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Chapter One | Derek
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The evening was uncomfortably warm throughout the city, especially downtown where the concrete and brick held onto the day's heat. There wasn't even a cooling breeze coming off the Pacific Ocean. Mid-summer and Victoria, BC on the west coast of Canada was baking, and most of the old buildings where people were gathered for the night didn't have air-conditioning.

The building up the top of Bastion Square, the site of the original Fort Victoria's log towers, was built with blocks of rough-hewn stone. It had been designed and built by the same man that designed the parliament buildings. Originally, a bank built in a chateau style. It was opulent inside but warm and cozy regardless and made an excellent pub. A great place to gather with friends.

That aside, Derek grunted in irritation.

He hated being the third wheel. And in this case, the ninth wheel. Thursday night and he was out with friends. Friends he'd had for the last fourteen years. He hadn't grown up in the tourist city of Victoria. He'd met the four guys at the table while playing on a men's weekend football team.

Tonight, they were celebrating Jackson's birthday. Everyone had shown up with their wives or girlfriends. Hence, Derek was the ninth wheel. Four couples and him. After three years, it was still an uncomfortable feeling. Being single at a table of couples. Derek and his wife had separated three years ago; divorced after two. He'd been pretty much flying solo since then. 

"Another round!" Jackson shouted as he waved at the server.

Things were getting rowdy. Another couple of rounds and the server would be cutting off some of his friends. Derek fiddled with his empty pint glass. He was keeping the drinking to a minimum. He had to work the lunch shift the next day—in the same pub they were sitting in.

It was a fabulous place to work. Everyone was friendly. The servers, the hosts, and the other bartenders. Even the management. He was paid well and the tips were among the best in the city. 

Derek hadn't meant to become a career bartender. He'd fallen into it when he was attending university and found it paid better than most jobs he could secure with his four-year Bachelor's degree. Only just legal to drink, he'd started as a bar-back in the pub and worked his way up front. That was nineteen years ago. At thirty-eight, he was one of the oldest employees in the pub.

Chelsea, Jackson's wife leaned toward him and pressed against his shoulder.

"I have someone I want you to meet," she said. "She's new in my office. Divorced five years ago. She's been waiting for the right guy to come along. I think you might be it."

This was a constant. His friends trying to hook him up. He usually took them up on it. What was the harm? An evening spent with a woman they thought suitable. They knew him well, so they were usually pretty spot on. He hadn't been on too many bum dates. Hadn't found the right woman yet, though. Some had been close. Just not anyone he wanted to spend his life with.

"Sure," he said to Chelsea. "Does she know you're talking to me about it?"

"She told me to give you her number." Chelsea opened the contacts on her phone and shared it with Derek. His phone dinged. He looked at it.

Laura Crosby.

He'd known a Crosby in high school. An Eric. He wondered if Laura was related.

"Is she from the island?"

"Nope. Just moved from Kelowna."

"What does she do for work in your office."

"Systems analyst."

"No idea what that even is."

"Me either. All I know is she keeps the computer software happy."

"Hobbies?"

"Same as you. Hiking. Walks by the ocean. A bit of kayaking. Snowboarding."

Sounds promising.

Derek didn't need to grill Chelsea about Laura. They'd have a few things to talk about from what she'd told him. They could delve into more topics when they met for their date.

"Let her know, I'll call her tomorrow night."

Chelsea smiled. "Perfect. You're going to love her."

Derek sighed. Love. That was something he desperately wanted back in his life again. He was lonely. He needed to find the right woman, though. Someone who would put up with his moods. He often sunk into depression because it always felt like something was missing from his life. That and his past. Some horrors still ran around in his head from when he was a child.

It had been one of the reasons he and his wife had divorced, his depressive episodes. That and she tended to go shopping. It had nearly bankrupted them. He was still paying off the debts by way of a consumer proposal for the mountain of bills she had racked up. Three hundred dollars a month for four years. He'd never make that mistake again. Have all the credit cards in his name.

"What do you think, Derek?"

Derek looked up. He hadn't realized how far his mind had wandered. He hadn't been listening to anything his friends were saying.

"Sorry ... zoned out. Think about what?"

"Having dental included in the medical services plan."

Jeez, that was a dry topic. How the hell had they arrived at that? He didn't care but decided to weigh in regardless. "Haven't really thought about it. But I wish it was. Save me some money."

And he was all about saving money. Now that his wife was out of the picture, he was building up a nice sum of savings. He wanted to buy an apartment. Another seven years should do it. He needed to be clear of the consumer proposal's hit on his credit rating first. By that time, he'd have a nice down payment. He wouldn't need an outrageous mortgage if he chose the property carefully.

Derek looked over at the bar. Susie was the bartender tonight. They'd tried dating, but whereas he enjoyed outdoor activities, Susie was all about the party life. They'd lasted three weeks. It was a shame. She was gorgeous and funny, and a damned good bartender.

Their server Richard approached the table with the latest round of drinks. Derek leaned back as his Pale Ale was deposited in front of him. Richard was nice to look at. Derek was always glad to see Richard on the schedule for the same days he was working. They had a good banter between them throughout their shift. The guy was a lot of fun to be around.

He pushed down the feelings that surfaced when he thought about Richard. He looked around the table of his friends. They would never accept him if they knew. It was moot, his attraction toward certain men. It wasn't a path he'd ever follow. His attraction to women was enough for him.

Jackson spilled the second beer of the night.

This time it ran off the table onto Derek's lap.

Derek decided he'd had enough for the evening.

He pushed his chair back and rose. "Hey, I'm going to head out." He patted Jackson on the back. "Happy birthday again, man. Remember, you have to work tomorrow."

Jackson laughed. "Might not make it."

"Your choice." Derek waved to everyone as he walked away. "See ya."

The universe aligned or luck was on his side because there was an available cab parked outside the pub. His rental apartment was close to downtown. A five-minute cab ride. He had a car but rarely used it. The occasional trip to an appointment and the warehouse store out in Langford.

Once home, he flicked on the lights inside his apartment door. It was quiet. He missed the patter of feet that used to accompany him coming home. He'd lost his Jack Russell Bingo six months back. It still hurt to think about him. His spleen had ruptured. It had been fast, his demise. One minute, he'd been a happy little dog, the next, Derek was putting him down to end his suffering. Now the apartment was desperately empty.

Derek wandered into the kitchen and poured and downed a glass of water. He didn't want to risk any type of residual effect from the paltry three drinks he had consumed.

He climbed into bed—alone—again.

Maybe Laura would be the woman he was looking for.

He rolled over and fell asleep wondering about it.

The pub was packed. Not unusual for a Friday. Some tables had people taking extended lunch breaks. Most of the rest were likely tourists from the latest cruise ship that had pulled into the city.

All Derek knew; he was crazy busy.

"How are you holding up?" Richard leaned on the bartop as he waited for Derek to make the drinks he had placed for two of his tables. "You're sure flying today."

"I like being busy." Derek pulled a couple of IPAs from the beer tap and set them on the bar mat near Richard. He chanced a glance at Richard. He was classicly handsome. Dark hair. Fabulous eyes. Full lips. And his British accent was icing on a very delicious-looking cake.

"Me too," Richard said. "But it's not the kind of getting busy I like."

Derek grinned. "Still in the honeymoon phase with the new girlfriend, hey?"

"I lucked out. She's amazing. One bonus of working with lots of women. Every once in a while, you stumble across a gem that you click with."

"I've given up dating from the work pool. It makes things awkward when you break up."

"Then, I suggest you find someone you don't want to break up with."

"Ha. Ha. Wouldn't that be nice ... to know ahead of time before you invest all that effort."

Derek finished off two Blackberry Vodka Mojitos by slipping a full mint leaf down the inside of each glass to join the other crushed ones.

Richard lifted each drink onto his tray.

"You're my second favorite person," Richard said. "I hope you find someone." Then he was off, weaving his way toward his section; his tray held high by his muscular arm.

Derek imagined licking it from armpit to wrist.

Stop it.

He wiped down the bar and ripped the next drink order chit off the machine. He rolled his eyes. It was the order for the 20-top upstairs. And just his luck, it wasn't for beer on tap. He was going to have to do some actual work to get these drinks out. He called his bar-back up front. The fresh twenty-year-old kid was going to be learning some drink recipes today.

By the time his shift finished, Derek was exhausted. It was getting close to 8, but he was going to grab some dinner before he went home. He looked at his phone. He almost didn't want to, but he had promised to phone Laura that evening. He slid onto a free barstool and called her number.

"Hello?"

Her voice sounded nice.

"Hey, this is Derek ... Chelsea's friend."

"Oh, Derek ... great to meet you."

Kind of a weird thing to say. They hadn't met yet.

Maybe she was nervous.

"You too." Long pause. "Are you free tomorrow night? I get off work at 6. We could go out for dinner after that if you'd like."

"That sounds nice. Chelsea told me where you work. I'll meet you there?"

"Perfect."

"Okay ... I'll see you then. Bye."

"Right. Yeah. See you then."

Derek pressed the end call button. There was no chemistry. He could tell that already. He had planned to stay on the line for a few minutes. Talk a little bit. The fact she didn't want to spend any time talking to him on the phone concerned him. Maybe she wasn't into this.

He hated walking into a date with an unwilling participant. Sometimes that happened. His friends would pressure someone into going on a date with him. Those dates tended to be civil but short. Sometimes he found them interesting, regardless. He liked meeting new people.

Richard took the bar stool next to him.

"Grabbing dinner?"

Derek nodded. "Yeah, I'm starving."

"Me too. Jessica works tonight, so I might as well stick around for a while." Richard slid back off his stool. "What do you want? I'll key it in."

"Roast beef sounds perfect about now."

"Making that two."

Derek couldn't stop himself. He stared at Richard's perfect ass as he walked away. He averted his eyes. He needed to stop lusting after the guy.

"Nice view." Someone slid in next to him on the stool Richard had been sitting on. Derek turned to him. His heart skipped a beat. The man sitting beside him was stunning. Piercing gray-blue eyes peering out from a sophisticated, beautiful, and mischievous face. Hair, dark blond. Short on the sides and deliciously long on top. His lips were framed by a gorgeous amount of stubble.

Derek found his voice.

"Don't know what you're talking about."

The guy shrugged. "Okay. Whatever you say. But that is one fine-looking man."

"I hadn't noticed."

"Right." The guy swung his hand up. "I'm Liam."

Derek scowled. He wasn't used to random approaches by anyone in the pub. Sure he talked to people when he was working. That was different. This bordered on invasive.

"Derek," he muttered as he gripped Liam's hand and shook it. No need to be rude. Giving his name wasn't going to hurt.

"You work here, right? I've noticed you before."

"Yeah. I'm a bartender."

"Been doing that long?" Liam asked.

"Sometimes it seems like too long."

"Do you have other dreams when it comes to work?"

Derek furrowed his brow. What was this? A job interview?

Liam continued to study him with genuine, curious eyes. Derek relaxed. Regardless of Liam being so forward, he decided it wouldn't hurt to talk to the guy.

"I wanted to be an addiction counselor. But that meant more school and I just wasn't into it by the time I finished university. This paid well. I stuck with it."

"You could still do it. Be a counselor."

"Nah." Derek shook his head. "Pretty set in my ways."

Liam tipped his head. "No room for anyone else?"

Okay. Kind of personal.

Derek wasn't sure how to answer. He hadn't really thought about it that way. Sure, he liked his solitude but he also had a need for someone special in his life.

"There's room," he answered.

Liam smiled. The action lit up his whole face. "Good to know."

Oh, for fuck's sake.

Derek nearly got up and left. The guy was obviously hitting on him. But his dinner was on the way. And he was finding Liam somewhat intriguing, despite his advances.

He decided to stay put.

Liam leaned on the bartop with one arm, bent at the elbow, and supported his head.

"So, what do you do when you're not hanging around here?" he asked.

"Well ... this morning I went kayaking."

Liam sat up straight. "Me too." He waved the bartender over and ordered a gin and tonic. "Where did you go? I was out in Oak Bay today."

"The Gorge."

"Nice. Love it there."

"Do you ever head to Tofino?" Derek asked.

"No. Never been."

"I do a 6-hour day trip up there in Clayoquot Sound. It's stunning."

"Sounds like somewhere I'd like to check out. When are you going next?"

That took Derek by surprise. Was Liam suggesting they go together? He hadn't meant to walk into a date with the guy. He was breathtaking to look at but he didn't date men.

"Not sure."

Liam extended his hand palm up as if to receive something. "Can I give you my number? You can phone me next time you're going maybe ... if you're into it."

Derek passed his phone to Liam, not knowing what the hell possessed him to do so. He'd never call the guy. There was no point in having his number.

"Do you mind if I text my phone with yours ... so I have your number?" Liam asked.

Derek couldn't stop himself. "Sure, yeah. Go ahead."

That done, Liam rose from his seat. "I'm here with friends. I better get back to them." He gripped Derek's shoulder. "It was nice meeting you."

When Liam released his shoulder, a vacuum opened up around Derek. It was a strange sensation of intense loneliness. He pushed it from his mind. He'd only just met the guy.

He nearly groaned as Liam walked away. Richard had nothing on that guy's ass.

Richard slipped back onto the barstool. "What did Liam want?"

"You know him?"

"Yeah, we used to date."

Derek's eyebrows rose. He'd had no idea Richard was into guys.

"I didn't know you dated men."

Richard shrugged. "Only if someone special comes along." He looked toward the table where Liam was sitting with a group of people. "And that is one special man. Except for when he jammed out on me when things started to get serious. A bit of a habit of his, apparently."

Derek's attention was drawn back to the gorgeous and compelling guy. Liam was chatting with his friends; animated—carefree. "We were talking about kayaking."

"Yeah, he's big into that." Richard pushed a napkin-wrapped packet of cutlery toward Derek. "So, are you going to go out with him? I'm assuming he asked."

Richard's girlfriend Jessica slipped their plates of roast beef dinner in front of them, kissed Richard on the cheek, then went about her way.

"He suggested we go out to Tofino together."

"And what did you say?" Richard took a scoop of mashed potatoes and stuffed his mouth with it. A stray drip of gravy decorated his bottom lip.

Again—the licking thought popped into Derek's mind.

"I don't date guys," Derek said.

"Oh ... sorry. I thought you did."

"What would make you think that?"

"I've seen more than a few hungry stares coming off you when a hot guy comes in."

That was unexpected news. Derek hadn't realized he'd been doing that. Especially, noticeably. He needed to get that in check. People catching on at work was the last thing he needed.

Derek squirmed in his seat. "I appreciate men. Doesn't mean I want to date them."

That was an admission he was willing to make.

"Maybe you should. Liam is certainly a good starting place."

"Why do you say that? That I should start with Liam."

Richard's face softened. "He's warm and caring. And he's an attentive and gentle lover. He's like no one I've ever dated before. It's been a year and I still miss him."

Derek shook his head. "Not interested." He sliced up his meat and mixed it with the potatoes. It was a habit from childhood. The cheap meat they had eaten had been so tough it had needed moisture from the whipped, milky potatoes to make it palatable.

He stole a second look at Liam before he took his first mouthful of the comfort food. Liam glanced up and caught him staring. The wink Liam gave him went straight to his cock.

He was fooling himself if he thought he wasn't interested.
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Chapter Two | Liam
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It was unlike him—to approach a guy like that. Chat him up with the intention of making his attraction known. He'd seen Derek working behind the bar on many occasions. He often looked sad. Liam wondered what was behind that brooding expression. He found himself tempted to peel back those layers he knew were there. Find the core of the man. Maybe bring him a little joy.

He had no idea if Derek was gay or not. He certainly had eyes for Richard. But then, that was understandable. Even a straight guy would notice the beauty of the guy. Plus, Richard was pure sunshine. He'd been at odds when he broke up with him.

Derek was rugged in appearance. Dark hair and stubble. Gentle brown, tentative eyes. Broad shoulders—trim waist. Built like an American footballer. Liam sipped his drink.

He wouldn't mind being tackled by him.

"Okay, stop staring." His friend Daniel nudged him. "He's got hot and handsome down but I know for a fact he used to date one of the female bartenders."

Liam pursed his lips, then frowned.

Pity.

He continued his assessment of Derek. The guy was watching him again. Maybe his sexuality wasn't fixed. Derek refocused on his dinner. The next time Derek looked at him, Liam winked at him. The complexity of the reaction on Derek's face was adorable—and telling.

The man was obviously at odds with his attraction to men. He didn't need that in his life. He only dated men that were comfortable with who they were. Out and proud men that weren't afraid to show affection in public. When he dated a woman, that problem never came up. Women tended to like that extra display of affection. He liked being able to hold hands with whomever he dated.
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