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OUT FOR DELIVERY

Rain hammered the windshield hard enough to smear Kansas City into streaks of red brake lights and warped gold signs.

Austin Cade leaned forward over the wheel as the delivery van rattled through the apartment complex entrance, suspension groaning beneath stacks of late packages sliding in the back.

Ten stops behind schedule.

Cold coffee sitting untouched in the cupholder.

Three unread messages from dispatch lighting up his phone every few minutes like threats.

The scanner beside him flashed another overdue delivery.

Perfect.

The heater pushed weak, stale warmth through the vents, barely cutting through the damp cold creeping into the cab. Rain fogged the corners of the windshield faster than the wipers could clear it.

Thunder rolled somewhere overhead.

Austin scrubbed a hand over his jaw and tried not to think about how badly his body hurt.

His shoulder burned from lifting boxes all day.

His lower back felt welded together.

Even his knees were starting to complain every time he climbed stairs.

Peak holiday season was brutal.

Management called it “temporary increased demand.”

Drivers called it survival mode.

The scanner shrieked again.

Apartment 3B.

Small package.

No signature required.

Austin exhaled through his nose and pulled beside Building C.

Water poured from broken gutters in heavy silver sheets. The entire complex looked tired in a way expensive places never did. Old brick stained dark with rain. Flickering stairwell lights. Rust bleeding down metal railings.

The kind of building people ended up in after plans fell apart somewhere along the way.

He grabbed the padded envelope from the passenger seat and shoved open the van door.

Cold rain hit him instantly, soaking through the front of his hoodie before his boots even touched pavement.

“Jesus Christ.”

Water splashed around his ankles as he jogged toward the stairs two at a time. Halfway up, the scanner nearly slipped from his hand.

Of course it did.

By the third-floor landing, rain dripped from his hair into his eyes. His hoodie clung damp against his skin, and the cold had started working its way down the back of his neck.

Apartment 3B sat at the end of the hallway beneath a weak yellow light.

Warm light glowed beneath the door.

For some reason, Austin noticed that before the apartment number.

He adjusted the package beneath his arm and knocked twice.

Thunder cracked somewhere outside.

A few seconds passed.

Then locks clicked open.

The door pulled back halfway.

And every exhausted thought in Austin’s head disappeared.

The guy standing there looked half asleep.

Dark hair shoved messily in every direction like he’d been running his hands through it. Gray oversized hoodie. Black sweatpants hanging low on narrow hips. Bare feet against hardwood floors.

Austin’s attention caught embarrassingly hard on the bare feet.

The stranger blinked slowly at him, gaze dragging once over Austin’s rain-soaked hoodie before lifting back to his face.

“You know,” he said, voice rough with sleep, “I’m starting to think you only deliver during active catastrophes.”

Austin laughed before he could stop himself.

The sound surprised him almost as much as the sudden grin threatening at the corner of the stranger’s mouth.

“Occupational hazard,” Austin said.

That almost-smile deepened slightly.

Not enough to count as a real smile.

Enough to make Austin immediately want to earn one.

He held out the envelope.

“Delivery for Jace Lawson.”

“That’s me.”

Their fingers brushed during the handoff.

Nothing dramatic.

Just skin against skin for half a second.

Still, something sharp moved unexpectedly through Austin’s chest.

Jace noticed it too.

Not openly. But his expression shifted for the briefest moment before he adjusted the package against his chest.

“You guys should seriously get hazard pay for this weather.”

Austin glanced down at himself. Water dripped steadily from his sleeves onto the hallway floor.

“Trust me,” he said, “they barely like paying us in normal weather.”

That finally got the full smile.

And Christ.

There it was.

Crooked.

Warm.

Completely unfair.

Austin suddenly became aware he was standing in a stranger’s doorway staring like an idiot.

Professional. Maybe try being professional.

He cleared his throat and stepped back.

“Well. Stay dry.”

Jace’s eyes moved over him once, slow and unapologetic.

“Think you missed that opportunity already.”

Austin barked out another laugh.

Which was strange in itself. Most days he barely had enough energy left to talk by the end of a shift, but something about this felt easy.

Natural.

That probably should’ve concerned him.

Rain battered the roof outside while warm apartment light spilled into the hallway around Jace’s shoulders. Austin caught the scent of coffee drifting from inside the apartment.

Laundry detergent too.

Something clean.

Comfortable.

Home.

The thought hit harder than it should have.

Austin couldn’t remember the last place that had felt like that to him.

His apartment sure as hell didn’t.

The scanner inside the van beeped again from downstairs.

Reality reasserting itself.

Austin sighed.

“Guess that’s my cue.”

Jace lifted the package and glanced at the label.

“Thanks for risking your life to deliver my paper towels.”

Austin stared at him for half a second.

Then laughed hard enough for it to echo down the hallway.

Jace grinned wider.

And that was the dangerous part.

Because now Austin wanted a reason to come back.
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CHAPTER TWO
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EXPECTED DELIVERY WINDOW

Austin told himself he wasn’t thinking about Apartment 3B.

That was the official version, anyway.

Unfortunately, his brain seemed unwilling to cooperate.

Because the next afternoon, while loading packages beneath a sky the color of dirty steel, he caught himself scanning the route manifest for one specific address.

Building C.

Apartment 3B.

Jace Lawson.

There.

Second half of the route.

Austin immediately looked away from the scanner like it had exposed something deeply embarrassing.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

Beside him, Marcus shoved an oversized box onto a rolling cart and snorted.

“You talking to yourself again?”

Austin slammed the van door shut harder than necessary.

“Mind your business.”

Marcus grinned instantly.

“Oh, so definitely a man.”

Austin flipped him off without looking at him.

The warehouse buzzed with forklifts, scanner alerts, shouted route numbers, and the particular exhaustion unique to holiday delivery season. Drivers moved through the loading bays with the hollow-eyed intensity of people surviving entirely on caffeine and irritation.

Someone across the dock was arguing with dispatch over missing packages.

Another guy cracked open an energy drink like his life depended on it.

Normally Austin tuned all of it out.

Today his attention kept drifting back to one stupid apartment number.

Which was ridiculous.

It had been a five-minute conversation.

One attractive guy with messy hair and a sharp smile.

That was it.

Not life-changing.

Except Austin still remembered details he had absolutely no business remembering.

The way Jace leaned against the doorway like he’d barely woken up.

The rough edge in his voice.

The apartment light behind him.

Bare feet against dark hardwood floors.

Austin shoved another package into the van harder than necessary.

Marcus noticed immediately.

“Oh, this is bad.”

Austin frowned. “What?”

“You’ve got the face.”

“What face?”

Marcus pointed at him. “The ‘I met someone hot and now I’m pretending not to have a psychological event about it’ face.”

Austin stared.

Marcus spread his arms triumphantly.

“See? Silence. Guilty.”

“Go to hell.”

Marcus laughed loud enough to bounce through the loading bay.

“You know I’m right.”

Austin climbed into the driver’s seat before the conversation could get any worse.

Freezing drizzle streaked across the windshield while the GPS flickered to life on the mounted screen.

Twelve-hour shift ahead.

Fantastic.

He started the van.

Tried not to think about Apartment 3B.

Failed almost instantly.

—
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By six-thirty, darkness had swallowed the city whole.

Headlights smeared across wet pavement. Neon signs reflected in rainwater like blurred paint while Austin carried another package toward Building C.

Apartment 3B.

Again.

His pulse did something annoyingly noticeable as he climbed the stairs.

Which was insane.

He delivered hundreds of packages every week.

Faces blurred together. Names disappeared by the next stop.

That was how the job worked.

Except apparently not this time.

Warm light glowed beneath Jace’s door again.

Austin knocked once.

Footsteps approached almost immediately.

Like Jace had already been nearby.

The thought landed low in Austin’s chest before he could stop it.

Locks clicked open.

The door swung back.

And there he was.

Black hoodie today.

Sleeves pushed up to his forearms.

Dark hair still a mess in a way that looked unfairly good on him.

And the second Jace saw him, his entire expression brightened.

Not polite-customer brightening.

Real brightening.

Austin felt it physically.

“Well,” Jace said, leaning against the frame, “if it isn’t my favorite delivery driver.”

Austin laughed under his breath.

“Favorite?”

“You brought me paper towels during a thunderstorm. That kind of loyalty means something.”

Austin handed him the package.

“What life-or-death purchase are we making today?”

Jace checked the label.

“...Phone charger.”

Austin stared at him.

“You ordered a same-day charger?”

“My phone was dying.”

“You couldn’t survive one trip to Target?”

Jace looked completely unashamed.

“That feels unnecessarily hostile.”

Austin laughed again before he could help it.

And there it was.

That dangerous feeling again.

Because now he was looking forward to this.

The few minutes at the end of his route where somebody smiled when they saw him.

Where exhaustion loosened slightly around the edges.

Where he stopped feeling invisible.

Jace shifted against the doorway.

“You look less drowned today.”

“Big improvement for me.”

“You want a water or something?”

The offer caught Austin off guard.

“Uh.”

Jace shrugged, casual on the surface, though Austin could feel something more careful underneath it.

“You’re out here delivering packages in freezing rain for like fourteen hours a day. Figured workplace morale support was appropriate.”

Austin smiled despite himself.

“That sounds fake enough to come directly from management training.”

Jace grinned.

“There it is.”

Austin blinked. “What?”

“That smile.” Jace pointed lightly at him. “You always look like you’re one inconvenience away from driving the van into traffic until about thirty seconds into talking to me.”

Silence settled between them immediately afterward.

Not awkward.

Aware.

Austin felt heat crawl unexpectedly up the back of his neck.

And judging by the look on Jace’s face, he realized what he’d admitted at the exact same time.

Rain tapped softly against the hallway windows.

Somewhere below them, a car door slammed shut.

Austin cleared his throat first.

“I should finish my route.”

“Probably.”

Neither moved.

That felt dangerous too.

Finally Austin stepped backward toward the stairs.

Jace held the package loosely against his chest.

“See you tomorrow?” he asked, trying for casual and missing by just enough to matter.

The words hit Austin harder than they should have.

See you tomorrow.

Like this had already become a routine.

Like Jace expected him to come back.

Austin swallowed once.

“Yeah,” he said quietly.

Then, before his brain could intervene:

“Probably around six.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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LEAVE AT DOOR

Austin made it almost three hours before realizing he was restructuring his entire route around Apartment 3B.

Which was embarrassing.

Deeply embarrassing.

Stopped at a red light downtown, he stared at the scanner while mentally rearranging deliveries for the third time.

If he skipped the office buildings near Main first...

then looped back through Midtown...

he could probably hit Building C around six again.

Austin let his head fall back against the seat.

“Oh my god.”

A guy crossing the street glanced at him strangely through the windshield.

Fair enough.

Because reorganizing your work schedule for the possibility of seeing a customer for five minutes was probably behavior worth monitoring.

The light turned green.

Austin drove forward.

Tried not to think about it.

Failed immediately.

—
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By late afternoon, freezing rain glazed the city in silver while traffic crawled through downtown Kansas City at a pace that felt personally insulting.

Dispatch notifications kept exploding across Austin’s mounted screen.

DELAY ON ROUTE 12

CUSTOMER COMPLAINT — 4:17 PM

PRIORITIZE RED DELIVERIES

Austin ignored all of them.

Mostly because he no longer possessed the emotional energy required to care.
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