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To the W2W group who edited the heck out of this – 
thank you all so much!!

And of course, to Darhon...
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Chapter One
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Dylan stepped off the elevator outside of her place, more than ready to kick off her shoes and relax. It had been a long day and she was more than ready to sluff it off. She had even taken the time to stop in the lobby of her building to look at her dad’s portrait. That had helped. It was on the wall next to Granddad now. Great-aunt Lucille’s picture wasn’t on the wall, not yet, even though she was running the company currently. Such placement would be Dylan’s responsibility after Lucille was gone no doubt.

It was a good portrait of Dad, but she’d so much rather have him back. She would run the company one day, for him. It would have been better to do it together.

She stopped short at the sight of the chaos and mess that confronted her in the hall outside of her apartment.

Flattened cardboard, bubble wrap, and paper wrappings were piled high outside the apartment next door to hers. The place had been unoccupied for a couple of weeks while the company cleaned it. Looked like she had a new neighbor. At least she didn’t see a drum set or any brass instruments thank goodness. Before she could get to her door, the other one opened and a man stepped out.

Okay, yes, she swallowed hard at the sight of him. Damn, did they really make them like that? Tall, well over six feet, military short dark hair, and all muscle. The t-shirt covering his chest showed his pecs off to great advantage. Had she ever seen an honest-to-god six pack not air brushed before? There was no way she could get her arms around his chest. Not that she’d ever have an opportunity to try. She took a mental step back.

He looked up and gave her the most adorable sideways grin which transformed his face from slightly scary to mischievous. There was even a twinkle in his dark eyes. “Sorry. I’ll get this stuff out of here as soon as possible.”

“Don’t worry about it. Moving is a messy business. I’m Dylan, I live there.” She pointed at the apartment next to his. Their doors were next to each other, so his place was a mirror image of hers. Good, their bedrooms were on opposite ends of the apartments because a man who looked like him would no doubt have lots of overnight company.

“Nash.” He held out a hand and she took it, though it engulfed hers. Wherever he came from, they grew ‘em big. Did she hear a slight southern accent? She couldn’t stop herself from wondering how large he was everywhere and mentally slapped herself. This was no way to think about a new neighbor. Even a hunk like him.

“Let me get this out of the way.”

His packing material wasn’t encroaching on her door yet, but it would be soon if he had much more.

“Guess I’ll be seeing you around.” His devastating sideways grin was back, and her next thought was ‘player.’ Damn good-looking player. Yeah, a lot of overnight guests. And she couldn’t blame them.

Snap judgment, Dylan, she chastised herself but met his grin with a smile of her own. “I’m sure we will,” she offered as she stepped inside.

She let herself in and with a last glance, closed the door behind her.

And sank against it.

Damn, he was pretty. Okay, pretty wasn’t nearly the correct word, but looking at him at been no hardship at all. If thugs took over the neighborhood, she was planning to huddle behind him. They’d never see her. Too bad she didn’t have time to pursue something with him. Nope, he was a neighbor in any case, too close for that kind of thing. And she was pretty sure she wasn’t his type. Why did strippers and pole dancers immediately come to mind?

He had however brightened her outlook at the end of a long day.

She kicked off her shoes and headed for the kitchen.

As far as she was concerned, the neighborhood, already nice—despite her aunt’s opinion—had just ticked up several notches.
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Now that was a perk Nash hadn’t been expecting.

Just the sight of her had lessened the headache which constantly plagued him these days. The damn thing had grown in intensity while the guys were here, growing to a major throbbing by the time they’d left. They had been a big help with moving his stuff and he was grateful, but they kept forgetting and their volume would rise. He had no crutches or sling, so his injury continually slipped their mind. When Clint had yelled for Stu to get him another beer, he hadn’t been able to hide his wince. Their commander, now boss since they were civvies, Tom, had gotten them out of there pretty quick after that. The lessening of volume had helped but not as much as the sight of her. And he’d heard her distinctly. Her voice was in a good range and the tone was perfect.

Nash added another flattened box to the pile. Dylan huh? She wasn’t wearing a ring and it was a one-bedroom unit. Yeah, he noticed. He’d noticed her body as well, so sue him. He was also glad the guys had already left before she arrived. Otherwise, they might never have left.

She was probably taken, regardless of ring. Look at her. There was an air of sophistication in a business-like way about her, and she was wearing a suit. Pencil skirt, he thought they were called and a matching jacket in a nearly purple shade of gray. The suit didn’t hide the curves, but it didn’t draw immediate attention to them either. Nice and classy. Her dark brunette hair was up in one of those French twist things. He wondered for an instant how long it was and what it would look like spread across his pillow.

She’d smelled good too, nothing overt. At first, he wasn’t sure he was even scenting perfume. Like the outfit, she smelled classy.

The neighborhood had just improved by magnitudes.

He could afford more, he’d even thought about buying a house, but why bother. Staying here for now gave him freedom of movement. He didn’t want to have to look after a yard. The thoughts of the sound of a mower caused him to shiver. Besides, he needed to give himself some time, both to heal and to get accustomed to civilian life again.

With Dylan next door, this place might be just what he was looking for. She might even have some friends for his friends, for when he decided to venture out again. Personally, he wanted to get to know her better before any of that became an issue. Clint for instance was always looking for his next conquest, and usually found her.

He lugged an armful of the packing stuff down to his SUV. No need to mess up the place further and make a poor impression.

When the hall outside the door was cleared out, he returned to the mess inside the apartment, and grabbed a slice of the rapidly cooling pizza. Enough for tonight. Organization would happen, eventually. Groceries weren’t something he’d had to think about buying lately. He’d handle that tomorrow when the grocery store wouldn’t be crowded.
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Chapter Two
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Was that the elevator he heard? He was starving. The exercise regime had left Nash sweating, but it had felt good. Doing it in air conditioning was a nice perk. He flung open the door and saw the startled look on the face of the beautiful woman who lived next door, Dylan.

Her eyes raked over him and he realized he was wearing only his exercise shorts, there wasn’t even a towel over his shoulder. Her face colored but she seemed appreciative. It was only fair, his eyes weren’t missing anything either, despite another business suit, some sort of pink this time. Her hair was pulled back in a partial knot and also left long. Yeah, that would look good on his... Enough!

“Uh, sorry I thought you were my Chinese.”

“No, I’m Scotch-Irish.”

He grinned at her quick response. “Yeah, I was thinking dinner.”

She smiled as she approached her door. “Sorry.”

“S’okay. He’s usually prompt.” And he had been right about hearing the dinging of the elevator. A win for him.

“Where from?”

“Peking Palace. You know it?”

“Of course. It’s really good. You’re making me hungry.”

The elevator dinged behind him again and opened as he realized it too was really the elevator dinging, not some random noise he thought he heard. The kid exited the car holding a grocery bag of Chinese food. He saw her eyes widen.

“Tell me you have three guys waiting in there for you.”

He grinned. “No. But I may have over ordered a little.”

“Yeah, a little.”

“Listen, you said I’d made you hungry. I’ve got plenty. Would you join me?” Why not take a chance?

He saw her look of surprise, so before she could respond he continued. “Smells good, doesn’t it.” Not something he’d planned, but it might be better anyway. A casual relaxed dinner at home. That should appeal to someone like her.

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re a pusher, right?”

“Only of Chinese food. What were you planning to have?” He was pushing, but finally he had an excuse to get to really meet her.

“I hadn’t decided.”

“Then it’s a no-brainer.”

“If you’ll let me pay for half,” she countered.

He automatically started to protest, but he didn’t want to come across as a jerk. “Sure.”

“Let me change shoes and dump my bag.”

“Cool. I’ll leave the door open.”

He watched her open her door, then tipped the guy and headed inside to set the bag on his counter. She was coming over. Another win for the day. Yeah, that excited him, and didn’t ramp up his headache. How long had it been since he’d been with a woman—not like that—spent time with someone of the female persuasion?

He needed to be sure he stayed in a position to face her, to ensure he caught every word. His hearing seemed to be improving, just not at the pace he wanted. He needed to cling to that.

There was a light tap on the door, which he heard, and he turned to greet her. She was checking out the space and he saw her eyes go a little wider.

Oh yeah.
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He’d asked her over, not out, but this might be easier, more casual. Getting home would be no problem. It wasn’t a date. He lived too close to form a real relationship, but a friendly neighbor could be nice.

She kicked her shoes off and tossed her bag on the couch. After a day in the trenches this was definitely a positive. She shouldn’t admit her pulse had risen.

Heck, that had happened both times she’d seen him. His allure hadn’t diminished, and he had been a good neighbor so far. She hadn’t heard anything through the walls at three in the morning or seen a bunch of guys trooping through the place. Or scantily clad women taking the walk of shame in the mornings as she headed for work.

She wouldn’t take the time to change. No need to let the food get cold. Slipping on sandals—he was already nearly a foot taller—her two-inch work heels wouldn’t matter—she snatched up her keys and returned to the hall.

He had left his door ajar, and she entered, tapping on the door as she did.

She stopped in surprise at the sight that greeted her. Their apartments were identical in layout, if mirror images but...

She scanned the area. There was nothing on his counters except a roll of paper towels and the bag of Chinese food. Three or four menus were attached to his refrigerator door by magnets. Beyond the bar which separated the galley kitchen from the rest of the large room was not what she’d been expecting.

He had one of those folding camping chairs with the cup holder in each arm placed in front of the TV. There was a can of soda on the right side. Beside the chair was a cardboard box with a remote sitting on it that looked like it could control the international space station. And of course, on the wall was the largest flat screen TV she’d ever seen.

Why the heck had he had so many boxes? Considering what he was wearing, he could have moved into the place using a good size envelope.

She glanced over to see him watching her, an abashed expression on his face.

“Well, at least you have your priorities in order.” Glancing at the TV, she grinned up at him and saw him relax.

“Yeah, I didn’t stop to think. You can have the chair.”

“Thanks,” she chuckled, “but why don’t we move this over to my place. I have two chairs and a table between them.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Come on. You can lug the food.”

“It’s not that much,” he semi-protested, but he followed her out after snatching up a t-shirt from the back of his chair.

She opened her door and motioned him inside.

****
[image: ]


Nash realized he’d stopped much as she had at his place, but for the opposite reason. Her place was completely furnished. There was a set of whimsical canisters on her counter. They looked like miniature houses, and a colorful dishtowel hung on the door of the stove. There were decorative magnets and pictures on the front of her refrigerator.

Past the bar sat a small table and two chairs. Beyond the dining area was one of those smaller sectional couches in a blue green color, teal? There were blue and purple pillows tossed on it. Yeah, women liked those throw pillows. And another chair in front of the sliding doors which led to the small balcony where she had two chairs and another smaller table. There was even a coffee table. Where his TV hung, she had a narrow table with the TV perched on it and books on the shelves under it. There was even some sort of art thing on the coffee table.

Damn.

“Just put it here.”

What? Oh, the food, yeah. He placed the bag on the counter and began removing the containers. He realized she was getting dishes from the cabinets.

“We don’t have to mess up anything.”

“Yes, we do. How would you eat this?”

“With the chop sticks in the bag out of the carton.”

She laughed and it sounded like silver bells. And he heard it clearly. A beautiful sound.

“Do you own plates?” she asked.

“Yes. Four of them.”

She shook her head but was smiling. Yikes, she’d even taken a serving spoon out of the drawer in addition to the utensils they’d eat with. High clover.

“I forgot drinks.” He started to turn back toward the door.

“I don’t have any beer, but I have iced tea. Would that do?”

“Sure.”

They took their seats at her table and dug in. After a few bites she leaned back and sighed. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

“How long ago was lunch?”

She thought for a moment. “I didn’t get any.”

“What?”

“There was a meeting and by the time I was free, it was time for another one. I usually take in something to eat on days like this, but I didn’t think about it this morning.”

“What do you do?” He asked as he offered the carton with the shrimp to her.

“I’m shadowing people in all the different areas at Beaton Industries. I’ve done logistics, HR. Bounced around a bit. There’re a lot of areas. Some, like research I might not get the full course. This quarter I’m in accounting.”

“So, you’re an accountant?”

“No, so the learning curve is steep. I’ve expanded my knowledge or tried to in all of them so far. What about you?”

“I’m between jobs right now. Just got out of the military and I’ll be working with some other vets soon at a new security firm, Sutton and Associates. I’m pretty good with computers.” He felt her look him up and down. “Yeah, I know, you think I should be on the brawn side.”

“No, though I’m pretty sure you’d hold your own there as well. Remember, smart is sexy.”

He knew he was smiling full on now. A complement? She thought he was smart. Well, he was but most women didn’t take the time to find that out. Best meal he’d had since he got back to the states.

“So, if I can’t make my laptop behave, I could hire you to look at it for me?”

“We’re neighbors, I can give you a real discount.”

“Excellent. Speaking of which, what do I owe you for the food?”

“I’m not sure, what do I owe you for the table and silverware and plate?”

“Wait a minute!”

“How about we call it even? Just a get to know you meal.”

She pursed her lips though her eyes were twinkling. “I get the next one.”

Next one. His pulse stepped up. Yeah, that would work. He nodded.

He had to admit she too was smarter—at least book wise—than most of the women he’d dated. He didn’t think of himself as a dog, but he had no problems meeting women. Unfortunately, their IQs usually rivaled their bust size. He had to take blame for that. He hadn’t inhabited bars that led to any sort of conversation prior to his last deployment.

He wasn’t visiting any loud bars at all currently and found he didn
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