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  Chapter One


  


  


  DARK CLOUDS blew across a full moon, and a deep chill permeated the air from a northern December wind. Dressed in a new heavy coat, gloves, scarf, and toque that he had bought for his first trip to Toronto, Braylon Tanner really didnt feel the cold. The excitement and anticipation raced through him, keeping him warm as he waitedwaited and hoped. It had been a night much like this five years earlier that hed met him in this same spot.


  The man of his dreams.


  At twenty-one and a senior in college, Braylon was on the first vacation hed ever taken alone. Responsible to a fault, hed never been one to take risks. Nor was grace one of his greatest qualities; he of the two left feet. So he had no idea what had gotten into him that night. Perhaps it was the festive season, the fact he was on vacation, or maybe it was simply the arctic temperatures had frozen his brain cells. But even though hed only been ice skating a few times, he was feeling adventurous, and maybe a little cocky. Okay, it was pure stupidity to think he could start skating backward midstride. He soon discovered the ice was totally unforgiving when a skull smacked against it, yet it was one knock on the noggin he would never regret. As he sat there a little dazed, ice soaking into the ass of his jeans, a helping hand reached downa hand attached to a strong body and belonging to the best-looking man hed ever seen.


  You okay?


  Yeah, although my pride may never recover. Braylon took the offered hand and winced as a jolt of pain stabbed him in the ass. He rubbed at his abused cheeks with his free hand. My ass may not either.


  That would be a pity, the sexy stranger responded with a wink.


  Braylon started to let go of the mans hand once he was on his feet, but apparently he was still a bit rattled from the hard fall. His feet nearly went out from under him, and he ended up in the strangers arms.


  Whoa there, I got ya, he said and held Braylon tight to his bodyand oh what a body it was.


  Braylons first impression had been right. The mans chest was thick with muscle, and his powerful arms assured Braylon wasnt going to be ass-planting again. His face was close to the sexy strangers neck, and Braylon inhaled deeply. Jesus, even his scent was sexy. Braylon would have been happy to stay right there where he was, but with the small kids skating by, he figured it wouldnt be appropriate, especially with the thoughts popping into his head.


  Thanks, Braylon muttered as he reluctantly pulled away and thankfully stayed upright.


  My pleasure. Youre not from around here, are ya?


  What? My skating skills give me away?


  That and the southern twang to your voice. Im Ross, by the way, he said and held out his hand again, this time in greeting.


  Braylon, he said as he shook the offered hand. And nope, not from around these parts. Georgia.


  Long way from home.


  Uh-huh. Braylon narrowed his eyes at a young boy who went whizzing by, giggling and nearly knocking him over. It wasnt the first time the little shit had skated too close, taunting him. But Braylon doubted the kid noticed nor cared about the daggers Braylon was shooting at him through his eyes. More than likely, he was picking up speed and preparing for his next attack. I think I better get out of the line of fire and move to the slow lane.


  Want some company? Ross asked.


  Id love some as long as you dont mind if I have to grab on to you. If you hadnt already figured it out, my skating skills are a bit lacking.


  To Braylons surprise and complete excitement, Ross bent his arm and offered it to him. Shall we?


  We shall. He sniffed haughtily and laced his arm in Rosss.


  Do you have family here in Toronto?


  No, Braylon responded with a shake of his head. Its been a tough year with family issues and school, and I just needed to get away. Id never been to Canada or played in the snow, so I thought what the hell, Toronto sounded as good a place as any.


  After an hour of skatingwell, Ross skated, Braylon shuffledthe cold had begun to settle into him. As much as he was enjoying his time chatting with Ross, he had to admit defeat. He could no longer feel his toes and fingers. Thank you for keeping me from ending up on my ass again, but this southern boy has had about enough of the cold. I need a hot cup of coffee and maybe a fire to warm my feet by.


  I know this great place just a couple of blocks over that serves the best Nutty Irishmen. And they just so happen to have a fireplace.


  Braylon came to a halt near the bench where hed left his boots and tilted his head as he met Rosss gaze. Did you just ask me out on a date?


  I do believe I did, Ross responded with a warm smile. Question is, are you going to accept?


  A fireplace, huh?


  Yup, and dont forget the hot Nutty Irishmen.


  How could I turn down such an offer, Braylon drawled.


  You cant. I gotta go get my boots, but Ill meet you over by the entrance.


  Over drinks near a roaring fire, Braylon got a good look at Ross without all the bulky clothing. He was even more handsome than Braylon had first thought. Dark hair curled just below his ears, surrounding a striking face with sharp angles, a thin nose, and high cheekbones. But it was the color of Rosss eyes that made him so stunning. They were such a pale color of blue they looked almost translucent and had tiny flecks of light blue swimming within them. Braylon also got a good look at Rosss body: his tight yellow T-shirt showed off his impressive chest and arms, and although his jeans were a little baggy, Braylon, being the ass man he was, could tell it was round and firm, mouthwatering even.


  Tell me a little about yourself, Ross prompted as he sipped on his drink.


  Ive already told you pretty much all there is to know. Im twenty-one, a senior in college, and live in Georgia.


  Oh, Im sure there is much more to you than that. What about family? What are you studying in college? Do you have a boyfriend? You know, the fun, personal stuff.


  I dont know how fun it is. Im an only child, Dad passed away a few months ago so its just me and my mom, and I study business and finance. Braylon dipped his finger in the whip cream on his nutty drink and licked it off. See boring. What about you?


  Rosss gaze landed on Braylons mouth, and Braylon couldnt help but run his tongue over his lips seductively, teasingly.


  Ross took in a sharp breath and then met Braylons eyes. I have a feeling you are anything but boring, he commented, his voice deep and husky.


  The tone of Rosss voice and the obvious lust in his eyes hit Braylon square in the groin. His need and want grew in spades when Ross moved closer and laid his hand on Braylons thigh, squeezing. He leaned in close, his warm breath tickling the sensitive spot beneath Braylons ear as he whispered, How about we head over to your hotel and enjoy some Christmas spirit?


  His name was Ross and he was the same age as Braylon, but beyond that, Braylon knew little about the man. Theyd had a few hours of skating, laughing, talking about the upcoming holiday, and being silly. After a whirlwind of mind-blowing sex, Ross was gone and Braylon was rushing to make his flight home. But it was one night of pure unadulterated pleasure so powerful it had Braylon returning to this same spot year after year on the hope of seeing him again.


  Crazy? Perhaps, yet no matter how many times he told himself it would be the last time, Braylon found himself checking into the Sheraton each December first and finding his way to the same bench overlooking the ice rink by dusk. It was his own fault, hed been so caught up in the moment, then had to race from his hotel room that next morning to catch his early flight. He hadnt thought to ask for a phone number, a last name, something, anything to find Ross once again. For five years Braylon had been searching every social media site and scouring the web, but without a last name, he didnt have enough to go on.


  Braylon pulled his coat tighter around himself and leaned back as he watched couples skating hand in hand, children laughing, others crying, yet the one face he wanted to see was absent. He had this weird feeling that hed find Ross tonight, though the little voice in his head reminded him hed said the same thing last year and the year before and….


  No! He wasnt going to think such thoughts. Tonight would be different, it had to be. Hed been diagnosed with Polycystic Kidney Disease a couple years ago, and although originally his nephrologist predicted the disease wouldnt cause too many problems until he was older, Dr. Kumar had been wrong. Braylon had been experiencing chronic kidney infections the last few months, and with each one, his kidney function was decreasing. Braylon didnt know how many more Decembers he had left. According to Dr. Kumar, who rambled on about dialysis as a stopgap, death was likely without transplant. Just like his belief hed find Ross again, though, Braylon knew hed beat the ugly diagnosis looming over his head. He had to believe, because at twenty-six, he had way too much life to live to be hooked up to a fucking machine for hours each week or, worse, be pushing up daisies. It was probably completely insane, but something deep inside told him if he could just find Ross, if he could have that one miraclethe impossiblethen dammit, he could achieve anything.


  Braylon laid his head back, the clouds moving past to expose the full moon. Please, just one. Give me just one Christmas miracle. Let me see him again, he prayed silently.


  Nice night, eh?


  Braylon turned his head to meet the weathered gaze of an elderly man as he lowered himself onto the bench at the other end. That it is, Braylon agreed, finding a small smile for the man.


  You from Toronto?


  No, sir. Georgia.


  Good Lord, son, you must be half-frozen sitting out here. You southerners dont get too much weather quite like this.


  No, sir, we dont, but I like it. Snows pretty.


  The stranger ran a gloved hand over his white whiskers, sending snowflakes to fly around his round face. That it is, he agreed. He held out his hand. Names Chris.


  Braylon scooted down the bench and took the offered hand and shook it. Braylon. Nice to meet you, sir.


  Likewise, Chris responded with a wink.


  Chris then fell silent, looking up at the moon. Braylon followed suit. For some unexplained reason, Braylon felt better with Chris near. The loneliness seemed to dissipate even though the silence stretched out between them. It wasnt uncomfortable, just sort of… easy.


  A flash of movement caught Braylons attention, and he looked to the rink as he searched for a familiar face among the crowd. Finding none, he returned his gaze to the full moon.


  I could have sworn you were from Toronto, Chris suddenly said out of the blue.


  Why is that? Braylon inquired.


  I never forget a face, Chris explained.


  Ah, perhaps youve seen me here before. Ive been coming every December for five years.


  Holiday vacation?


  You could say that, Braylon demurred. Then a thought occurred to him, sending his pulse racing. He pulled out his wallet and retrieved the worn photo-booth picturehis only link to Ross. Have you seen this guy before? Braylon asked hopefully as he handed the picture to Chris.


  Chris took it, a thoughtful expression on his face as he studied the photo. Nice-looking young man, he commented. Ive seen him before.


  He handed the photo back to Braylon. He quickly slid it back into his wallet before the snow could ruin the image. Do you know him?


  Chris shook his head. Ive only seen him before, dont know him personally. If I may ask, why are you looking for him?


  I met him years ago. We…. Braylon shrugged. Just someone I met that left an impression, I guess.


  Love at first glance, eh? Chris asked knowingly.


  More like a dream, Braylon countered as he looked away. It had sure felt like love at first sight, but now it was nothing more than a painful obsession.


  Well, I hope you find him, Chris offered, sounding sincere, as he pushed to his feet. Christmas is a magical time of year. You never know what gifts will be waiting for you. Chris strolled slowly away, humming what sounded like Silent Night.


  Merry Christmas, Braylon called out.


  Merry Christmas to you too, Chris responded with a wave.


  Braylon watched him go until he disappeared around the corner, and then spent the next two hours splitting his attention between the skaters and the moon. As the snowfall became heavy, a cold dampness settled into Braylon, and with his fingers and toes numb, he finally had to admit defeat. With a heavy heart, he made his way back to his hotel.


  This is the last time, he muttered. But even as he said it, he knew hed be back on the same night, under the same December moon next year.
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