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A Hell of a Way to Meet


Chapter 1

To celebrate his thirtieth
birthday alone, Luc Ronan left the Phoenix Metro Area, giving
himself the gift of a long weekend in beautiful Sedona Arizona,
nestled in the gorgeous Red Rock country.

It was August 15 and a
perfect warm summer day since the weather had cooled to the
mid-80s, while large rolling white clouds highlighted and enhanced
the stunning distant Red Rock views.

Anxious to start enjoying
himself and get to his new Sci-fi book, yet another birthday
indulgence, Luc parked in the lot near Slide Rock Park, and then
walked over to the path leading down to Oak Creek and the famous
Slide Rock beach area.

Taking care walking down the
slippery path to avoid any loose rocks, Luc finally reached the
warm rocky area. He then kicked off his flip-flops and took two
more steps before he heard a muffled popping sound coming from the
top of the hill.

Without having time to
think, an incredibly beautiful woman roughly pushed past Luc making
him lose his balance, and then he fell against a tall striking
blond man standing near to him.

Luc only had time to glance
back at the retreating woman and was about to call out, but he
suddenly felt a stabbing pain deep in his chest and hip.

The world drifted into blackness as he
fell to the ground unconscious; shot twice by an unknown
assailant.

Much later that night, after
a seven-hour surgery removed a bullet lodged near his heart and
another wedged in his left hip joint, Luc finally forced his eyes
open.

Squinting against the bright
lamp over his bed, he tried to shift his uncomfortable position and
gasped as a sharp wave of pain shot through his hip and echoed in
the middle of his chest.

Wincing against the intense
pain he noticed the myriad of IVs and monitors attached to his body
and started to panic, his heart racing, and sending a notification
to the local nurse's station.

A nurse rushed in the room
and assessed the situation, while she turned a dial to adjust his
pain medication. As she finished, Dr. Alan Kenton walked into his
room with a tight smile, looking closely at his very pale
face.

Luc grimaced again as
another throb of pain engulfed him, and he groaned aloud unable to
help himself.

"I can't move my body am I
dying," he asked softly, looking at a very concerned man with
reddish hair and deep blue eyes.

The doctor smiled at him and
shook his head negatively, putting his hand on Luc's other toned
shoulder.

"I don't think so Luc, that
is unless I didn't do my job correctly," he replied, lightly
squeezing his shoulder.

"What happened to me, I can't
remember," he asked him, frowning against the pain as he tried
again to move his legs.

Dr. Kenton pushed firmly on
Luc's shoulder to still him, glanced up at the nurse, and
nodded.

"Just try to stay quiet for
now Luc. A gunman opened fire at the park this morning and several
people were killed. Only three of you survived the shooting; you
were severely injured, but you came through your surgery just fine
and I expect a full recovery from you. You need to relax and rest
for now and allow your body to heal. I'm Dr. Kenton, your surgeon,
but you can call me Alan, as we’ll be seeing a lot of each other
for a while," he told him.

Alan watched Luc closely to see how he
followed his statements and if he could register his
words.

"Okay Alan, but will I
recover from this? I can hardly move at all for the extreme pain,"
he asked, turning even more pale with the slightest effort. Tears
engulfed his eyes and then ran down his handsome face when he
squeezed them shut.

Disquiet flooded Alan's eyes
seeing his struggle and he glanced once more over at the
nurse.

"Yes, but it will take some
time to get fully back on your feet, and some therapy to restore
your mobility, but for now however no more questions. I'm giving
you something to make you sleep and help you get past this rough
time. I won't kid you Luc, your injuries will be very painful for a
while, but you're safe now and on your way to a full recovery," he
promised, motioning to the nurse to add the medication to his
IV.

Three weeks later, the sun
streaming in the hospital window woke Luc from a dreamless sleep.
He opened his eyes and then squinted against the bright light, when
he then saw his morning nurse standing nearby.

"How are you feeling today,
Mr. Ronan," the nurse asked while checking out his chart and making
some notes.

"I'm still fairly sore, but
that is getting much better every day. I'm feeling super hungry for
a change," he replied, still trying to move cautiously and ignore
the constant nagging pain in his hip whenever he moved.

"Hungry is good, and the
doctor will be in shortly to talk about your discharge today and
your continued therapy. After that, we'll see about getting you
something to eat," he said.

He then turned back to his
pad to write down more notes, and after he gave Luc a bright smile
and walked out of the room.

Fifteen minutes later Alan
sauntered into his room, pleased to see Luc dressed and sitting on
the edge of his bed.

Luc looked up at his doctor and
grinned.

"Hi, I need to ask if this
pain in my hip will always stay like this. I thought the wound in
my chest would have hurt much more, but that has been fading fast,"
Luc asked, flinching again as he moved, sounding a bit
down.

Alan seemed concerned as he
watched Luc's body language and heard the slight depression in his
tone, then he turned and walked over to him.

"Not for that long, remember
it was only three weeks ago that you were shot in two places. We
were thinking for a while during surgery that we'd have to do a hip
replacement but luckily it wasn’t required, but your injuries were
extensive in sensitive areas. You were also extremely fortunate
that other bullet missed your heart and lodged next to it instead
and missing a major artery close by. It was tricky to remove the
bullet, but the surgery required there was much less invasive and
easier to close up. Again, that is in the past and you are moving
forward now to a complete recovery," he said, smiling at him for a
second time.

"So when can I go back home
to Phoenix," Luc asked.

Alan frowned at him, and
then sat down next to him on the bed, taking his arm and
manipulating it, while making a judgement about his range of
flexibility.

"Do you feel capable of
taking care of yourself with your painful hip movement, and how
about the fatigue you keep mentioning? I know you live down in
North Phoenix, but I'd prefer it if you stayed in this area for a
while to continue your therapy where they are familiar with your
case, and I am nearby. I want to make sure you follow through with
the entire course for a full recovery," he told him.

"I can and I will doctor,
but to be honest with you I need to get back to my work. I
freelance as a writer for various corporations, so I don't have a
whole lot of extra income to depend on. Being completely frank with
you, I didn't bring my work necessities along on my supposed
weekend vacation, so you see my predicament I hope," he told him,
glancing down at the floor feeling embarrassed by talking about his
lean finances.

Alan nodded and again
reached over to touch his knee.

"I understand that Luc, but
it's crucial that you finish your therapy otherwise it might impair
your future walking abilities, especially since you have refused
any pain medication in the last few days, I want you
nearby."

Luc looked stunned by his
words since the thought of being permanently injured had never
occurred to him.

"I could be crippled by this," he
asked, still in shock.

Alan shook his head.

"I said impaired not
crippled Luc; you might develop a permanent limp, or not regain a
full range of motion. I can't emphasize enough that this was a very
serious injury and I'd like to see a full recovery here in your
case, but you have to stick with your therapy," he repeated,
staring intently.

Luc glared back at him for a
moment, feeling helpless, and then finally dragged his eyes
away.

"So, what can I do, other
than the obvious?"

Alan reached up to comb his fingers
through his shaggy red hair.

"Look I understand the money
thing, I've been there myself. I'm going to release you from here
later today, but I'd like you to consider something for me," Alan
began, trying to choose the right words.

"And that is," Luc asked looking
confused.

Alan swallowed hard and then
stared into Luc's dark brown eyes, feeling an extreme pang of
sympathy for the vulnerability he saw there.

"I want you to meet someone;
a man who has been closely following your recovery each day and
would like to help you out. He's down the hall so give me a moment
to go find him and bring him back here to meet you," Alan told him
while heading for the door.

His statement left Luc with a puzzled
look on his face, and he began to feel apprehensive and wonder what
the hell Alan was doing.

A few moments later Alan
strode back into his room followed by a tall very handsome blond
man with dark green eyes.

"Luc this is Zain Simon, and this is
Luc Ronan," Alan introduced them as Zain held out a tentative hand
and flashed him a dazzling smile.

After taking his hand for a
brief handshake, Luc looked up and gave him an odd, prolonged
stare.

"Don't I know you from
somewhere, you seem so familiar to me," he asked, watching as Zain
glanced quickly over at Alan.

"You may have seen me
briefly before Luc. I was the one you fell against after you were
shot at the creek. Claudia and I were running and trying to get
away from her husband Scott, who was shooting at us and everyone
else that was unfortunate enough to be nearby," he said, waiting
for Luc's reaction to his account.

Hearing his words, Luc felt
like an electric shock had passed through his body when he had a
sudden flashback on the events of that life-changing
day.

"Good to know the why part
now, are you her new boyfriend, the cause of her husband playing
with guns," Luc asked, unable to keep the sarcasm and bitterness
out of his soft voice.

Zain was completely
surprised and taken back by Luc's question and felt sure it was
written all over his face as he shook his head
negatively.

"No Luc, I'm her brother and
best friend, Gay brother that is, in case you missed that memo as
well," he added slowly almost letting a grin show
through.

He watched the very
embarrassed reaction roll across Luc's attractive features before
he looked away.

"Sorry about the uncalled for remark,"
Luc mumbled, feeling mortified and looking back up at him
quickly.

Zain smiled at him once more
and put his hand on his shoulder.

"Totally understandable
under the circumstances so no worries, we are probably a lot
friendlier than most brothers and sisters you might meet, so it is
easy to make a mistake," he told him.

"So, I guess I need to ask
the question; why are you here and what do you have to do with
Alan?"

Zain moved over and sat down
near Luc, sadly taking in the walking cane and the sling to rest
his arm.

"Claudia and I are concerned
about you; after all you took the bullets meant for us. We want to
help you in any way we can, and I wanted to let you know that.
You're not alone in this," he explained, reaching over to touch
Luc's arm.

Luc glanced down at Zain's
large hand holding his arm, and suddenly felt offended by such an
invasion of his personal space.

"I'm not sure I want to get
involved with you guys considering her husband likes to try to kill
people," he snapped.

He quickly looked back down,
embarrassed by his emotional outburst, but he was feeling pushed
and overwhelmed by all this unexpected attention.

Seeing that Luc was still
staring at his hand, he prudently withdrew it from Luc's arm and
then looked up at him.

"Reasonable once more, but
just the same we still want to help you if we can. Now that Scott,
my sister's soon to be ex-husband, has played his hand so to speak,
I'm sure he'll be careful to stay out of sight. Keep it in mind
that he's not after you at all, or me for that matter; he's after
my sister Claudia, obsessed with her actually," Zain told
him.

Feeling sorry for him, and a
bit guilty now, Luc tried to explain the reason for his harsh
words.

"I was just standing there
minding my own business Zain, keep that in mind. I really don't
want to be around when he finds your sister again and decides to
reenact the wild west cowboy routine," he returned.

Zain, still looking at him,
took a deep breath before he began to speak and took a chance by
once again putting his hand on Luc's knee.

"That's why I'm here Luc and
why Claudia and I have been so worried about you. We want to help
you any way we can, as I just said. Alan knows our family quite
well, especially both of my parents, and will vouch for us that we
aren't some strange people trying to take advantage of you, isn't
that right Alan?" he asked.

He turned to the doctor who
had been silently observing their interactions from his place near
the door.

"Talk about being put on the
spot, of course I can speak for them Luc, they are wonderful people
and have been very generous with the hospital here. My own parents
are close friends with them and have been for decades," he
said.

Luc seemed to relax a bit
more after Alan spoke and reassured him, but he still felt very
awkward with this whole situation.

"I guess if my doctor who
saved my life is okay with you then who am I to doubt your motives.
I apologize for being so skeptical when you were only trying to
reach out. I've been through a lot of unexpected things lately as
you well know. Along with my injuries I missed my vacation and
didn't even celebrate my birthday," Luc said, feeling like a fool
once the peevish, hurt-feelings words were out of his
mouth.

Zain squeezed his knee and
gave him another dazzling smile.

"You have been through a lot
more than most people in a lifetime, and I don't blame you one bit,
now here's the plan if you agree to it. Alan here wants to make
sure you follow your therapy regimen. My Great-aunt Francesca has a
little guest house here in town that is vacant right now and we'd
love to have you stay there while you recover. I'll be more than
happy to be around whenever you need a ride to therapy, or just
want to talk or whatever," Zain said, watching Alan roll his eyes
and shake his head.

He smiled at the subtle
innuendo, earning a sharp look from Zain.

Luc looked up in alarm,
feeling like the control over his life was being handed off without
his permission.

"No, that is too much, I can't impose
on you and your family like that," Luc told him, at a loss for
words.

A stern look past over
Zain's handsome features and he reached out to take hold of Luc's
hand.

"You saved our lives Luc,
and there will never be enough we can do for you. Claudia has been
beside herself with worry calling me often and blaming herself for
her bad choice of a husband. You'd have to know Claudia to know
that is truly an exception to my sister's usual behavior. You were
so seriously injured in our place, and it woke her up, at least
temporarily. Believe me that nothing very often happens that causes
my beautiful sister to consider someone else," Zain told him,
watching Alan roll his eyes again.

"Amen to that," Alan
breathed.

Luc looked over at Alan, with a
puzzled expression on his face and then turned back to
Zain.

"I was only in the wrong
place at the wrong time Zain, that was all. I didn't do anything
other than get in the way of a bullet and get shot. You don't owe
me anything, none of this was your fault or Claudia's either," he
told him, surprised by the hint of tears in Zain's striking green
eyes.

"Well if you feel that way,
please do us a personal favor then and let us take care of you
while you fully recover. And besides, Claudia will beat the crap
out of me if you refuse, so in a way you'd be saving my life once
more," he kidded, thrilled when he saw Luc smile at his weak
attempt at a joke.

"I guess if you put it that
way, but I want to pay you for living in your great-aunt's cottage
and imposing," he said.

"Absolutely not! Besides
it's on my Great-aunt Franny's property, and the two of you can
keep an eye on each other; she just loves younger men, and I just
hope you like to drink," Zain told him.

"Drink a lot that is," Alan
embellished, snickering.

"With an offer like that who can
refuse?"

"Great, you've just done me
a big favor," Zain said appearing relieved.

He watched Alan take a deep
breath and again roll his eyes a third time, before he
continued.

"I'll be back for you before
the time you will be ready for discharge. Let me take you back to
your motel first and pick up your remaining things. I'll have
someone come here to the hospital, take your car out of storage,
and deliver it to her place. Franny's property and the small
cottage is not too far from the entrance to Oak Creek Canyon and
very scenic. I've cleared it with her to let you stay there until
you are back on your feet and driving again, or you are welcome to
stay there as long as you like. She's thrilled for the company and
told me she is chilling a bottle of wine for the occasion,
especially since I heard Alan say you are off pain meds. There is a
service in town that will take you to your therapy, or I'll be glad
to run you over there until you can drive your car again. It's not
a large place but will save you some expense, and we certainly owe
you," he told him, watching for his reaction.

Luc was still dumbfounded by
his offer, and then he started to have more reservations about his
generosity.

"Why again are you doing
this for me? I realize you're my doctor's friend and all but to be
honest this seems a bit strange to me, even if you do say it's for
me taking bullets meant for your sister. After all I did nothing at
all on my part to help you and Claudia out," Luc told him, seeing
Zain's features harden.

"Some people try to help
other good people Luc. I'll admit I've thought I'd like to know you
better since I first glimpsed you, but my real motive is to see you
through this before anything else. When I saw you at Slide Rock,
I’d just mentioned to Claudia how attractive I thought you were,
only seconds before the bullets arrived. You had a bad experience,
completely altering your life actually. I don't think the gravity
of what happened has set in yet, you may need counseling at some
point, and to be honest, I'd recommend it. And selfishly, I wanted
to be there for you since you are alone up here, and so far, being
upfront and honest, I very much like what I see; I can't make it
any plainer than that," he told him, frankly, avoiding Alan’s
eyes.

Luc had the sense to look
away, trying to hide his discomfiture with Zain's very personal and
very unexpected words.

It was getting more like a
circus around here by the second.

"That's it Zain, spread it
on nice and thick," Alan laughed, while Zain turned around to give
him the finger.

"I don't know what to say,
this is exceptionally generous of you, I'm a complete stranger to
you," he mumbled feeling very unsure of himself now.

"Just say yes, then I won't
have to wonder how you are doing. I'm not a complete stranger. You
took two bullets intended for my sister, and now she won't be using
me as her whipping boy. Besides now you're family to us now," he
laughed.

Alan slapped his hands on
his thighs and tried to keep from laughing at Zain.

"Oh brother, I have some
rounds to do, it's getting pretty deep in here, just hand him the
family ring Zain," Alan moaned as he sauntered out the
door.

"Okay then I'll accept your
offer, yes, but on one condition," he returned to Zain once Alan
was gone.

"Let's hear it," Zain said,
sounding guarded.

"You get to take me grocery
shopping on the way to my new place, and I want to make you a thank
you dinner, that is if I'm not intruding on someone else's space
here," Luc asked him, finally putting Zain's relationship question
on the table.

"There is no one else in my
life Luc, and I truly appreciate you for asking," he answered, with
a trace of sadness in his voice before he took a deep breath and
replied.

"Great," Luc said looking
relieved.

"You're on then, but let's
do it tomorrow or in the next few days as I know you'll be tired
after your move later today and shopping. If you don't mind, I'd
like to invite Aunt Franny too; you might as well be totally
immersed in my family so brace yourself," he said, flashing him a
dazzling smile.
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