessing the situation. He glanced at Jared with a grim expression, his brow furrowed, lips set in a tight line.

	“Why don’t you let Jared and I take over here, Laura. Now that the scene has been secured, I need you to go with Paul and Cheryl to check on the woman inside the home.”

	She visibly shook then took a deep breath, likely calming herself the way Jared had done. Without hesitating any further, she stood. Placing a hand on Mitchell’s arm, she looked intently at him.

	“I know you’ll take good care of him for me.”

	Jared noted the unshed tears in her eyes. No doubt existed in his mind that there was more going on between them than a friendship. Mitchell nodded at her once then she took off after her fellow medics into the home where the shooting had occurred. Mitchell sighed then faced Jared.

	“Is he stable enough for transport?”

	“Yeah. But I thought you guys might be able to do something… Something more to make sure… You know, with your additional equipment…”

	Shit. I can’t lose it.

	Mitchell regarded him with obvious compassion.

	“I’ll help you get the stretcher out then call Cheryl out here to ride with him in the back. If it’ll make you feel better, I can verify that he’s ready to move, but you’re one of the best there is. I’m sure whatever could be done already has been handled.” He clasped Jared’s shoulder. “Right now, I think the sooner we get him to the hospital, the better.”

	Jared nodded. He was confident in his abilities—Mitchell had openly hinted more than once that they could use him over at one of the Mesa stations. However, he also knew that his personal relationship with Sam could color his judgment.

	They worked together to get Sam aboard the ambulance, and by the time he was ready to jet out of there, Cheryl was already in the back of the truck monitoring Sam’s condition. Gripping the wheel of the van, he hit the gas pedal and sped toward the Desert Medical Center. Toward what he hoped would be Sam’s saviors. 

	 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 

	“Come on, Dan, it’ll be fun.”

	Dan Harrison frowned at his fellow Guardsman, Joseph Pirelli. The idea of going to a karaoke bar and making an ass of himself sounded like anything but fun. He knew Joseph was only trying to help—he’d been begging his friend to help him because of how socially challenged he was. 

	Plus, he’d only been out for a short time, so he seriously had no idea how to go about meeting guys. He’d never been that successful with girls either, as he tended to keep to himself. But he had no clue how to approach a man without it coming across as nothing more than a come-on for sex. 

	So far, Joseph hadn’t had much luck in getting him a date. Dan appreciated his continued efforts—however, he’d hoped for a potentially less humiliating plan. Joseph’s latest scheme involved an EMT he knew whose dance card was always filled and who was willing to give Dan expert dating advice. 

	Dan wasn’t convinced that was such a great idea.

	“Couldn’t you and Stephen have one of your legendary barbecues instead and invite this Jared guy over? You know, something less goofy than a karaoke bar?”

	Joseph punched Dan’s shoulder lightly. “Hey, don’t mock the singing prowess of either me or my man. And how is a barbecue any less goofy than karaoke?” Joseph frowned. “Never mind, I answered my own question. But I still think you should go. Stephen and I always have a blast when we do.”

	Dan tried to ignore the annoying stab of jealousy that stung him. He’d only managed to admit to himself that he was gay a mere six months before, yet he longed for what Joseph and Stephen had together. Their bond was undeniable and beautiful. 

	His cheeks heated as he thought of it. As a barely twenty–two-year-old guy who had only recently come to terms with his sexuality, it would make more sense for him to play around for a while, see what was out there. After all, he still had his whole life before him. 

	However, he wasn’t that guy, and he was uncomfortable going to a gay bar alone or trolling Internet dating sites in order to hook up with someone. 

	“I know you said Jared would be a good person for me to get to know and all that, but do you really think he’ll want me tagging along like some sort of kid brother when he goes out?” 

	The main reason Joseph had suggested the karaoke club was because Jared went there a lot, too. Supposedly, the EMT was willing to be Dan’s dating mentor.

	Dan rubbed the back of his neck. “And anyway, I hate this whole thing of trying to meet a guy, going through all that bullshit only to find out all they want is a quick blow job. I didn’t even like that kind of thing when I was making myself go out with girls.”

	Joseph snorted. “You used to give blow jobs to girls? That’s weird.”

	Dan covered his face with both hands in frustration. Dropping them, he glared at his friend, who was laughing and holding his stomach.

	“Dude. You’re starting to piss me off.”

	“Sorry, sorry. Oh my God, that was good. Okay, seriously, though. You need to make yourself go out. The choices when you stay at the armory for your weekend every month aren’t exactly platinum. And the ones we dealt with down in Nogales? Yeah, those goons took bigotry to horrid new levels.”

	Dan couldn’t deny the wisdom of Joseph’s words. The whole ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ policy may have fallen by the wayside, but all bigotry hadn’t. The men and women who had enlisted in the Guard came from all walks of life and locations throughout the country. There were those who had no issues about being enlisted with a gay man. However, there were still plenty of people in the armed forces who adamantly held onto their long-held prejudices. 

	Sighing, he internally gave in to defeat. At least he wouldn’t be sitting around the small bedroom of his tiny apartment like he usually did. There were only so many PlayStation games he could play in one week, and his dishwasher job only took up about four days of said week. At least when he’d been on active duty at the Nogales, AZ border to support the Customs and Border Protection officers against a drug cartel, there’d been the opportunity to use some of his training. 

	In reality, the best part of that had been meeting Joseph. Finally, there had been someone he could talk to about all the competing emotions battling inside him since he’d come out. His decision to out himself had been freeing, scary and sad, all at once. 

	The sad part was how his parents had been so obviously disappointed. Maybe it was because he was their only child. Or maybe it was because they were very conservative. There hadn’t been much in the way of a deep discussion to give him any real insight. Only an awkward hug from them both and his dad no longer being able to look him in the eye. 

	“Well? Am I going to have to tie you up and throw you in the trunk?”

	Dan chuckled. “Fine, I surrender. But I’m not singing.”

	“Don’t underestimate the power of beer. It has been known to unleash more than one wannabe rock or country star on the crowds of Jammin’ Jimmy’s.”

	“No way. Not me.”

	Joseph scrambled to his feet from where he’d been sitting cross-legged on Dan’s living room floor.

	“Let’s pick out what you’re going to wear.”

	“You’re kidding, right?” 

	Joseph crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes.

	“Don’t make me drag you into the next room and force you to be fashionable, soldier.”

	Dan snorted. “As if you’re such a fashionista. And anyway, what’ll you do if I don’t?”

	“I’ll announce to the crowd at Jimmy’s that you sound exactly like Wayne Newton, and you want to perform Danke Schoen. Then I’ll have Ted, the host, place the spotlight on you.”

	“You’re evil.” 

	Dan had to laugh. Joseph could get as excited as a kid on occasion, but he also had a crazy sense of humor. The banter between him and Stephen was so entertaining that he forgot to join in the conversation sometimes. On the few occasions when Rigo—Stephen’s partner from the Phoenix DEA’s office—would hang out with them, it was like a non-stop snarkfest. 

	“Yes, forcing you to wear something other than a T-shirt and jeans is all part of my evil plan.”

	“Ah, so you admit it. Okay, Calvin Klein, get me ready for this karaoke nightmare.”

	They were headed to Dan’s bedroom, but Joseph turned on his heels. He stopped, glaring at Dan. 

	“Listen, Harrison, you are going to have fun tonight, dammit.” He poked his finger in Dan’s chest. “So don’t give me any trouble.”

	Dan raised both hands. “No trouble, I swear.”

	Joseph nodded curtly, then marched toward the bedroom again. Dan followed behind him mumbling under his breath.

	“And no singing either.”

	Joseph tossed over his shoulder, “I heard that!”

	
Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	“The bullet went right through him, barely missing organs, but there’s no internal damage whatsoever. The surgeon said he’ll make a full recovery.” Jackson Reed, the attending ER doctor, laid his hand on Jared’s shoulder. “But he needs rest right now, Jared.”

	Jared nodded, relief rushing through him. “Is he conscious?”

	Jackson patted Jared’s arm. “Yes, but I let Laura go in for a few minutes. After that, we’ll be transferring him to a room, and I don’t want anyone else seeing him until tomorrow. There’s nothing more you can do tonight.”

	Before Jared could respond, Terrence, one of their fellow paramedics from the ambulance company where Jared and Sam worked, rushed toward them, his expression pained. Jackson reached out to his partner then clasped his hand. 

	“He’s going to be okay, sweetheart.” 

	“Oh, thank God, Doc. I freaked when I heard.”

	Terrence fell into Jackson’s arms, and they held each other in a strong embrace. Jared admired both men and thought they made a great couple. Even though he was far from ready to get into any kind of long-term situation, he hoped that one day he could have such a close bond with someone. 

	They let each other go then Terrence turned to Jared.

	“What the hell happened out there, man?”

	Jared filled him in on the whole saga, from the initial shooting all the way to arriving at the hospital. It wasn’t until after Sam had gone into surgery that Jared found out the rest of the story.

	“So, it turns out that this guy was trying for a whole ‘death by cop’ scenario. He’d held a gun to his wife’s head and forced her to call for help, but told her to make it sound like it was no big deal. He planned to take out as many people as he could before he was cut down.” 

	Terrence’s eyes widened. “Damn, Jared. That’s insane. And you’re all right?”

	Am I? Physically, sure. But overall?

	“Oh yeah, I’m fine.” He attempted to keep his tone light. “I’m just so relieved that Sam is gonna be okay. Anyway, I have the next few days off. Uh, actually, I think they might be calling you and Gary in to cover for me and Sam.” He winced. “Sorry.”

	The two EMTs who partnered together had been through their share of dramas. The prior year there had been a bomb threat and Terrence and Gary had been the medics on duty at City Hall when the bomber made his move. Terrence had been hurt in that incident and they’d all pitched in until he was able to return to work.

	Terrence shrugged his shoulders. “No problem, man. As long as everything’s cool now.”

	Jackson leaned into Terrence then kissed his temple.

	“I gotta go, sweetheart. I’ll meet you back at the condo.”

	After Jackson took off, Terrence asked Jared a few more questions about all that had gone down before headed back downstairs to complete his shift. Standing in the hallway alone, unable to see Sam until the following day, Jared knew exactly what his next move would be—a visit to one of his usual club hangouts. 

	Then he remembered he’d promised to get together with his buddy Joseph over at Jammin’ Jimmy’s. As usual, his partner Stephen would be there, but Joseph had also mentioned there was someone else he wanted him to meet, someone who needed a little dose of Jared’s social know-how.

	Not so sure about that.

	The karaoke bar was fun on occasion, but what he was really in the mood for was to hit one of his favorite clubs. He wanted to get glammed out—do up his face, pour himself into a pair of tight pants to shake his ass in, and maybe rock some heels. Nothing helped more to take his mind off the shittier aspects of his job than a night when he danced, drank and—when he was really lucky—got laid. 

	I could still get laid. Maybe this guy they want me to meet is hot. Jared grinned to himself. And horny. 

	 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 

	I should just go home.

	Dan felt like an idiot sitting in Jammin’ Jimmy’s. At the same time, he was irritated with himself, annoyed that he couldn’t simply relax and have a good time the way everyone else seemed to be doing. 

	His upbringing with his parents had been very…bland. It was like a healthy meal with no seasonings. No spice. Only day–to-day tasks and routines. His parents seemed to get along well enough, since each was like a reflection of the other. The implication as far as Dan’s role in the family was concerned was that he would dutifully become their boring, conservative clone as he matured into an adult.

	Guess that didn’t work out for them so well.

	He grunted a bit. It was almost a laugh, even though he didn’t find his childhood all that humorous. 

	Dan glanced around the bar and club. It was Friday night and people were beginning to stream in, celebrating what would be, for most patrons, the end of the work week. The dance and stage area of the club where he was seated with Joseph and Stephen was the most open section of the establishment. It looked as though it could hold a few hundred people. The bar behind them was elevated two steps higher than the main section and was also where the entrance and restrooms were located. 

	Loud music played over the sound system—some classic rock song that was vaguely familiar. It was one of the random selections the host played in between the sets of karaoke and before the show began. The lights had lowered not too long after he and Joseph had arrived—they’d shown up early to save a table for everyone who was supposed to meet them there. Then the colored spots had gone up on the stage where the host was fiddling around with the music equipment, no doubt getting everything ready for the evening’s fun.

	Dan’s loneliness crashed over him in an unexpected wave. The emotion was strange, different somehow. As an only child with overly strict and protective parents, he was accustomed to a solitary existence. He’d always entertained himself as a kid then kept busy with video games, skateboarding and other things he could do by himself if he needed to. That had been important, since his parents had disapproved of so many of his friends over the years that most kids had stopped applying for the job.

	What his folks didn’t know was that because of their restrictions, he’d found other ways to stave off his crushing boredom. Climbing trees past the point of common sense then jumping out of them. Or skateboarding down hilly streets as fast he could, dodging the cars that honked for him to get out of the way. Anything he could think of that could take his mind off his internal frustration at being their prisoner. Anything that gave him a thrill.

	Yet, even with the expertise of solitude he’d gained, there was a heavy weight in his chest. A need. The certainty that it could only be assuaged by connecting on a deep level with another human being. 

	The realization was hardly a grand revelation. He’d known for a while that finding someone he wanted to share his life with—someone who really saw him for who he was—was the one thing that meant more to him than anything else. But as he watched Joseph and Stephen share little touches, smiles and whispered words, his loneliness threatened to overwhelm him.

	An attractive, middle-aged Hispanic man entered the bar area and Dan recognized Rigo, Stephen’s partner from the DEA. He’d brought his wife Carla with him, so Dan surmised that they must have been able to find a sitter for their two boys.

	Stephen grinned when he spotted his buddy. “Rigo! How’d you find us? I thought I sent you to a different club.”

	He had that twinkle in his eye that was always present when he was giving someone a hard time. Of course, Stephen’s sarcastic prowess was rivaled only by Rigo himself.

	“You did. That’s why I avoided it like Miley Cyrus at a twerking convention.”

	“Or Justin Bieber without a shirt?”

	“Even more like a post-coital selfie that’s been posted on Twitter.”

	“I saw that photo of you, Rigo. But I think what you’re supposed to do is take it after you’ve had sex with someone else. Your hand doesn’t count.”

	Carla rolled her eyes and Joseph snickered. They took their seats, and everyone settled in, saying their hellos and ordering more drinks. They’d waited for Rigo and Carla to show up before getting any food. Stephen regarded him.

	“Whaddya want, Dan? I’m taking everyone’s order up to the bar. Our server looks overloaded right now.”

	“Oh, um, a burger’s fine.” He glanced around the table, his skin heating as he tried to keep his tone casual. “But shouldn’t we wait for Joseph’s friend?”

	Stephen smiled with what seemed to be a knowing look. “He never eats when he hangs out with us.” Stephen snorted. “Actually, I’m not sure he ever eats at all, as skinny as he is.”

	“Oh, okay.”

	Stephen pushed up from his chair then strolled off to put in their food order. Dan turned his attention to Joseph. His friend had his nose buried in the karaoke song book, flipping through the pages, chewing his bottom lip. After what seemed like some intense pondering, he gazed up at Dan, an incredibly serious expression on his face.

	“I can’t decide whether to do Born To Be Wild by Steppenwolf or Get Lucky by Daft Punk. What do you think?”

	Dan almost choked on the water from which he’d just taken a sip. “Those two songs couldn’t be more opposite if they tried.”

	Right then, Stephen returned and plopped down on the chair next to Joseph, putting an arm across the back of the seat Joseph was in. 

	“I would strongly suggest Get Lucky.”

	Joseph twisted his body to face Stephen.

	“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

	“Isn’t it obvious? Because later on…”

	Stephen appeared to catch himself then leaned in to Joseph, whispering something in his ear that made his friend blush bright red. Joseph elbowed Stephen in the ribs but sputtered out laughter. Stephen made a big deal out of it, holding his side and claiming that he was now too injured to go back to work for a while. It was all the more ridiculous since Stephen was over six feet tall and built like a model for a Paul Bunyan statue.

	Dan glanced at Rigo and Carla, who were lost in their own conversation. He didn’t expect everyone to keep him entertained. He wasn’t their responsibility. As a matter of fact, he wondered why they put up with him the way they did. They were always so thoughtful to include him. He was the one who needed to make more of an effort to involve himself in what was going on.

	“Hey.” Rigo waved his hands from where he sat at the other end of the table with his wife. “Tall, dark and annoying—are you signing up for the first set?”

	“Well, I was, but I refuse to duet with you on You Don’t Bring Me Flowers because you keep insisting on doing the Barbra Streisand part.”

	“That’s because I’m so much more of a diva than you.”

	Carla chuckled. “I’ll vouch for that.”

	The banter went back and forth between the four of them and Dan took it all in, grinning. Even if he didn’t feel comfortable enough to participate, he really did enjoy all of them. It wasn’t so important that he dive in with his own comments, he was having plenty of fun just the way it was.

	Dan’s breath caught in his throat as he noticed a tall, thin young man enter the club from the bar area. He wore skinny jeans that were artfully distressed with some kind of wild black and white geometric design T-shirt visible under the short black blazer with narrow lapels he wore so enticingly. His feet were covered in black Converse trainers with no socks, his delicate ankles showing between the bottoms of the snugly fitting pants and the tops of the athletic shoes.

	His hair was cut stylishly short, the perfect frame to the angular lines of the beautiful stranger’s face as well as his gorgeous eyes. It was too dark, and he was still too far away for Dan to tell what color they were. But then Dan dropped his gaze to the full lips that seemed as if they were begging to be kissed.

	Holy Jesus.

	The vision before him laughed at something someone said as he glided past them, his movements runway worthy. This guy could completely take over the fashion world and reign as one of the top male models—should he ever decide to.

	Dan’s breathing sped up and his mouth went as dry as unbuttered toast. Fortunately, everyone else at the table was laughing and chatting, so hadn’t noticed anything amiss. If ever he needed to possess social skills—any type of social skills—the current moment would be it. 

	He frantically ran through the files in his mind, searching for something he could say, some way he could walk up and introduce himself to the stunner that had just sashayed into Jammin’ Jimmy’s. He groaned. Literally groaned out loud at the tragedy of it. He had absolutely nothing to say to this mystery angel he could never have.

	His heart trip-hammered when said angel glanced in his general direction and strolled toward their table.

	Oh hell no. Going to faint. Definitely fainting.

	The prospect of getting shot while he’d been at the border helping in the mission to take down a ruthless drug cartel had been somewhat scary. The gun battle he’d faced later on, fighting that same gang, had been even more intense. But neither held the same terror as the prospect of having to form a complete sentence in the presence of the most gorgeous man he’d ever seen up close.

	Dan jumped when Joseph grasped his upper arm. 

	“Awesome! Jared finally made it.”

	Right at that moment the beauty that he now knew to be the Jared halted before them. Joseph sprang to his feet and embraced him. Never had Dan been more jealous of anyone in his entire life.

	“Dan, this is the guy I wanted you to meet. Jared, this is Dan, he’s the one that saved Stephen’s life.”

	Dan almost choked on his tongue.

	He began to rise to shake Jared’s hand, but before he had the chance to lean forward, Jared had grabbed a nearby chair then planted himself on it. Right next to Dan.

	“Oh my fucking God, you’re that Dan? I attended Stephen that day—it’s how Joseph and I met—so I know how hardcore that situation was. Damn.” He gave Dan a flirty smile, batting his eyelashes a little. It seemed like an unconscious movement. “Wow. Joseph didn’t tell me I’d get to hang out with a brave and sexy soldier tonight.”

	Dan still couldn’t breathe, so responding was impossible.

	Thankfully, the server arrived with everyone’s food and Jared got distracted ordering a drink. Then Jared and Joseph chattered away, laughing. Dan had no idea what they were talking about. He was mesmerized by every tiny nuance that was Jared. His perfect white teeth when he smiled wide. The tantalizing lips that surrounded those teeth. They were very, very lucky teeth. His quirky movements, his heavily lashed eyes, his graceful hands that he gestured with dramatically—everything he did seemed like the most amazing thing Dan had ever seen. 

	Suddenly Jared whipped around to face him, startling Dan to the point where he’d almost lost his balance and fallen out of his chair.

	“Aren’t you gonna
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