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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Durstrand: a little town in the middle of nowhere-deep-south, with a place called Toolies—restaurant by day bar by night—a single mechanic shop, hardware store, and a drive-in theatre set in the middle of a cow pasture, where they held a town cookout once a year to eat said cows.

      And I hated to admit it, but apparently letting the cows watch movies did make them taste better.

      Durstrand was where I escaped to, where I never planned to stay until I fell in love with one of the most unique people in the world.

      Morgan Kade.

      The bacon grease popped and kissed the side of my hand. “Damnit.” You’d think I’d learn. Bacon always fought back, particularly early in the morning, when you were still too sleep fogged to defend yourself.

      “Turn down the stove and that won’t happen.” Morgan whisked through the kitchen and out the back door.

      Our yellow lab right on his heels, thick tail knocking the chairs aside, whacking the walls, then the doorway.

      Dog, who after almost six months of living with us, still didn’t have a real name. No matter what I suggested, it didn’t fit.

      Dog fit because he was a dog, and until he was something else, he’d continue to be Dog.

      I glared in Morgan’s direction. And just for spite, I didn’t turn down the heat.

      I flipped the bacon, then cracked the eggs. They sizzled in a second skillet on a back burner.

      The bacon popped, and a goddamned droplet hit my right nipple. “Fuck.”

      The back door opened; Morgan zipped through the kitchen. “Told you to turn it down, or you could wear a long—” Gone again. The thump, thump of a perpetual happy lab puppy right behind him. Although Dog wasn’t very puppy in appearance. In the past several months, he’d gone from a fat-bellied roly-poly into a wall of muscle and mass, with jowls that could soak up a gallon of water and redeposit it onto your lap.

      Or face.

      A high-pitched beep came from somewhere outside. I’d heard the sound a million times during my years in Chicago working and living in a shipping yard. My life before Durstrand. My life before Morgan Kade. A time when my days were filled with dodging the FBI and designing ways to smuggle high-dollar goods: stolen art, cars, jewelry, across the ocean or just to squirrel them away for some rich person who didn’t want to pay the taxman.

      I don’t know why they bothered. It wasn’t like I was cheap.

      Honestly, I think cheating Uncle Sam gave them some sort of perverse pleasure. Not that I blame them.

      The backup warning grew louder. I pushed aside the curtain over the sink. A flatbed truck made its way in reverse up the long driveway. I knew damn well they weren’t coming for the pickup. It was not only paid for, it wasn’t worth a car payment.

      Oh, I could have afforded a new car, without payments even. But there were some things more important than money that brought me happiness no luxury ever could.

      Said happiness raced past again, out the back door. This time Dog stopped and cocked his head at me.

      “What?”

      Dog wagged his tail.

      The truck engine rumbled, and Dog vanished, followed by the screen door slapping the frame.

      I parted the curtain again. I was wrong. It wasn’t the standard flatbed truck. A series of ridges created a cradle to keep its load from tilting. A crane rigged with steel cable and pullies lay folded at the edge. I’d seen larger versions transporting yachts at various docks all over the world.

      While this truck had all the bells and whistles used for million-dollar vessels, it wouldn’t have been able to haul anything over thirty feet.

      The sailboat Starry Night Morgan built was exactly twenty-five and a half.

      And like everything he touched, did, or took an interest in, it was a work of art. Looking at it, you’d have thought he’d done it a million times before and not followed pictures in books he’d borrowed from the library.

      When I’d gotten out of the hospital and come back to Durstrand, I had no idea what I’d find. The man I’d fallen in love with had withdrawn due to trauma, and the doctors told me he might never be who he had been when he stole my heart. It wasn’t until I’d seen the long-term care home brochures Aunt Jenny had that the reality of what those doctors said hit home.

      Looking down the barrel of a gun, getting shot, or stabbed, and almost dying never terrified me as much as the thought of life without Morgan.

      I won’t say things were normal, at least not for a little while. Morgan spoke little and spent early morning till late at night building that damn boat. I helped when he let me, mostly I watched while he sanded, warped, and notched everything in place. I put Band-Aids on his cuts and kissed his bruises every night.

      That boat helped bring him back. It helped me find the patience to wait.

      We water-sealed it, placed his colored glass into the portholes, and poked a million holes in our fingers sewing the sail.

      A few weeks after the Starry Night was done, we said our vows at the drive-in theatre set in the middle of a cow pasture, with over half the town there to witness it.

      The best day of my life. The beginning of my future.

      And the Starry Night remained in the backyard on a frame, its sail folded, its mast laid down. Now two guys, one with red hair, pale skin, the other dark hair, dark eyes, both wearing coveralls, worked straps around Morgan’s boat, preparing to haul it up on the back of the transport truck.

      I went outside and down the steps.

      “What’s going on?” I waved my spatula at the two men.

      Morgan flicked thoughts while he talked, keeping his eyes on the ground. “Are you packed? Make sure you take a swimsuit and sunscreen. There won’t be any shade in the middle of the ocean.”

      “Ocean? Pack? What are you talking about?”

      “Florida.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Florida.”

      “Yes, Grant, Florida. You’re the one who said it would be a good place to put the Starry Night in the water.”

      “That was months ago.”

      “Very observant of you, Grant.”

      “Morgan, I suggested Florida because you suggested trying out the boat in the ocean.” I never expected an actual answer. Morgan’s autism graced him with ticks, a penchant for light, and the inability to travel far from home. Sure, he’d mentioned wanting to do it.

      Once.

      But never spoke about it again, so I didn’t push the subject.

      “And you’re right,” he said. “It would be a good place.”

      “You don’t like to travel.”

      “You don’t like pineapple on your pizza, but you humor me sometimes.”

      I would have put sardines on the pizza if it made him happy. Hell, I would have even eaten them. “Florida and pineapple are not the same things.”

      He flashed me a smile and a momentary glimpse of his keen gaze. “I should hope not, that would be awkward. I mean, how would you even get a boat to float on a pineapple?”

      The redhead with a name tag that read Joey stopped and stared at Morgan.

      “He’s joking,” I said.

      “No, I’m not. It would definitely be awkward.”

      Joey looked back at his partner. “Uh, Bill.”

      “Give ’em the form so we can get out of here. I’d like to grab some biscuits at Fran’s before they quit serving.”

      Joey glanced down at the form, then held out a clipboard to me. “You’ll need to sign here.”

      It was a typical yes-this-is-my-property-no-I-won’t-sue-your-grandkids form. The name of the boat’s owner had been typed into the first and last lines. I handed it back. “Morgan’s boat, not mine.”

      The man laughed.

      I didn’t laugh.

      Morgan didn’t either.

      “Look, Mister. I need the person who arranged for the pickup to sign off on it so no one can go say’n we didn’t pick it up.”

      I tilted my head at Morgan. “And there he is.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “Nope.”

      “He called and arranged for pick up.” It was a dare, not a question.

      “Well, the dog didn’t call, and since I had no idea this was even happening…” I directed him with my spatula.

      The guy gave me a look, one I’d gotten more than once when a stranger underestimated Morgan.

      With great reluctance and while glaring at me, the guy handed Morgan the clipboard and pen.

      Morgan took it and stared at the form. He tapped the pen against the clipboard. He turned it one way, then the next, over, then back upright.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Making sure I had it right side up.”

      Joey gave Bill another desperate look. Bill went on checking the tie-down straps like the man was invisible.

      “It’s okay, I figured it out.” Then Morgan stared some more.

      Joey crossed his arms and uncrossed them.

      Morgan continued to stare.

      “You gonna sign or not?” Joey took off his hat and scrubbed a hand through his hair.

      “Hang on, I’m just trying to remember how to spell my name.”

      “You’re trying to…” Joey huffed out a breath and rolled a look up at the sky.

      Morgan tilted his head at the truck driver but kept his eyes on the ground. “I’m sorry this is taking so long. It’s hard to remember sometimes. Too many letters.”

      The guy’s mouth fell open, and he seemed to have trouble closing it.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get it. Grant?” Morgan set the tip of the pen on the line. “Doesn’t my name start with an M?”

      I had no idea where he was going with this, but that was nothing new. “Yup.”

      Morgan carefully drew out the letter M with exaggerated care. “Then an O.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “B?” Morgan shook his head. “R. It’s an R. R and B look a lot alike, you know. I get those switched around sometimes.”

      The truck driver shuffled his feet.

      Morgan penned the next letter. “G?”

      “Yeah, it’s a G.”

      Joey leaned my way, “I’m not sure if that’s legal if he signs it.”

      “Why not?” I widened my eyes and gave him my best clueless expression, which was nothing compared to the face Morgan could pull. But I’d been practicing.

      “Well…he’s…”

      “What?”

      “You know…”

      “No, I don’t.”

      The guy’s face turned a shade of pink that clashed with his hair. “Look, I just gotta make sure…”

      “What comes after the A?” Morgan tapped the pen against his temple. “No, wait, I got it.” He concentrated on the paper again.

      “We’re good at our jobs,” Joey said. “But it don’t mean something can’t go wrong, and if it goes wrong, I need someone who’s legally able to sign that form.”

      “Morgan’s legal. Hell, he’s twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-six in another few months.” Morgan jerked his right shoulder. “That’s a two and a six. Side by side, not together, you know, so they’d make eight.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” The guy gritted his teeth.

      “Oh?” I could play dumb hick with the best of them.

      “Okay, all done.” Morgan held out the form. His name in big kindergarten letters across the signature line. “See, I spelled everything right.” He gave the clipboard back to Joey. “Now it’s your turn, you have to sign your name that you witnessed it. Witness that means you saw me write my name with your own eyes. Not someone else’s, but yours.” Morgan peered over his shoulder.

      “Uh, yeah.” The guy signed the paper and tore off one of the carbon copies. He tried to give it to me, but I pretended not to notice. He frowned at me and gave it Morgan.

      The guy started to turn.

      “Wait,” Morgan said.

      “What?”

      Morgan turned the sheet around and pointed to the guy’s name. “This isn’t right.”

      “What do you mean, it’s not right?”

      “You’re supposed to sign it.”

      “I did sign it.”

      Morgan glanced at the paper and shook his head. “But you’re supposed to sign it with your name.”

      “That is my name.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      Joey tensed up. “Look, I know my name, so how the hell can it be wrong?”

      Morgan gave the paper to the guy and tapped the line where he’d signed his name. “Because that’s not how you spell asshole.”

      Joey’s face darkened to a shade close to magenta. Bill brayed like a mule, and Joey snarled at us, then his companion, before storming off.

      Dog sat beside Morgan regarding the two men with the kind of serious expression that did not belong on the face of any animal.

      “That was mean.” I bumped Morgan with my elbow.

      “Maybe.”

      “No, it was definitely mean.”

      “And your biscuits are burning.”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, the smoke alarm screamed in the house and a puff of black escaped from behind the screen of the back porch.

      “Son-of-a-bitch.” I shot toward the house.

      The scent of scorched grease clogged the air with clouds of gray. There were no actual flames, but breakfast had been reduced to small charred lumps. I got the pans off the stove and another trickle of black eased from the vent hole on the back burner.

      I yanked open the oven.

      Once again, Morgan was right. My biscuits had burned.
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      I scraped the remnants of breakfast out of the skillet while watching Morgan through the kitchen window pay the truck driver.

      They exchanged a few words, and Morgan headed back toward the house.

      I put the pans into the sink to let them soak.

      Morgan walked into the kitchen. “They said they should have the Starry Night there by tomorrow morning. You should go pack. We need to leave by noon. Otherwise, they’ll get too far ahead of us, and I want to make sure they don’t do something dumb like drop my boat.”

      I leaned against the counter. “You can’t put it in the water until it's licensed and registered by the state.”

      “It can be licensed here and Florida will honor it. Which is why I had fish and game come out and look it over.”

      “When?”

      “Somewhere between last week and this week, probably Monday. If you’d pay attention more, you’d have known that.” He flashed me a smile. “In your defense, you were in Maysville getting that fancy new cell phone.”

      A six-hour round trip. Not because Maysville was all that far a drive, because it took half of those hours to get the salesman to quit blabbering about every model and trying to up-sell me every time I thought I had one picked out.

      I probably would have been there another six if I hadn’t just closed my eyes and pointed, then carried that damn thing to the register myself.

      “We’ll need to get supplies,” I said.

      “There are grocery stores in Florida.”

      “No, I mean, boating supplies.”

      “It has a radio, lifesaving equipment, and the tools we used to build it. I’m sure with all the other stuff we’ve collected, there’s more than enough.”

      True, the damn thing was as much of a storage shed as it was a stargazing clubhouse. And everything else had been a part of the sailboat puzzle. Something to tinker with, a reason to stay out there, an excuse to soak in the solace Morgan found from working on it.

      “We don’t have a flare gun.” I didn’t even know if I was arguing against or for going somewhere to get gear that was better than what Barry could order at the hardware store.

      “I got one of those from Aunt Jenny.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      Morgan shrugged. “Quit working on the bears. I asked if I could borrow it and she said I could have it.”

      “Alright, then what about a place to dock it?”

      “I found one online. Already paid rent for two weeks. I looked for a pay-by-the-day spot, but they were about as attractive as the pay-by-the-hour hotel.”

      It usually worked out that way for a reason. “What about a place to stay?”

      “We can stay on the Starry Night. And the dock is in a tourist area. I figured we could do some shopping. You like shopping. I’ve never been shopping, at least not any farther than the general store. But they do have nice jeans, and they always fit.”

      “Morgan.” I stepped up to him. “Florida was just a suggestion.”

      “Because I suggested trying the Starry Night out in the ocean.”

      “Yeah, but we never picked a time.”

      “But we put everything on it we needed for when we did, and now I have.”

      I ran my fingers through his hair. “You don’t like to leave Durstrand.”

      “And you like the ocean.”

      I did. I missed the sunsets, the smell of salt water, the sounds of the waves. “Sure, but I never expected—”

      “I know.” Morgan tossed thoughts. “And I didn’t expect it either. Even though I suggested it. And we bought all the stuff. But now we have to go.”

      I cupped his cheek. “Will you tell me why?”

      He met my gaze, and I didn’t dare squander one of these rare moments when he made eye contact. “The other morning, when I cut my finger on the red glass. I got distracted. That’s how I cut it.”

      And few things ever distracted Morgan when he built his sculptures.

      He dropped his chin and his bangs slid into his eyes. “The waves in the light, they were wrong. So I used another piece to break it apart. Facetted, but the facets were uneven, and the light scattered.” Morgan shook his head. “Light moves so much faster than us, Grant. I only caught a glimpse, and all I know is we have to take the Starry Night and go to Florida.” He stepped back.

      Dog pushed into the gap between us and nudged Morgan’s hand. He squished up the animal’s left ear in his grip.

      I nodded at the lab. “We’ll have to find a boarding kennel.”

      “He’s not staying in a boarding kennel. He’s going with us.”

      “It’s a twenty-foot boat.”

      “Twenty-five foot six inches, and yes, I’m fully aware of how big it is. I built the frame. Twenty-five feet is more than enough for you, me, and Dog.”

      “You really should think of a name for him.”

      Morgan shrugged. “Nothing else fits, and until we can think of the right name, it will have to do.”

      “He’s nine months.”

      “Human babies take nine months to be born and sometimes parents still don’t have names picked out.”

      “He’s not a baby.”

      Morgan gasped and propped his hands on his hips. “You lied to me.” He pointed at Dog. “You said you were human.”

      Dog perked up his ears.

      “Morgan.”

      He smirked. “Yes?”

      I knew better than to tempt fate. ‘Cause said fate, all five-foot-seven of him, would best me. Now, later, it would happen. “How about Bubba.”

      “He’s not an inmate.”

      I frowned. “I know plenty of people named Bubba who aren’t in prison.”

      “Do they date their cousins?”

      I waved a hand at Dog. “What about Buddy, or Champ, or Barney.”

      “You’ve already suggested Buddy about ten times.”

      “Because it’s a good name.”

      “He isn’t a Buddy, or a Champ and definitely not a purple dinosaur.” Morgan went back to squishing Dog’s ear. “It has to be the right name. Something he is, not just what we call him. We just haven’t found it yet.” Morgan snapped his fingers. “You should get your duffle bag and pack. We don’t want to leave too late. They’ll take an hour at Fran’s. If they don’t eat fast. If they do, probably still an hour because it’s busy this time a day.”

      Morgan walked away, leaving me there with…Dog.

      He looked at me then trotted after Morgan.

      I caught up to Morgan at the bedroom door. “Florida’s a long way and I doubt the truck could make it.” Worn out seats, a loud engine, and a reluctance to start when it was under seventy degrees, uncomfortable and unreliable. Not the kind of vehicle you wanted to drive seven hours one way.

      Honestly, somedays, I was impressed it made it to the store and back.

      I would have gotten a newer one, except there were some memories in that truck I just couldn’t part with.

      “I got a minivan. I hope that’s okay. It’s not flashy but there’s more room so Dog has a place to stretch out.”

      “You rented a car.”

      “No, Grant. I stole it.”

      I was ninety-nine percent sure he was kidding.

      “Yes, Aunt Jenny put everything on her credit card, so we need to make sure we pay it back.”

      “Why didn’t you put it on my credit card.”

      “Because you would have known about it before they came and got the boat.” He disappeared into the bedroom.

      “And that’s a problem? Why?”

      “Because it would have ruined the surprise.”

      “What surprise?”

      Morgan flicked his fingers at me. “Exactly.” He opened the top drawer of the dresser.

      “Morgan…”

      When he turned around, he held a small square of material tied with a silk bow. “What’s that?”

      “The surprise.” Morgan rocked on his toes.

      “For what?”

      “Our anniversary. You’re supposed to do things like that, right?”

      “We haven’t been married a year.”

      “No, but it was a year, give or take a few hours, you ran over me with your truck.”

      “I did not—I only dented your bike.”

      “Because I’m quick on my feet, otherwise you might have broken my legs. Or completely squished me. Then I’d be nothing but a greasy spot jammed between the gravel.”

      It was no use arguing because it was mostly true. I’d seen him at the hardware store and been more than flustered by the fact he’d had a hole in his jeans and obviously commando. I won’t even go into all the rubbing off on my ass he did while in line.

      Then there was that damn piece of chocolate.

      In my hurry to escape before I could embarrass myself, I’d shot out of the parking lot and failed to see Morgan on his bike.

      “Anniversaries are usually not based on when you almost run over someone with a truck.”

      Morgan laughed a little. “I’d think you’d know by now I’m not someone.”

      No. He wasn’t. He was Morgan Kade-Kessler. My Morgan Kade-Kessler. And I was his Grant Kessler-Kade.

      “I didn’t get you anything.” I shouldn’t have felt guilty. I mean, it wasn’t actually an anniversary.

      But damn it, I did feel guilty.

      “You can make it up to me.” He pushed his hand closer. “You’re supposed to take it now, Grant, then say thank you because it’s polite.”

      I took it. “Thank you.” For all the material, it weighed far less than I expected.

      “Now you open it.” He pointed to the ribbon. “Pull that string.”

      I frowned at him. “I know how to open a package.”

      He shrugged. “Just making sure. I mean, you are getting old and all.”

      “Watch it.”

      “I am, and you’re just standing there doing nothing.”

      “You—never mind.” I tugged on the ribbon and parted the fabric.

      A silver chain slid out of the way, leaving a cluster of tiny glass facets stitched together with solder in the palm of my hand. Like all of Morgan’s glass artwork, the shape gave no clue as to the images it would cast. I held it up where there was enough light coming through the window. A burst of translucent geometric shapes floated across the wall, disappeared, only to reappear again. I twisted my wrist back and forth, recreating the rainbow image.

      In a direct sunbeam, I knew it would be stunning.

      But everything about Morgan was. Nothing he did wasn’t perfection. Even loving me. I laid the pendant and chain back into the folds of the cloth. Morgan watched me from behind his curtain of bangs. I pushed them back, tucking the curly blond locks behind his ear. His gaze shifted to somewhere around my shoulder before returning if only for a moment.

      “Thank you.” I’d meant it as much the second time as I had the first but this time for everything, for him, for the rare gift of meeting my gaze.

      For finding me worthy of the opportunity to love him. Because there were so many moments I screwed up. Moments I could have ruined any chance to have what we had.

      He snapped his fingers and tossed thoughts. “Will you wear it? I know it’s not very manly—”

      “Yes.” I covered it back up. “And I will never be without it.”

      The corner of Morgan’s mouth curled. “Isn’t this the part where you kiss me? They always kiss in the movies at moments like this. Also in books. And I know you read. So—”

      I pressed my mouth to his, and there was a second of hesitation, then he melted against me in a way only Morgan could. His lithe form, his strong arms, the subtle muscle. Except for his ass. He rode ten miles each way at least three times a week to bus tables for Toolies.

      And it absolutely showed.

      Morgan broke the kiss. The flush in his cheeks turned his eyes into obsidian chips. “You may want to put that somewhere safe.” He nodded at the bundle of fabric in my hand and the priceless treasure cradled in the folds. I put it on the bedside table.

      Morgan huffed. “That is not a safe place, Grant.” He moved it to the dresser. “Now.” He took me by the hand and pushed me over to the bed. The mattress hit the back of my knees, and I sat. He straddled my lap. “Now you can make up not having a surprise for me.” He pulled off his shirt.

      Spring sun had left him tan and darkened his freckles to copper. I ran my hands up over his ribs, to his shoulders, then I held his face.

      Morgan sighed against my palm and shut his eyes. The tension in his muscles fell away, and like when he created his art, the tics ceased. He made a small sound and dropped his head back. I trailed my fingers over the column of his neck, to his chest. The tiny bit of hair between his pecks feathered my fingertips. I found a nipple and teased it with my thumb.

      There were few things more beautiful than Morgan’s responsiveness. How he parted his lips. How his breath quickened. How he moved in my hands like the dancer he’d wanted to be as a boy.

      I kissed his sternum, caught his wrist and pressed my lips there too. Morgan scraped his fingertips over my beard. More than a five o’clock shadow, but not thick enough to dull his touch. He rose on his knees, pressing the bulge in his jeans against my stomach.

      “Is that a hint?” I laughed a little.

      “If I gave you a hint any bigger, Grant, it would be a sign in the yard. A neon sign. Maybe even a billboard.”

      I unsnapped his jeans. “That might be a bad idea.”

      “Afraid the neighbors might see it?” He brought his mouth back to mine.

      “More like the church ladies. I get enough of a side-eye from them at the grocery store when I go.” I lowered the zipper. He had on my favorite kind of underwear.

      None at all.

      His cock filled my palm and he gasped against my lips. “They’re just jealous because their husbands won’t take them to the drive-in” Morgan fed me his tongue and drank down my moan.

      We wound up a tangle of arms and sloppy kisses. I couldn’t keep stroking him because I needed both hands to get his jeans down. Then the position got in the way. Morgan climbed off me, and I scooted higher on the bed while taking the opportunity to shed my sweatpants.

      Morgan dropped his jeans and pushed my legs wider as he climbed back onto the bed.

      Cold and wet pressed against the bottom of my foot, followed by a slap of warm slobber.

      I pushed up on my elbows. Dog stood at the edge of the bed, snuffling my toes.

      Morgan straddled my chest. “Open your mouth, Grant.”

      “The dog is licking my toes.”

      “How is that going to interfere with your mouth.”

      “It’s distracting.” And slightly weird.

      Morgan glanced back. He flicked a hand, and Dog darted out of the room. I had no idea how he did that. I couldn’t even get the damn animal to sit when I told him to.

      “There. He won’t lick your toes anymore.” Morgan climbed over my shoulders. “Now, open your mouth.”

      I did and he filled my throat with his cock.

      Morgan hummed and rocked, holding himself up with one hand against the mattress, the other pressed to his temple. I gripped his ass cheeks and encouraged him to thrust. He did, and my ability to breathe was his to control.

      I’d never trusted anyone enough to let them put me in such a vulnerable position. Where the wrong move could do some serious damage. But before Morgan, I didn’t bottom for anyone either.

      For him, I would do anything. He not only had my complete trust: he had my faith.

      His breaths shortened and he slowed in his movements. I sucked hard as he withdrew, relaxed as he went deep. Tears bled down my cheeks. Getting enough oxygen through my nose was impossible. But the bliss in Morgan’s expression, the flex of his body under my hands, made any discomfort an afterthought.

      I hummed and he groaned. His movements stuttered and his cock thickened but before he came, he pulled out, leaving a trail of spit painted over my chin.

      “God, Grant.” Morgan slowed his breathing. “That was….” He moved down until we were chest to chest, then tipped his head, putting us nose to nose. “I’d love to finish in your mouth.” He danced his fingertips over my collarbone.

      “Then why did you stop?”

      “Mmm—” He tilted his head, but the thick curls of his bangs didn’t quite unveil his gaze. “Because if I do that, you’ll never last long enough for me to ride you till I come.”

      There was only twelve years difference between us, but Morgan had proven more than once he could outlast me. Even if he came before I got started.

      He wiped the spit from my lips and flicked his tongue just over the edge. “What are you thinking about, Grant.”

      I traced my thumb over his bottom lip, and he caught it between his teeth.

      “How much I love you.”

      He let go and nipped my bottom lip. “Lots and lots?”

      “More than all the stars in the universe.”

      He grinned. “Someone’s been watching cheesy chick flicks again.”

      “How else am I supposed to come up with witty lines to tell you at times like this.”

      Morgan touched the tip of his nose to mine, and the ends of his bangs swept against my forehead. Now I couldn’t have looked away if I wanted to.

      He stroked my throat. “If you never spoke a single word to me, Grant, I’d still understand you.”

      There was no doubt in my mind he would. After all, he heard light and the things it had to convey.

      “Now, about my anniversary gift.” He sat back and reached for the drawer. The first bottle of lubricant was almost empty, but I’d remembered to put the new one in there before we ran out.

      It only needed to happen once for me to learn my lesson.

      Morgan moved to the edge of the bed, trapping my knees between his thighs. He popped the lid on the bottle and let it trickle out in a cool hair-thin stream over the head of my cock. Barely enough to tease, but more than enough to make me want more.

      I huffed a breath.

      “Feel good?” Morgan painted the lines into a thin sheen with his fingers. Each touch an electric snap running up my spine.

      “You know it does.”

      He traced the glans with a finger, over the ridge. There he swirled the tip of his finger until the pad forced my slit apart, replacing his gentle touch with a bite of pleasure made me jump.

      Morgan laughed. “Need to cut you back to a cup a day.”

      “That had nothing to do with how much coffee I drink.”

      “Might need to test that theory some more.” He did it again with the same result.

      “See?” I dared him to argue. Which was a complete mistake on my part. Morgan rarely argued. He’d just prove his point. The scrape of his fingernails traveled down the length of my cock.

      I balled my hands up in the comforter. “Morgan, you’re killing me here.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Wha—”

      “Close your eyes.” Morgan sat back and closed the bottle.

      “Why?”

      “Close your eyes, Grant. It’s not that hard.” Morgan drew a line up my thigh where the  light from the window and the shadows followed the contour of my leg.

      “I can’t see you if I do that.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      Because it’s the light that blinds.

      It was in the middle of a cow pasture under the darkest night that I finally saw Morgan. Without the tics, without the inability to meet my gaze, without the light to let me see all the things I perceived at the time as flaws to distract me. I could finally see the man he was—beautiful, quick-witted, and impossibly smart.

      Someone kind enough to open his heart to me.

      I’d let Morgan lead me into the darkness then, so of course, I did as he asked.

      The weight moved from my legs, the mattress at my hips shifted. Points of contact glided down my sternum tracing a zig-zagged path to my nipples. He pinched the buds until the ache became an agony. Not of pain but wanting more and knowing he would give it to me.

      Heated silk-licked away the ache, one then the other. He lingered on the right one.

      “Hmm, that’s unexpected.”

      I almost opened my eyes. “What?”

      “You taste like bacon.” He sucked at the nipple. “We might be on to something here, Grant.”

      “Considering how that flavoring got there, I’ll pass.”

      Again Morgan was gone. Only the weight of his body against my thighs assured me he was still there.

      I counted my heartbeats, and with every breath my cock jumped.

      Morgan moved, the warmth where we touched traveling in opposite directions. For a moment I had no idea what he did until he gripped my cock and sank down on me.

      “Jesus, Morgan, go slow.”

      “Shut up, Grant.” His voice cracked with breathy pants.

      Had he hurt himself?

      Before I had a chance to ask, he swiveled his hips and rose up, coming down and clenching his ass. The combination added another layer of ecstasy to the friction. Or maybe it was the inability to see him, only feel him. To have every touch, every breath, every movement undiluted by the lies the eyes can tell you.

      Or maybe it was just him.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was.

      I gritted my teeth and willed myself not to come. It worked—that time. There were many when it hadn’t. And I think Morgan got a kick out of that.

      I gripped his hips more to ground myself than to help him.

      Sweat made our skin sticky, and the squeak of the mattress kept time with Morgan’s undulations. When the height of pleasure threatened to crest, Morgan changed his pace, breaking the wave.

      I grunted and dug my fingers into his flesh. Shivers racked my limbs. I inhaled but couldn’t seem to exhale as fast. The scent of sex, male musk, clean sweat, the laundry detergent we used to wash the blankets saturated everything. It was seasoned by the aloe soap both of us showered with—a plethora of information to clash with tactile sensation somehow making my senses brighter.

      Morgan pushed me to the edge again and stopped.

      I bit back a string of swear words.

      “You can open your eyes now, Grant.”

      The sunlit room flared to life, etching out around Morgan’s crown in a golden halo and hiding the rest of his features in shadow until my eyes adjusted.

      Droplets of sweat dripped from his chin to my chest.

      Morgan leaned closer, eyes half-lidded, his bottom lip crimped beneath his teeth. He no longer rode me, but his muscled legs, that tight ass, how he distributed his weight, stoked the urgency to reach that pinnacle of bliss.

      Morgan slowly lifted himself.

      I bent my knees and planted my feet on the edge of the mattress. He came down and I met him half-way, our bodies colliding.

      “Yesss—” Morgan thrashed in my arms, and I continued to thrust, ignoring the bitter twist of muscles in my thighs and back. Unlike Morgan, I did not ride a bike twenty miles a day. I think it was time to start.

      Morgan arched his back and the subtle valleys of muscles wrapping his frame took on a sharp edge. I strained to increase the pace and tilt my hips in that just the right way.

      “Grant, there, there.” The flush in his cheeks spread to his shoulders and chest. “Don’t stop. Please, Grant.”

      I just hoped I didn’t die trying not to.

      Morgan jerked, and cum splattered on my stomach. He twisted his hips and that was all it took to shove me off the edge, catching me off guard.

      The tide of pleasure swept through me. I held Morgan down, me buried in his ass, just reveling in the feel of his body, the sensation of filling him, knowing he was mine.

      Then the world returned in little fragments of sound, light, and scents, but without the over-sensitized edge.

      Morgan continued to milk his cock, squeezing out the last few drops and using it to paint his fingers.

      I collapsed against the mattress and he blanketed me and proceeded to tap his cum covered fingertips over my cheek.

      “I think I just saw my life flash before my eyes.” It wasn’t the first time I’d come so hard with Morgan that I saw spots.

      “Was it good?”

      “You were in it, so it was perfect.”
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      I asked Morgan once if he wanted to take a ride into the city, go to a nice restaurant, maybe shop. He told me no, and I left it at that.

      He’d left the small town he’d grown up in once, and the result had left him hurt. Trapped and unable to get home, he’d been helpless against a man who had broken his trust.

      It’s why I never asked again. It’s why I never expected him to change his mind. I sure as hell never expected him to act on the passing comment of how it would be good to test the Starry Night in the ocean.

      So I wasn’t sure what to expect when we left Durstrand.

      And I didn’t know whether or not to be relieved or worried by the fact he’d been so quiet.

      “How are you doing over there?”

      Morgan sat with his hands in his lap, opening and closing his fingers. “I’m fine, Grant.”

      “We can still turn around.” I didn’t care if we were right there on the dock. We could still turn around.

      “We don’t need to turn around.” A tick jumped in his jaw.

      I thrummed my fingers on the steering wheel.

      Dog grunted from his spot on the middle row of seats.

      “Do you think Dog might have to make a pit stop?”

      “He’s fine.”

      “He sound’s uncomfortable.”

      “This is the first time he’s been in a car for more than thirty minutes. Of course he’s uncomfortable.”

      That thirty minutes Morgan referred to was when the animal had jumped in the back of the pickup truck and fell asleep. I didn’t even notice he was there until I headed back home from the grocery store.

      There hadn’t been a need for him to go anywhere. The vet always stopped by when he went to Mr. Newman’s farm to check on the cows and did all of Dog’s shots and worming. If there were any kind of get-togethers with friends and Aunt Jenny, it was done at our house since Morgan had the monster of all grills in the backyard.

      Dog did get socialization, though. The boys from the shop would come by and pick him up to ride to work with them. There he’d get pets from town folk and strangers alike.

      We succeeded in convincing Aunt Jenny to quit feeding him MoonPies because they were chocolate. She got vanilla and cut him down to a fourth each visit.

      Going by his waistline, we were pretty sure she was giving him at least half.

      I glanced in the rearview. Dog had his chin on his paws while staring at the back of Morgan’s seat with soulful eyes.

      Morgan sat forward, then back. His still hands found a sliver of sunlight. We rounded the bend and passed over the next county line. Morgan chased the block of light to the edge of his window, tipping his fingers into the remaining fragments. He tilted his head and bangs slid to the side, revealing his serene expression as he stared at nothing and yet everything no one but him could see.

      We left the second town, then the third. It was a good two hours before Morgan returned from wherever he’d gone. Whatever world where light spoke.

      As much as I loved him, I never asked what it said because I knew I wasn’t strong enough to hear it. Or ready to embrace it. The last man in Morgan’s life did and wound up almost killing him.

      I wasn’t naive enough to believe it’s what Morgan told Dillon that set him off. Whatever cruelty allowed him to hurt Morgan had always been there. And I knew with every fiber of my being, I would never raise a hand to Morgan.

      But that didn’t mean what he told me wouldn’t break me.

      If there was one thing my years of smuggling valuables taught me, it’s some risks just weren’t worth payout.

      On more than one occasion, I walked away from a million dollars. So it was pretty easy for me to keep my mouth shut from spewing out questions. I won’t say I didn’t fantasize about it. I just wasn’t brave enough to act on those fantasies.

      “What time is it?” Morgan’s right hand took up its place beside his temple. The stark lines in his wrist as visual for his anxiety.

      I looked at my watch. “Little after four.”

      “We should be close to the state line.” There was a slight edge to his voice.

      “Yeah.”

      Morgan nodded and counted off his fingers against his palm.

      “Baby, we don’t have to do this.” The idea he’d put himself through this kind of agony cut my heart.

      “Yes, we do.” Morgan rocked back and forth. The jerks of his shoulder increased.

      “Then we can look at this as a test drive. You came this far; we can go home. You can come back later, whatever it is can wait.” Eternity if that meant protecting him.

      “We can’t wait, Grant. We have to be there.” The almost panicked tone in his voice had happened once when Morgan feared the man who’d hurt him would get out of prison. I’d doubted then, not because I didn’t have faith in Morgan, but because I had too much faith in myself. And it almost cost Morgan his life.

      I vowed to myself I would never be that self-inflated again.

      “Okay, if we have to be there, I’ll get you there.”

      Morgan nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Do you have the address of the dock they’re taking the Starry Night to?”

      “I put it in your phone.”

      It sat in the cupholder between us. “I’ve only had that thing a month.” And I could barely answer it, let alone program anything into it. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to use a cell phone or a computer. I’d just never owned a smartphone.

      I’d never needed to own one.

      All my bookkeeping, scheduling, transport documents had been in paper. The illegal stuff, in my head. I’d steered clear of computers since they had become a household item, and only used burner phones when conducting business long distance or made arrangements face to face.

      Not having an electronic fingerprint made it more difficult for the FBI to keep tabs on me. But since I’d gone legit, I figured I’d step into the twenty-first century.

      “And you didn’t know you could use an app to give you directions.” He made it a statement.

      “Of course I did. I just haven’t had any reason to use the GPS.” I mean, we lived in Durstrand, where a lot of places didn’t have numeric locations and the roads had long ago lost their sign.

      No, in Durstrand, you found your way around by turning left at Manley’s red barn or taking the right at the end of the split-rail fence belonging to the goat farm. Or in Morgan’s case, a large, dead oak tree where you had to slow down so you could watch for the squirrels.

      He snapped his fingers. “We should stop at the gas station. You filled up at the Gas N Go but this thing only gets thirty-five miles to the gallon. That means there are about one-point-five gallons left. Which might get us another forty miles, maybe forty-five if you keep it under the speed limit. But definitely not far enough to get us there, and I didn’t bring a gas can.”

      “Should I check your math on a calculator?” I was joking. Sorta.

      “Why? I’m right.”

      I cut him a look. “I think you missed your calling as an accountant.”

      Morgan wrinkled his nose. “Why would you say that?”

      “You just calculated a bunch of numbers in your head that would have taken me at least a minute with a pencil and paper, that’s why.”

      “Grant.” Morgan shook his head.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t calculate the numbers, I read them off the dash.”

      Damn. There it was, right in front of me. Miles we’d gone subtracted from the estimated mileage we could go compared to the amount of gas left in the tank. Not to mention the actual miles-per-gallon we were getting.

      Morgan tsked me. “You really should read the operating manual on a vehicle you’re unfamiliar with.”

      “Did you?” If so, I needed to know when.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then why should I?”

      “Because you’re the one driving.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but knew better. I’d lose. I always did.

      We exited the highway.

      The road cutting in front of the massive gas station shrank to two lanes, and those lanes moved molasses-in-winter-slow thanks to the line of RVs and family cars and the lines at the pump. Luckily the place had a truck entrance and a parking area for passenger cars. Semis lined the back lot, some with their running lights on, others next to gas pumps with nozzles shoved in their tanks and the drivers standing at the bumper, talking.

      No wonder the damn line was so long.

      I pulled in behind a Dually with a bed large enough for a compact car, to wait for the pump to free up.

      “I’m going to walk Dog.” Morgan opened his door. His feet hit the ground and his shoulders pulled tight.

      A car honked, and a bunch of teenagers spilled out of an SUV topped with surfboards in a cackling heard of bright-colored beachwear.

      Morgan ducked his head. His wayward hand clenched and unclenched close to his temple.

      “Sweetheart, I can walk—”

      He slammed the door shut.

      “Dog.”

      The side door opened, and Dog got out and followed Morgan as he walked across the parking lot, taking the long way around where there weren’t many people.

      Dog didn’t even so much as stop and sniff. He only had eyes for Morgan.

      Still, I really needed to get Dog a leash. Although I doubted dynamite would have separated Dog from Morgan’s heels.

      Dog.

      How could that be better than Buddy, Boy, Bubba, whatever?

      Morgan stopped at the green space between the tractor-trailer lot and convenience store. Dog circled a light pole. Morgan rocked back and forth while staring at the ground. A couple walked to their car parked near the air pump. They both paused to watch Morgan. The man took his female companion by the elbow and ushered her to the car.

      The truck in front of me pulled away, and I dug out my credit card.

      When I first arrived at Durstrand, I’d never intended to stay. And even though I wasn’t trying to hide—after all, innocent people had no reason to, right?—I’d avoided things like credit cards and local banks. There was less chance the FBI would be able to tie me to any of the offshore accounts I held.

      When I decided to stay, I had to give up a lot of that wealth because remaining in the US and not escaping to my beachfront paradise meant the potential for transactions to be monitored.

      While Jeff had assured me any and all investigations against me had been dropped, I didn’t want to take a chance. Number one rule I learned early was never trust the ones who can put you in a concrete box.

      Because that concrete box could be a burial vault as easily as it could be a jail cell.

      In my new law-abiding life, my money came from investments and a trust fund in monthly payouts handled by my lawyer. So a credit card came in handy.

      Morgan made a small lap, and Dog did his business in the shrubs.

      A leash and baggies. That would practically make him a city dog. If I wasn’t careful, Dog would wind up in an argyle sweater and hats.

      Sad thing is, he’d probably look good in them.

      I filled up the van and returned the nozzle to the pump.

      “Hey, Mor—” The green space was empty.

      Cars in the lot, people going in and out, parking, testing air pressure in their tires, and filling up coolers with ice. The hazy image of a yellow lab wavered beyond the foyer of the store.

      I locked the van and trotted to the building. Morgan stood at the drink dispenser, filling a large cup with ice. A skinny guy wearing a company vest hovered behind him. He probably would have been at his back, except Dog used his body to create a wall.

      “…did you hear me? Are you deaf?”

      Morgan filled his cup with soda.

      “Hey,” I said. “There a problem?”

      “He with you?”

      “Yes, he’s with me.”

      “Well, no dogs are allowed in here.”

      Morgan put a lid on his drink, took it off, put it back on, and ran his fingers over the edge over and over.

      “Sorry about that. We’ll be out of your way in just a minute.”

      “Yeah. You do that.” He eyed Morgan while he picked through the straws and backed away.

      A couple of teens huddled at the edge of the coolers, watching Morgan and laughing.

      Morgan selected the straw he wanted and peeled the wrapper.

      I did my best not to hover. I’d be a liar to say people looking at him that way didn’t bother me. Not for the reason it would have almost a year ago, but because I knew Morgan, loved him, and these people had no idea how outwitted, outsmarted, and out humored they were.

      Morgan carried his drink to the counter, I stayed out of the way. Last thing I wanted was to tread on his independence.

      “That will be a dollar ninety-five.”

      “Do you have any chips?” Morgan tapped his fingers against his temple. “I looked on the first aisle, there were cookies, crackers, and doughnuts, but no chips.”

      The lady running the register glanced at the skinny guy, then she said, “Yeah, honey, they’re on the endcap facing the beer cooler.”

      “That means the shelf on the end,” Morgan said. “That’s why it’s called an endcap.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      Morgan nodded. “Do you have salt and vinegar?”

      “I’m sure we do.”

      The guy standing behind Morgan shifted the twelve-pack he carried to his other hand.

      “Kettle chips or regular?” Morgan said.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “If I get chips.” Morgan counted out his money. “How much are they with the drink.” She gave him the total. Morgan added pennies to the quarters and dimes.

      She scraped the money into hand.

      Morgan still hadn’t moved.

      “Do you need someone to help you find them?”

      “No. Just had to tell Dog where to go and which ones I wanted.”

      They gave Morgan a confused look.

      Dog trotted off down the aisle.

      The skinny guy started around the counter.

      Then Dog reappeared with a bag of chips with the edge carefully pinched between his front teeth.

      Pretty sure I had to scrape my jaw off the floor like everyone else in the store.

      Morgan rapped on the counter. “Thank you for the drink and the chips. And Tony there has short-changed the last three people and slipped a twenty from the register while you were busy staring at me.”

      The woman looked at her coworker, and the guy went red-faced then pale. Morgan walked out with his drink, Dog, and the chips Dog carried.

      I followed them.

      We got in the van, and Morgan took the bag of chips from Dog and opened them.

      Dog stared over my shoulder. The strings of saliva dangling from his lips turned into a steady drip, soaking my shirt.

      I was dying to know. “Morgan…”

      “Would you like a chip? They’re really good. Not like what I get from the Frugal Mart. Their kettle chips are more crunchy. You wouldn’t think there’d be a difference. But there definitely is. Even with less crunch, they’re still good.” He held up the bag. I took a couple of chips and Dog snagged them from my hand.

      “Morgan, how…”

      Dog snuffled in my ear. Why he thought I had chips there, I’ll never know.

      “That’s rude, Dog.”

      Dog sat back in his seat, looking sheepish.

      “Morgan….”

      “Here, have another. But use your other hand you have dog spit on that one.”

      “Morgan, how did you…”

      He rattled the bag at me.

      “No, thanks. But I’d like to know how you got Dog to…”

      “Read?”

      Was I actually trying to ask that? “Yeah.”

      Morgan smirked. “Don’t be silly, dogs can’t read, Grant. And Dog can’t read.”

      Not normally, no. But this was Morgan and Morgan’s dog. “Then how did you—”

      “Tell him where to go get the chips?” Morgan munched on potato chips. A guy in a sports car pulled up behind us and honked.

      “Yeah.” I started the van and left the pumps.

      “I forgot them.”

      I merged into traffic. “What?”

      “You wanted to know how he knew to go get the chips. He knew because he saw me get them and forget them.” Morgan shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “But he remembered where you left them.”

      “Dogs have fifty times the number of sensory receptors in their nose than we do. Dog knew where to find them like he knows where to go to get the ball when I throw it and it gets lost in the grass. He followed my scent.”

      “So you knew where the chips were?”

      “Are you really going to ask me that? Of course I knew.”

      Yeah, I guess it was kinda dumb. “And how did Dog know you wanted him to go get them” When they played fetch, he normally used a verbal cue or at least pointed.

      “I told him to.”

      “I was standing right there, you didn’t say anything to him.”

      “Of course I did. You just weren’t watching or listening.”

      I knew what I saw. “Tell him to lay down.”

      Morgan tossed thoughts and snapped his fingers.

      Dog laid down in the seat.

      I found the on-ramp to the highway.

      “It only takes a little training—first verbal cues, then visual. Pretty soon, a dog can practically read your mind. Anyone can do it. It just takes time.”

      “I don’t care what you say, what you did back there was pretty impressive.”

      Morgan shrugged again. “I don’t know why you’d think that. I mean, look how good you turned out after some training.”

      “What do you mean, after training?”

      The bag of chips rattled.

      “Morgan?”

      Morgan examined his chip before popping it into his mouth.

      “Morgan.”

      Morgan crunched chips.

      “You did not train me.”

      He ate another chip.

      “You didn’t.” I refused to believe it.
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      We arrived at the dock sometime around six. The transport truck sat in the lot with the Starry Night on the bed. Bill stood propped against a fender in the shade of the cab smoking a cigarette, and Joey appeared to be asleep in the cab.

      “Why is the boat still here?” Morgan tossed thoughts. “It’s supposed to be in the water, Grant. Why isn’t it in the water?”

      “I don’t know.” I put my hand on Morgan’s thigh and squeezed a little. “Wait here, and I’ll find out what’s going on.”

      I left the van running with the AC on full blast. One foot out of the vehicle and the humid heat Saran-wrapped my clothes to my skin.

      I walked over.

      Bill dropped the cigarette. Sparks broke off the cherry, then disappeared beneath the heel of his shoe.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Yeah, dock manager wouldn’t let us put it in the water?”

      “Why not?”

      “Guy said because it’s not a commercially manufactured vessel, it has to be inspected. Something about liability or some shit.”

      “Morgan had the boat registered back home. That registration should be honored here.”

      “Hey, not my dock. Not my rules. But if he says we can’t put it in the water, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “Terrific.” There were a few other cars in the lot. A handful of people on the dock and boats tethered there. The office sat off to the far edge shaded by palm trees.

      “He’s gone for the day.” Bill waved a hand at the office. “I mean, if you’re thinking of going over there and talking with the guy.”

      I was. “When will he be back?”

      “Don’t know. But if you ask me, he seemed more interested in hopping in the convertible with his female friend than worrying about overseeing this boat dropped.”

      There were no emergency numbers posted on the window or door of the small shed. Surely they had some way to contact the property owner if the manager wasn’t around.

      “Can you wait here while I try to find someone who can give you permission to put the boat in the water?”

      Bill shrugged. “Yeah, but I charge by the hour for the truck.”

      “Sure.”

      “Cash only.”

      “That’s fine. Just give me…just give me a few, okay?”

      Guy nodded and lit up another cigarette. I walked back to the van.

      Morgan rocked in his seat. “What did he say?”

      “The dock manager said the Starry Night has to be inspected for insurance purposes because you built it.”

      “If it’s inspected and licensed in the state it came from, the licensing is supposed to be honored. That’s why I had it done in Durstrand. I read the rules, Grant. I read them and followed them. Why would the property manager say it needs to be inspected here when it’s not true?” Morgan’s arm jerked and he ground his jaw.

      “Maybe the insurance company has another set of requirements. I don’t know. But I figured we’d ask around to see who we need to do the inspection. Even if it has to be redone, we’ll redo it.”

      “Fish and Game in Durstrand. Fish and Wildlife Conversation Committee here in Florida. They inspect boats that aren’t manufactured and over sixteen feet. But it’s been inspected and licensed at home. Will from the tag office and Janet from Fish and Game. Tell the property manager to call Janet. Or Will. He could fax them a copy of the inspection.”

      “I would but the manager is gone for the day.”

      Morgan shook his head. “The Starry Night doesn’t need to be inspected.”

      “If it only takes an inspection to get the boat in the water, what will it hurt?”

      Morgan tossed thoughts.

      “I’ll call the company that owns the property and see if that will do.” I started to pick up the cell phone.

      Morgan beat me to it. “I can call.”

      “Okay. You call. You got the number?”

      “It’s in the directory. Phone book is on the internet. Internet is on the phone.”

      I seriously needed to read the manual for that thing.

      Morgan opened an app, flipped through a few pages, then highlighted the number. The screen darkened and he put the phone to his ear

      It rang.

      “Yes,” Morgan said. “I’m here at the Sunside dock and storage with my sailboat. The property manager wouldn’t let the transport company put the boat in the water because it needs to be inspected by FWC. But it was inspected back home by Janet from Fish and Game and Will from the tag office. It’s registered out of state. It doesn’t need to be registered here.” He tapped his knuckles against his temple. “Yes.”

      Faint hold music played through the tinny speakers. It died.

      “Hello, Angela, my name is Morgan Kade-Kessler. I’m here at Sunside dock and boat storage to put my boat in the water. But the dock manager said I couldn’t because it needs to be inspected.” Morgan rocked. “Eighty-eight thirty-three, Waters Way, Durstrand, Georgia.” The tic in Morgan’s arm pulled harder and his fight to control it cut lines down his neck.

      Dog leaned forward from the back seat and rested his head on Morgan’s shoulder.

      “Yes. Friday the eighth.” Morgan gave the address of the dock again. “No, the men with the transport company brought the boat. We came later. The boat’s supposed to be in the water but the dock manager wouldn’t let them. He says it needs to be inspected. It doesn’t. He’s wrong.” Morgan shook his head. “That’s not what the law says.” He gripped the edge of his shirt and twisted the fabric in his fist. “I read the rules. That’s not what the rules said. The insurance company is wrong. No, I don’t work for the state of Florida, but I read the rules. I read them on the internet when I went to the library. No, I read them on the state website where the laws are posted. No, I didn’t read them wrong. The insurance company is wrong.”

      I fought the urge to take the phone from him and talk to the attendant myself. But I’d learned a long time ago that not respecting Morgan’s independence was not respecting him.

      “If I can find someone to inspect it, will you let me put it in the water?” Morgan lifted his chin. His mouth twitched and he clenched his eyes shut. “But if I find someone to inspect it. It’s licensed in Georgia. It doesn’t need to be licensed in Florida.” He gritted his teeth. “I did get the correct forms. I filled them out. I mailed it. I have the receipt. I got the correct forms, and the dock manager is wrong.” His voice cracked, taking on a sharp edge. “No. Whoever said that is wrong. Then you’re wrong. Then the computer is wrong.” Morgan huffed and a whine leaked from behind his clenched teeth. “I’m not. No, no, I’m not. I’m just stating the facts. I’m—” He tapped the edge of the phone to the side of his head.

      Dog whined and licked his cheek.

      “She hung up on me.” Morgan clutched the phone to his chest, bumping it against his sternum as if fighting his body for ownership. “She said I was rude and hung up on me.” He got his hand to his lap. “I wasn’t rude. I told the truth. She was wrong. Her computer was wrong. The dock manager was wrong. I was right. I read the laws, Grant.” Morgan looked at me, his gaze slipping to my shoulder, but the pain in his eyes still bright. “I did what I was supposed to do.”

      “I believe you.”

      He nodded then shook his head. “She didn’t. She said I was rude. She said I was wrong.” His hold on the phone tightened enough to whiten his knuckles. Dog climbed partway over the console to stick his head in Morgan’s lap. His wayward hand found the dog’s ears. He gripped them, then let them go and gripped them again. If it hurt, the animal didn’t react. Slowly, oh so slowly, the involuntary movements stopped in much the same way they did when he slipped away.

      “Did she say whether or not we could put it in the water if we got it inspected?”

      Morgan petted Dog.

      I pushed back his bangs, but his gaze was far away.

      “Morgan?”

      “She said it would have to be inspected and licensed. But that’s not right.”

      “Like I said, if it will get the boat in the water, we can get it re-inspected and licensed here. Maybe someone at the licensing office would have more sense than the person who answered the phone for the dock company.”

      “DMV office is open at nine closes by five Monday through Thursday. Four on Friday. Today is Friday, so they’re already closed.”

      “Then we’ll find someone else.”

      “The inspection has to be done by FWC. Then it can be registered. She said the FWC can have up to a ten-day wait to look at the Starry Night.” His shoulder jerked. “I have to have the boat in the water sooner than that, Grant.”

      “Then we can go to City Hall Monday and see if there isn’t a way to verify your paperwork.”

      Morgan pulled away. He abandoned the phone in his lap and sank the fingers of both hands into the folds of Dog’s hide, opening and closing his grip, letting the fur slip between them. “And if they don’t believe me?”

      “Like you said, she’s wrong, the computer is wrong, and the manager is wrong. If we go to City Hall, they’re more likely to have the correct information or be willing to at least check. Then they can clear this up.”

      “What if they can’t? What if they won’t?”

      “Then we can rent a hotel room and wait till FWC can look it over. I don’t mind.”

      “We have to get the boat out sooner than that. If we have to wait ten days, it won’t matter.”

      “Why not?”

      “It will be too late, that’s all I know.”

      Morgan told me once the light moves so fast it has already been where we were going. It’s how he knew Dillion would come after him years before it happened. I’d doubted Morgan then, and part of me wanted to question him now because it still seemed impossible.

      But Morgan had already proven over and over again how impossible meant nothing to him by the hurdles he cleared, the things he accomplished, whether restoring the farmhouse we lived in from the ground up, creating sculptures that bent light in an attempt to let the world hear what it communicated, or building a boat by hand.

      “What if we rent a boat?”

      “No. The Starry Night is stronger.”

      And why did it need to be stronger?

      Again, I fought the urge to question Morgan—to doubt him. You’d think after all this time I would know better. But unlike Morgan, I had flaws.

      “Even if we get a bigger boat? They make some pretty stout yachts we could rent.” The amenities some had could make a hotel seem like a cardboard box.

      “No, too big. It has to be the Starry Night, Grant. Our boat.”

      Dog thumped his tail against the back seat, his worried gaze on Morgan.

      Bill still stood by the truck, now with his cell to his ear.

      “Let me go talk to Bill. He might know of someone.”

      “We have to get the Starry Night in the water.”

      “I know, and I’ll find a way.” Even if it meant going around the rules. The last thing I needed was getting arrested and giving the FBI a shiny new reason to take a crack at my life.

      I popped the handle on the door. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

      Morgan didn’t say no, so I got out.

      Bill ended his call as I walked up. “I called in and told the office to take me off the schedule. So I’m free for the booking for as long as you need.”

      “Thanks. Now I have a favor to ask, and I’ll pay you for your time.”

      “Shoot.” Bill stood straighter.

      “Morgan and I are going to City Hall Monday, and hopefully someone there can verify all our paperwork and the inspection we already had done on the boat. But if for some reason they can’t, or won’t, then I need another way to get this boat into the water.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Are you asking me to do something illegal?”

      “I’m asking if you know of an alternative that won’t get you in trouble.”

      “That still sounds like you’re asking me to do something a law-abiding individual wouldn’t do.”

      “I’m just asking if you can point me in the right direction. I’ll try the City Hall first. But…” I shrugged.

      Bill leaned to the right and flicked his gaze to the van. “My niece Racheal, she’s the one who took his phone call. She said he was really insistent about the date and time we came to pick up the boat.”

      “I’m sure he was.”

      “Like it was a life or death situation.” He chuckled but then it dried up fast. “Is it?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea.”

      He pressed his lips together. “I get people all the time telling me how to do my job, loading and unloading boats. Never had one that could name every piece of equipment, tell me where it needed to go, and how to operate it.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “That’s Morgan.”

      “You wouldn’t think he was that smart see’n how he is.”

      Most people questioned Morgan’s intelligence based on his mannerisms. I had at one time. And I was still pissed at myself for it.

      That anger must have shown through because Bill raised his hands like he expected me to tackle him. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me.”

      “Yep. It was.”

      “It’s just…anyhow, yeah, I know of a few people who have private docks that will put your boat in the water. Just so you know, it won’t be cheap.”

      “It never is.”

      “And I ain’t brokering no deals. I just drive the truck, load and unload. Whatever you work out is between you and whoever. I don’t want to know nothing.”

      “Understood.”

      He shoved his hands into his coveralls. “So, if you’re gonna talk to them folks at City Hall, I guess you’ll be need’n keep the boat on the truck till Monday.”

      “I am.”

      “If I have to stick around till Monday, I’m going to need somewhere to stay.”

      “I’ll put you and Joey up at the hotel of your choice and cover your meals.”

      The man grinned. “Okay, that sounds like a plan.”

      “I’ll call you if we need directions to that boat ramp. If you don’t hear from me within the hour, find the hotel you want, call me, and I’ll cover the bill.”

      “Thanks.” He climbed back into his truck, and I went back to the van.

      Dog still had his head in Morgan’s lap.

      “Bill said he can find us a boat ramp to put it into the water.”

      “Where will we dock?”

      “Depends on whether or not the private boat ramp also has a private dock we can tie off at. If not, we’ll just stay out on the water.”

      “Will it be legal? I don’t want them to confiscate the Starry Night. I don’t want to lose it. I don’t want to go to jail. Where would Dog go?”

      Lying to him would only set off his five-alarm-bullshit-ometer, so I didn’t even try. “If we get caught, I’ll call Harriet Price. She’s a fierce attorney, she’ll handle it. I’ll also take full responsibility and I won’t let them pin anything on you. You can stay at a hotel till I make bail or worst case, call Aunt Jenny to take you home.”

      “And the Starry Night?”

      “You won’t lose your boat Morgan, I swear.”

      He nodded. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “If you go to jail?”

      “Like I said, I’ll make bail.”

      “What if they won’t let you? What if the FBI starts bothering you again?”

      “How important is it you get the boat into the water by Monday?”

      “Very important.”

      I sighed. “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
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      Apparently, the accommodations in downtown came in two flavors; Ritz and Shinola.

      Needless to say, I went with the Ritz. If it had been just me, I wouldn’t have cared, but I wanted Morgan to enjoy staying at a hotel as much as a person could enjoy it. Hot tubs, saunas, a gourmet menu, and fine wine can dramatically affect a person’s comfort level.

      And yeah, maybe I wanted to show off a little.

      We left the outlying areas and filtered into the city. Buildings clustered together, shops packed the spaces between them, and people shuffled from sidewalk to sidewalk. Horns honked, and even with only two miles between us and the coast, exhaust replaced the flavor of the ocean.

      And with every block, the muscles in Morgan’s arms tightened.

      Two stop lights later, we were at the hotel.

      The main entrance offered marble pillars and pretentious chrome accents. A trio of large stone lions held sentinel over the sidewalk. Signs pointed us around the corner to the valet drop-off. In places like this, they never let you park your own car.

      I pulled the little minivan in line behind a Porsche and waited for the valet to make his way down the line. A man in an Italian-cut suit traded tickets for keys and sent the eighty-thousand-dollar luxury car off with young men I wouldn’t trust with a carton of eggs.

      We entered the drop-off area, sliding under the concrete overhang and into the shadows of concrete butchered by the glare of manmade lights. Men, women, single, married, with and without children, exited their vehicles.

      Morgan rocked in his seat, one hand against his temple, the other wadded up in his shirt.

      “How you doing over there?”

      He nodded.

      Bellhops helped people unload their matching luggage sets from their trunks. A few filled up a cart, but most took two. Half-a-dozen more formed a train.

      Engines rumbled. Voices echoed.

      A car door slammed, and Morgan startled. He dropped his chin to his chest and his bangs swayed in time with his movements.

      “Once we get settled, we can get some lunch.” He had to be hungry. All he’d eaten was a bag of chips.

      Morgan nodded again, this time his bangs parted enough to show the thin line of his mouth and the tic in his jaw.

      “Say the word Morgan, and I’ll turn around.”

      “C-C-Can’t.” His teeth clacked together.

      “If you tell me to, I can.”

      He shook his head. “B-B-Boat ha-as—” His inhale shuddered. “Wa-Wa—” The words scrambled into a tense whine.

      A cluster of kids ran by, followed by what could have been three generations of extended family. They stopped by the fountain while one of the adults took photos with their cell phone.

      The flash went off, erasing the shadows of the covered unloading area, and I squinted.

      “Then tell me what will make this easier on you. No matter what it is, I’ll do it.”

      Morgan’s wayward hand tangled up in his hair.

      A child cried for their mother.

      Morgan jerked like he’d been hit.

      More car doors, more people, more movement.

      We rolled forward another car length, and the bellhops pushed over brass plated carts. Two rolled sideways, and the sharp sound of their impact echoed.

      Bags unloaded, more carts appeared. Another cart went AWOL and the bellhop was too slow to stop it. It collided with its overfilled twin, toppling them both.

      Metal crashed against the concrete, raking the blacktop in a grinding scream, tossing out luggage across the walkway in a series of thumps.

      Morgan pressed the heels of his hands against his ears. He swallowed over and over.

      The whine ticking out of his throat got louder.

      A man with bleach blond hair screamed at the bellhop who’d dumped his luggage.

      Morgan sucked in a breath, chest pumping, body shaking.

      “Hey—” I reached for him, but he’d already shoved open the door and dove from the van. “Shit.”

      I put the van in park. Dog clamored over the front seats and chased Morgan across the parking area.

      “Morgan.”

      He wove through the crowd. When he turned suddenly, Dog pushed him back.

      People recoiled, a few shoved Morgan away. He stumbled but didn’t fall.

      “Hey…” One of the security guards left his post at the door and headed to cut Morgan off. “Hey, you. Stop.”

      A cart blocked my path, I shoved the bellhop, the blond man, and some old lady out of my way, then climbed through the gap in another cart. I took up a run, but Morgan was already past the fountain and heading to the far end of the drop-off area.

      Past that the exit into the street.

      A street filled with cars going too fast despite the cramped lanes. My heart threatened to crawl up my throat. Dog shouldered Morgan’s knee, herding him back toward the building.

      I ran but the security guard got to Morgan first.

      “Hey, don’t…don’t touch him.”

      The guard either didn’t hear me or didn’t care. He grabbed Morgan by his arm.

      Morgan jerked back and brought down his free hand, knocking the man’s grip free.

      “Don’t, just leave him—”

      He went for Morgan with both hands. In a blur of grace, Morgan blocked both attempts with the heel of his hands. Dog wedged himself between Morgan and the security guard, forcing some distance. But I guess the guy had already decided he had something to prove and continued to advance.

      “Stop.” I stepped in front of the guard.

      He put his hand on the butt of his gun. The second security guard headed down the sidewalk in our direction.

      People abandoned overseeing the care of their luggage to gawk.

      “This is private property. Only guests allowed.”

      And with both of us dressed in jeans and T-shirts that we’d picked up from the local thrift store made us look anything but.

      “We have a reservation.”

      The second security guard joined the first. He tried to step around me and get to Morgan. Dog cut him off, pushing Morgan back and barking at the man.

      The second security guard talked into his radio but whatever he said was lost to Dog’s barking.

      Morgan gripped his hair. The pain in his expression had nothing to do with how hard he pulled, but the battle to take control of a body that rarely wanted to cooperate.

      The second security guard spoke into his mic again.

      “Look,” I said. “Just give me a minute to calm him down, okay?”

      The second guard took a step toward Morgan. Dog bared his teeth. The guy unholstered his gun.

      “Whoa, whoa, there’s no need for that.”

      “Call off the dog.”

      “He’s just protecting Morgan, he’s autistic. He’s just overloaded. Give me a second to calm him down.”

      I inched back and neither one of them lunged for me.

      Dog let me pass.

      The cords stood out on Morgan’s neck, his gaze darted from one side of the parking area to the other. That sound, that terrible, broken, wounded cry, trickled from behind his clenched teeth.

      “Morgan, can I touch you?” I held both hands close to his cheeks. “Is it okay if I touch you, Morgan?”

      For a moment his gaze met mine before fleeing.

      I held Morgan’s face. “It’s okay, you’re okay.” I stepped closer and he closed the distance burying his face against my chest.

      His breath bled through my shirt in heated puffs.

      “I got you. No one’s going to touch you, okay?”

      Morgan nodded and the guards exchanged looks.

      Dog leaned against Morgan’s legs. He dropped a hand and squished one of the dog’s ears in his fist. Dog thumped his tail against the concrete.

      People stared, voices hummed, car doors slammed.

      Morgan’s gaze was everywhere but on me.

      “I need somewhere quiet to take him.” I combed my fingers through his hair. “Please, somewhere away from all the noise.”

      Morgan dropped his other hand to my wrist and squeezed.

      “That’s it, sweetheart, come back to me, okay?”

      The clatter echoing in the drop-off area sharpened and Morgan clenched his eyes shut.

      “I’m not going to ask you again.” I glared at both of the guards. “I need somewhere away from all the noise. Now.”

      The older of the two spoke into his radio. A moment later, a woman who was almost as wide as she was tall hurried down the sidewalk—the fluorescent pinks, yellows, and blues of her floral print dress bright enough to throw out a glow.

      She stopped beside the guards and regarded Morgan over the edge of her horn-rimmed glasses. Then in a flurry of beehive, garish clothes, and dangling jewelry, turned on both the guards. “What the hell is the matter with you two? Go watch the door like you’re paid to do and quit harassing people.”

      The younger guy recoiled, the older puffed out his chest. “Mrs. Doreen…”

      She pointed a finger at him, her bright orange nail threatening to stab the tip of his nose. “Do not Mrs. Doreen me. Go. You’re not helping.” They backed away. “And if I ever see you unholster your weapon on anyone but another person with a firearm, I will toss you into the street without your pension.”

      They retreated.

      She turned to us. “You said a quiet place?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Will he walk with you?”

      I couldn’t be sure. “Morgan?”

      Morgan nodded, and I guided him toward the door, holding his upper arm and walking sideways. We got to the revolving door and Morgan pulled against my grip. She opened the regular door off to the side with a sign that said Emergency exit only.

      Mrs. Doreen stepped out of the way, and I guided Morgan through the door. Dog followed, bumping past my legs. He turned, backing up and forcing anyone too close to move away.

      I made a mental note to buy him a ribeye.

      Crystal chandeliers broke apart the warm light; Morgan tipped his head up, his gaze following things I couldn’t see.

      “This way.”

      A few people stared and I shot back a look that made them lose interest.

      Mrs. Doreen led us to the lobby, past modern furniture with pleather cushions, sleek steel frames and black marble tabletops, the in-hotel restaurant, a bar, and a twelve-foot aquarium with fish as big as dinner plates.

      She took a key card from the folds of her dress and slid it through the reader beside a door. “Here you go.” She moved aside.

      The room was small with a simple desk, a couple of chairs, computer, and a bookcase loaded with binders.

      “Do you need me to turn off the lights?”

      “Morgan?”

      Without the dance of rainbows glinting off the ceiling, he found me again. Morgan shook his head. I helped him sit in one of the chairs. Dog put his head in his lap.

      Mrs. Doreen smiled. “I’ll see to it your luggage gets loaded on a cart. Do you know what room you’re in?”

      “No, Ma’am. We called and they took my credit card and made a reservation.”

      “Your name?”

      “Grant Kessler-Kade.”

      “Wait here, Mr. Kessler-Kade. I’ll get you your room keys.”

      The door clicked shut, silencing the outside world, leaving behind Morgan’s rapid breathing and the thump of Dog’s tail.

      “Hey.” I knelt in front of Morgan. “You okay?”

      He bit his lips and tears filled his eyes. Shame made shadows in the brown.

      “It’s okay, Morgan.”

      His shoulder jerked. “I’m s-s-s—”

      “No. Don’t be. You’ve done great.” So far he’d done better than I ever imagined. I had a feeling there were two big reasons why. One had yellow fur and a weaponized tail, and the other the mission Morgan had set himself on. “You’ve done so good.”

      Dog rumbled.

      “See, even he agrees with me.”

      A smile broke through on Morgan’s face, but his gaze remained elsewhere.

      Minutes passed and Morgan’s breathing slowed. I joined Morgan in petting Dog, who threatened to melt into a puddle of skin and fur.

      After a long time, Morgan said, “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Not…” He swallowed, and the remnants of his recent battle tightened the tendons in his arms. “For not getting mad.”

      “Jesus, why would I get mad?”

      The eye contact was fleeting but it was more than enough to remind me why Morgan had a fine scar above his eyebrow, another across his nose, and chin.

      There’d been a time in Morgan’s life when the person who supposedly loved him took his shame of Morgan’s reactions out on him with his fists.

      “I just couldn’t…” He shivered. “It was too loud, Grant. Too loud and bright. And it wouldn’t stop.”

      I pressed a kiss to his forehead. “You don’t have to be strong all the time, Morgan. It’s okay to rely on me sometimes. That’s what marriage is about.”

      A knock sounded at the door and Mrs. Doreen peeked in. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ve got your bags in your room.” She held out a small envelope. “You can take the handicapped elevator. It’s more likely to be empty. It’s right around the corner.”

      I took the key cards. “Thanks.”

      “You look better.” She smiled at Morgan, but he’d gone back to petting Dog and tossing thoughts with the hand I’d been holding. “No rush on leaving my office. I don’t use it much anyhow. But when you get to your room, I took the liberty and added a couple extras to your gift basket. I hope you won’t mind.”

      She was gone before I could ask what.

      “She’s nice,” Morgan said.

      “Yeah, she is.”

      “Grant…” Morgan squished one of Dog’s ears, and the animal sighed so hard his lips flapped.

      “What, sweetheart?”

      “Do…you think that guard would have…” He gritted his teeth and swallowed several times. “Do you think he would have shot Dog?”

      Damn. Why the hell did Morgan always have to ask the hard questions. “I hope not.”

      Morgan nodded. “We can go now.”

      “You sure?”

      He stood, and I held his face, but Morgan was the one who tipped up his chin.

      He claimed my mouth—a press of warm velvet, a touch of heated silk. Best of all was when he looked at me and everything he couldn’t say was right there in his eyes.
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      I was sure Mrs. Doreen had given us the wrong room number and keys, but our bags sitting by the sofa suggested otherwise.

      Because I’d reserved a standard double occupancy with a king-sized bed, not a one-bedroom apartment-style room, with kitchenette, a balcony overlooking a park, and a tub with a jacuzzi.

      Morgan walked over to the window. The wrought iron railing sliced up the late afternoon sun into glowing columns stretching over the peach-colored rug. Morgan wiggled his fingers through the sunbeams and the wedding band on his finger chipped off pieces of light.

      A gift basket as big as Dog occupied the coffee table in front of the sofa.

      “Wonder what the hell they needed a basket that big for?”

      I left the key cards on the end table and turned the basket around. Green cellophane crinkled under my fingers. The hazy image of bottles, toothbrushes, toothpaste, a booklet, another envelope, and…a tennis ball? I squinted. I had to be seeing things. I pulled the ribbon and the plastic parted.

      It was a tennis ball, along with a variety of other dog toys, and a big white knuckle bone. It was obvious then why the basket needed to be big. Taking up most of the space was a fifteen-pound bag of dog food.

      I’d seen the brand in the past carried at one of those specialty stores where they sold toenail polish, sleep foam dog beds, and rhinestone collars.

      Yeah, and they sold hats and sweaters too.

      Dog meandered over and stuck his fat head in the basket and made off with the bone before I could catch him.

      “You think he’ll be okay with that?”

      Morgan dropped his hand back to his side. “It’s a sterilized beef-bone. He should be fine. If he bites of pieces, I’ll take it away.”

      “You think this stuff will upset his stomach? He’s not used to dog food made with…” I squinted at the label. “Duck, chickpeas, sweet potatoes, whole egg…”

      “Probably. But we might not survive if he farts.”

      Dog jerked his head up.

      “Don’t look at me, Morgan said it.”

      Dog picked up his bone and carried it into the bedroom.

      “I think you insulted him.” I read off a few more ingredients. “You know, this stuff sounds pretty tasty.”

      Morgan wandered over and picked up one of the envelopes. He opened it and took out two cards on lanyards.

      One read Morgan’s service dog and had my cell phone number printed on it. The other had Morgan’s first name, then if in distress call with my name and my cell.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      I know the woman meant well. But Morgan wasn’t a child.

      Yet, if for some reason, I wasn’t around when he overloaded, he might not be able to communicate who to call, and this could keep him from being tackled by a guard.

      Morgan flipped the badges over in his hands.

      “We should get a card made to put in my wallet and one in the truck.” He waved the lanyard with his name on it. “This is a good idea. You should have thought of it, Grant. You’re relatively smart.”

      I narrowed a look at Morgan, and he flashed me a smile before returning to examine the cards.

      “Not sure if Dog should wear this.” He held up the one labeled service dog.

      “Why not?”

      “He’s not a service animal.”

      “I don’t know, Morgan. He looked like one to me today.”

      “But he’s not. At least officially. And if he wore it, it would be a lie.”

      “What constitutes a service dog?”

      Morgan tossed thoughts. “It would be a dog trained to assist someone, but I’m pretty sure getting beer out of the fridge doesn’t qualify.”

      He did get beer out of the fridge. Occasionally he actually brought it to you rather than drinking it himself.

      “And you don’t think he helped you today?” Because I did.

      Morgan rubbed the laminated cards between his fingers. “It wouldn’t be right.”

      “Then we’ll see what we have to do to get him covered. But Mrs. Doreen seemed to think he qualified, so can he wear it here at least?”

      He laid both badges on the coffee table and walked over. I lowered the bag of dog food and let it fall to the ground by my foot.

      Morgan stopped in front of me, close enough for the heat of his body to push against my skin. “You’re not ashamed of me.”

      I didn’t know if it was a statement or a question.

      But either way, I knew the answer. “Never.”

      Morgan traced the shape of the charm on the necklace he’d given me. “Is it okay if we eat lunch in the room?”

      “Pretty sure it’s well past lunch, but yeah. We can eat here.”

      Closer. I had to wrap my arms around him. His tawny frame melded to my body.

      “I love you, Grant.”

      I kissed him on the temple. “I love you too.”

      “Then you’ll give me a back rub.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I’ll give you a back rub.”

      “What about my feet?”

      “Sure.”

      “Blow job?”

      “I’m pretty sure I can arrange that.”

      “In the shower?”

      “Better than that, how about the Jacuzzi?”

      Morgan tipped his head up at me. “That’s a terrible idea, Grant.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’d drown.”

      I made a face and Morgan laughed. “Do you want to order the food while I run the water? Or me run the water while you order the food?”

      I squinted at Morgan. “That’s the same thing.”

      “Well, that settles it, doesn’t it?” He turned, and I yanked him back around. Our mouths met, and he pulled himself higher until he had one leg wrapped around mine and his arms over my shoulders. Morgan inched his way up until I had to lift my chin to keep contact. His right flip-flop hit the floor, then the left one.

      Morgan broke the kiss and I groaned.

      “What’s wrong, Mr. Kessler-Kade?” Morgan teased the nape of my neck with his fingertips, which was nothing short of a current right to my dick. “You sound uncomfortable.” I knew damn well he felt the bulge in my jeans.

      “The problem isn’t what’s wrong, it’s what’s right.” I nipped his chin. There was just enough stubble to tickle my lips.

      “And what’s that?”

      “You, and everything about you.”

      “So—” He nipped the tip of my nose. “—you going to order the food, and I run the water?”

      “Sure.” I would have been willing to go track it down, kill it, and bring it back. You know, total caveman.

      But I’d be the one getting dragged by the head of hair.

      Morgan dropped to the ground and gave my cock a squeeze before sauntering off toward the bedroom.

      I used the courtesy phone to call room service. While I waited on hold, I scanned the menu. There were the standard hamburger, fries, chicken fingers, but I really wanted to do something special. I order filet mignon, lobster, shrimp, oysters, crab legs, a couple slices of cake and a bottle of wine.

      They told me it would be there in an hour.

      I hung up and the rush of water echoed from the bathroom.

      An hour.

      A lot could be done in an hour. I stripped off my shirt, shoes, and jeans on my way to the bathroom.
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      Water churned in the massive tub cradled by a raised area of off-white tile, speckled with gold. Steps led up to the outside ledge, and more lowered you into the steaming liquid.

      Morgan’s clothes lay scattered across the bathroom floor, tracking his movements around the room. He stood over by the double sink. Thick towels hung from the O-rings on the wall, washcloths and specialty soaps occupied the counter between them.

      Not the cheap kind found in budget hotels, but actual boutique brands decorated with the hotel logo.

      Morgan touched each item, stopping to shuffle the bottles into groups of similar colors before moving over to the sink and turning the water on and off.

      He touched the brushed silver faucets. Tapped on the spokes on the spigots, peered down the drain. Then he moved to the second sink on the other end and repeated the process.

      “I’ve seen pictures of bathrooms like this in magazines at the library.” He went to the light switch and flipped it on, off, on again.

      The track lighting leached away the warmth from the overhead fixture and splintered against the beveled edge of the mirror.

      Morgan ran a finger down the fold in the glass. “Why would anyone need a bathroom this big? I mean, even in a big house, why?”

      “Motels do it as a perk.”

      “A perk is what you get when you cash in your shopping points at the Frugal Mark.” He smiled at me in the mirror. “Or the extras that come with marrying me.”

      “Yep, definitely lots of perks for marrying you.” I dragged a look over Morgan from head to toe, pausing on that ten-miles-each-way-to-work sculpted ass of his. His thighs were equally impressive. But damn, I never got tired of staring at his backside.

      “So why do you think people put bathrooms like this in their house?” Morgan gave me his profile, a soft smile pulled at his lips, but with his head tipped, his bangs hid his eyes. “There has to be a reason.” He turned the rest of the way around and leaned back against the counter—shadows filled in the dips and curves of his shoulders, his lean arms, and chest. Light highlighted the sinewy muscle under sun-browned skin. The few dark hairs running down his sternum darkened into a trail, passing over his navel to gather at the junction of his hips, cradling his cock.

      Morgan ran his fingers over the length to the end, dipping the tip of his index finger into the folds of his foreskin.

      Saliva filled my mouth and I had to swallow to keep from choking on it.

      “Think of anything yet?” Morgan stroked his cock.

      “What was the question?”

      Morgan stopped and I’m pretty sure I whimpered.

      “C’mon, before we flood this fancy bathroom.”

      The tub should have overflow drains to keep something like that from happening, but at that moment, I doubted I would have remembered my own name.

      Morgan took one of the bottles from the counter and carried it over to the tub. “This way, Mr. Kessler-Kade.” He did a little twirl and held up the bottle of what I assumed was lubricant.

      Not surprising, considering where my head was at the moment.

      I followed.

      He unscrewed the cap on the container, then dumped the contents into the tub. Foam boiled up through the churning water.

      Nope, definitely not lubricant. “Was that bubble bath?”

      “Shampoo.” Morgan climbed in.

      “I’m not so sure that was a good idea.” The mountain of suds inched up the sides of the tub. Morgan flipped off the water, but the hills and valleys of iridescent orbs continued to climb higher.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s going to be hard to get it to drain out.”

      Morgan sat on the edge of the tub. “And that’s a problem?” He parted his knees, showing off his flushed cock standing at half-mast.

      “Nope.” I climbed into the tub, going to my knees in front of him before I could even register the sting of hot water and crackling foam.

      It only takes a little training—first verbal cues, then visual.

      I rolled a look up at Morgan.

      He patted me on the head. “See, I told you you trained up nicely.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Well, you did.”

      “Do you want me to suck your dick or not?”

      He leaned back on his elbows.

      I slid my hands up his thighs to his ribs, then his chest. He pushed his fingers into my bangs, and I dropped my head, taking the tip of his cock into my mouth. A gentle tug had me taking him to the back of my throat.

      Morgan sighed and the small tics that seemed a constant even when he was still faded until they might have never existed. The idea that what I did brought him to calm made every fault I had irrelevant.

      I swallowed around him, pulled to the tip and used my tongue to probe his slit. Morgan propped a knee on my shoulder, and I rubbed two fingers over his opening. But without anything to slick him up, I was reluctant to try and penetrate him. I settled on fondling his balls while I bobbed my head.

      Morgan’s breaths stuttered.

      I dragged my lips to the tip, sucking hard before swallowing him down.

      “Grant…” Morgan rocked. “Gonna come…”

      There’d been a time he would have fought it. A time when surrendering his release to me was a battle he could win, unlike the one he fought against his body. One fueled by a world of too much noise, movement, and of course, light.

      No, he didn’t have a choice but to face the world the only way he knew how. But he did choose to trust me enough to let go. To be vulnerable. To believe I wouldn’t fail him.

      God, I hoped I never did.

      Morgan lifted his hips and pulled my hair, holding me in place while he thrust into my throat, cutting off my air until my eyes watered and spit-soaked my chin. With a deep moan, he froze, cock spasming against my tongue, releasing ropes of cum. The warm liquid backed up as I swallowed, tickling my soft pallet.

      Morgan let me go and pulled away far enough to free my throat. I sucked in a breath and coughed it back out.

      He laughed a little.

      My eyes continued to water, and he wiped away the tears. I kept sucking him until he shivered with every touch of my tongue over the head of his cock. Until his expression flinched with pain as much as pleasure.

      I let him go and kissed his thighs, his stomach, his chest. I breathed in his scent and reveled in the feel of him against me—the feel of everything right in my world.

      “Stand up.” Morgan pulled on my arm, and I did as he asked. The edge of the tub was just high enough to put his chin level with my cock. All he had to do was open his mouth.

      He licked the head then dragged his teeth over the glans, sending a sharp bite right through my core. I jumped and he gripped the base of my dick. Either to keep me still or to have more control, I didn’t really care.

      Morgan parted his lips, flicked out his tongue, then took me to the back of his throat. Wet silk tied me in ropes of pleasure, and I shuddered so hard my teeth chattered.

      I sucked dick, and I was good at it, but what Morgan did was nothing short of magic.

      His bangs parted enough for me to catch a glimpse of his eyes. Those perfect pink lips tightened around my cock and he hollowed out his cheeks.

      “Morgan…” I cupped the back of his head. He moved to the end and let me go. “Damn it…”

      “Can’t have you going off just yet.” He slapped a wet kiss over the fat head.

      “Yes, we can. Trust me. You’ll hear no complaints.”

      “But where’s the fun in that?” He ducked his head and sucked one of my balls into his mouth. I made some sort of sound. It might have formed a word if he hadn’t started jacking my dick. Morgan moved to the other ball: a pinch of pain flared.

      “Fucking hell, did you just bite me?”

      He lapped at the sting.

      I groaned.

      Morgan dragged his bottom teeth to the base of my cock. There he latched on, nursing the patch of skin until it ached.

      He quickened his strokes, and I fought not to thrust into his grip. If I moved, I’d fall, and if I fell, I’d likely knock myself out and wind up drowning in a damn jacuzzi tub full of bubble bath.

      Correction—shampoo.

      Not the worst way to go, I guess.

      Morgan drew a line with his tongue to the tip of my cock and ground the flat part of his tongue against my slit. The need to come grew barbs, riding in on a euphoric electric wave.

      He twisted his wrist, keeping his movements short and near the upper half of my dick.

      The rush of bliss crested, and I gasped.

      Ropes of cum painted Morgan’s nose, lips, chin, the rest he caught on his tongue. Morgan held my gaze while making a show of scraping his fingers across the mess I’d made and sucking them clean. That pink tongue, wet, glistening, his perfect mouth, masculine but not hard.

      I dropped down, pushing him back, sealing our lips together. He moaned and I drank it away.

      Morgan broke the kiss, and I panted against his lips. Spent, muscles aching, it was always like that with Morgan. I don’t know how he did it. How he made each time with him a unique experience that reminded me just how lucky I was.
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      Room service had left our food outside in the hall. And I knew that because Dog sat in front of the door trying to stare a hole through it.

      I tied the belt of the complimentary hotel robe I’d snagged from a hook in the bathroom. The thick satin melted to my skin, flashing every groove and line when I walked.

      Which is great alone in a room with a husband you couldn’t keep your hands off of. Not so great when you had to inch into the hall where other guests could see you.

      Luckily, it was empty, and I sequestered the roll cart and brought it into the room. Gleaming silver domes covered dishes occupying two shelves. A bottle of wine sat on the third, tucked into a bucket of ice. Knives, forks, dishes, carefully stacked off to the side with napkins folded in the shape of swans.

      I parked the cart near the small kitchen.

      Butter, mixed with salt, and a plethora of rich spices intensifying the flavor of meat in the air.

      Dog stood by the cart.

      “This isn’t for you.”

      He licked his chops.

      “No, it’s not.”

      He sat and raised up his sad brown eyes.

      “Fine, maybe a little piece, but I don’t want you to get sick at your stomach.”

      He jumped to all fours and did a little dance turning in a half-circle.

      “What’s that?” Morgan came out of the bathroom, hair wet clinging in loose curls close to his scalp. He wore a robe just like mine and it enhanced every line of his thighs, ass, and I’m pretty sure his cock, but that could have been my imagination.

      He walked over and tipped up his chin, and I pecked him on the mouth. “Hope you’re hungry.”

      Morgan tossed thoughts. “There’s hungry and then there’s feeding an army.” He touched each one of the food covers on the top shelf. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Grant? Did you pack an army?” He smirked.

      “No, I just ordered several different things since I wasn’t sure what you’d like.”

      “You know what I like.”

      “Yeah, okay. I do know what you like. I didn’t know what you’d like that was on the menu.” I picked up one of the silver domes, revealing a lobster surrounded by scallops and baby red potatoes. “And their menu had a decadent selection.”

      Morgan leaned to the right. “Are you sure you know what decadent means?”

      “Yes, I know what it means.”

      He leaned to the left. “So do I, and that’s not decadent.”

      “It’s lobster. You can’t get much more decadent than that.”

      “It has eyes.”

      “They cook them whole.”

      “I don’t eat food that can stare at me.”

      “It’s cooked. It can’t stare at you.”

      He pointed until his hand retreated back to his temple. “Those eyes are looking right at me.”

      “We don’t eat that end. We eat the tail and claws.”

      “Still staring, Grant.”

      “You eat the cows at Mr. Newman’s farm.”

      “There have never been eyes attached to my hamburger or hot dog.”

      True. “Yeah, but you’ve actually petted them.”

      “Not the same.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s just not the same, Grant.” He shook his head. “I’m not eating something with its eyes still attached.”

      I put down the dome. “Okay, what about filet?”

      “Filet what?”

      “Mignon.”

      “Filet isn’t decadent either. It’s just really good steak.”

      “Well, when you eat it from a place like this, they do a bit more than toss it on a grill.” I removed a couple more lids and set them on the counter. Butterfly shrimp surrounded a bowl of pulled butter on one plate. Another had filets wrapped in bacon accented with asparagus, a third crab legs, a fourth oysters on the half shell.

      Morgan stood on his toes. “I’ll have a hamburger and fries. The straight ones, not the springy round ones, everyone puts too much salt on those.”

      “You can eat burgers and fries at home. I got this because I wanted you to try something special.”

      “But I don’t want anything special. Just food.”

      “This is food. Very good food.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “You haven’t even tried it.”

      “They put bacon on a steak. Why would anyone put bacon on a steak?”

      “Because it makes the steak taste better.”

      “To who?”

      “A lot of people.” Dog woofed and smacked his lips. “See, even Dog thinks it’ll make it taste better.”

      “Dog eats deer pellets. His opinion doesn’t count.”

      I exhaled a frustrated breath. “Then will you trust me when I tell you it tastes good?”

      Morgan rocked back and forth, tossing thoughts.

      “Please?”

      He tapped his fingers against his palm.

      “Just a small bite?”

      “I’ll use the cell phone and see if I can find a place that delivers pizza.” Morgan escaped into the bedroom.

      I rubbed my temples and Dog bumped my knee with his shoulder.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’d love to eat what he doesn’t want.”

      He woofed.

      Lobster, filet, shrimp, fancy vegetables, with buttered sauces. Now the most expensive dog food on the market.

      While I’d never had a problem eating macaroni when I had to, I admit, good food had been a pleasure I’d enjoyed while living in Chicago. There, restaurants raged war against each other for customers.

      I put one of the filets on a plate and set it on the floor. Dog gave me a look like he was waiting for a punchline.

      “Go ahead, eat it.”

      Strings of saliva hung from his bottom lips.

      “I’m serious, might as well. Just going to go to waste.” I pushed the plate closer with my foot.

      Dog sniffed the steak, then with both eyes on me, made it disappear in a single bite.

      “Did you even taste it?”

      He belched.

      “If you’re going to feed him the filet, take off the bacon. It’s bad for his pancreas.” Morgan walked over to Dog, dropping his wayward hand to the animal's head and squeezing the wrinkles of skin gathered between his ears.

      “I’ll do that.” I picked up one of the fancy dishes. “Did you find a menu?”

      “No. I decided I’ll try the food.” Morgan’s shoulder jerked. “A small bite. Of the steak. Maybe the shrimp. As long as it doesn’t have eyes. But I’m not eating the giant scorpion.”

      “It’s a lobster.”

      “It’s an arthropod, same family, still not eating it.”

      “Shrimps are related to lobster.”

      “Like I said, as long as it doesn’t have eyes.”

      “Okay, what do you want to try?”

      “I don’t know. You pick. You picked the food.” He clenched his fist, pulling the skin on Dog’s head tight enough to warp his adoring expression. Damn animal continued to wag his tail.

      “Will you help me pick?” I lifted a serving fork sitting in the dish of vegetables.

      “I don’t know how.”

      “I’ll ask before I put it on your plate. And if you okay it, I’ll add it and if not…” I shrugged.

      Morgan ground his jaw and nodded.

      “Vegetables, okay?” He nodded again, and I put a small helping on his plate. “Shrimp?”

      A tic pulled at his shoulder.

      “Just a couple pieces?”

      “O—” His muscles in his arms jumped. “Okay.”

      It took a while, and more than once, I had to rearrange the food so it wasn’t touching. The remaining filet, without the bacon, went on his plate. Morgan carried it over to the small table and pulled out a chair.

      I set my plate down in front of his and went back to get the wine and glasses.

      Morgan pushed one of the shrimp in circles with his fork.

      “You won’t know how it tastes if you don’t eat it.” I poured him a glass of wine.

      He moved it to the other side of his plate, then back.

      I sat across from him, but the table was so small our knees touched.

      I cut a slice out of the salmon steak I’d put on my plate.

      Morgan dug the fingers of his free hand into the edge of the table, his jawline tense.

      I bit into one of the butterfly shrimp. Garlic, butter, it slid over my pallet, yet I still didn’t taste it. Not with the bundle of tension in front of me.

      Morgan stabbed the shrimp he’d been herding, and he brought it to his lips.

      I ate another one.

      Morgan’s bangs parted enough to reveal his eyes. They tracked the room behind me before landing on the crustacean impaled on his fork and flicking away again.

      “After we’re done eating, I’ll call Bill tonight to see if he located a dock.” I dipped a piece of lobster in butter.

      “Don’t distract me.” Morgan exhaled hard enough to pop his cheeks. “Does it taste like fish? And is it tilapia kinda fish or catfish, because I prefer catfish. The lightly breaded kind with some salt in the batter, not a lot of pepper, and not plain.”

      “It tastes like shrimp.”

      “That’s not very helpful.” Morgan clenched his eyes shut and took a bite.

      He chewed.

      And I sat there frozen with a piece of lobster about a half-inch from my mouth, waiting for his reaction.

      Morgan slowed in his chewing and opened his eyes. His brows came together, and he wrinkled his nose.

      “Is it bad or good?”

      He swallowed. “I’m not sure.” He took another bite, this time he picked at the remnants on his fork, plucking off bits of white meat. “Tastes…”

      “Like shrimp?”

      He ate the rest on his fork and stabbed another. He ate it too. “This isn’t bad.”

      “Then you like it.”

      “Like is an awfully strong word. Right now, it’s not bad. I might like it tomorrow.”

      “Speaking of tomorrow, we need to go grocery shopping.” The Starry Night had the basics: canned foods, dry foods, but no fresh meats.

      At home, we kept beer in the cooler built into the boat . The insulation was good enough it generally took at least a week before I had to add more ice to it.

      The boat also had a small fridge. It ran off of a battery charged by a solar panel. I’d just put a fresh loaf of bread in there, and other fixings for sandwiches.

      No, I never thought we’d take the Starry Night out, but it didn’t mean Morgan and I hadn’t made use of the king-sized bed, where we’d lay there tangled up in the sheets and watching the stars.

      I’d even wired up a tablet to watch movies on.

      When we’d first finished the boat, we stayed there almost every night, but as Morgan grounded himself, we made our way back to the house.

      Even then, there were quiet days we’d sit making a list of things to order just because it was something to do with the Starry Night and it gave us a reason to spend the night outside.

      “We should have gotten a small grill.” Morgan cut up his steak.

      “They’ll probably have one at the grocery store.”

      “The Frugal Mart doesn’t have them.” He ate.

      “No, but the one at home doesn’t cater to a bunch of unprepared tourists.”

      Morgan paused with another shrimp on his fork. “I’ve never been a tourist.” He at the shrimp. “Funny, it doesn’t feel any different than being a local. But maybe it takes a while to set in. Like sunburn. You don’t realize just how barbequed you are till you step into the shower.”

      I laughed a little. “Yeah, I’d say that’s about how it is.”

      Morgan picked up a scallop. “I wonder what made someone decide to cut out the muscle in a scallop and cook it?”

      “No idea, but it tastes great.” I ate one and so did Morgan.

      “Doesn’t taste like chicken, fish, or shrimp. But yeah, it’s good. Better than the shrimp.”

      “Grocery shopping tomorrow, then?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to go or stay here?”

      “I’ll think about it. But I don’t want to get up early.”

      “We’ll sleep as long as you want.” I picked up an oyster on the half-shell.

      “Is that an oyster?”

      “Yup.”

      “Is it raw?”

      “Absolutely.” I smacked my lips.

      “Grant.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You eat that and you’re not kissing me for a week.”

      Needless to say, I didn’t eat the raw oyster.
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      The drive must have taken more of a toll on me than I thought because I’m pretty sure I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      When I’d been in the shipping business, I’d go days without sleeping except for short naps. And when I eventually did sleep, it was always with one eye open.

      I’d lost that habit while living in Durstrand. Not that I minded.

      But for some reason, all my senses stood on end. That heavy feeling of being watched shoved me free of my dreams into a world where the sun barely crested the horizon bleeding in pinks and purples through the floor-to-ceiling windows by the bed.

      I rubbed my face and yawned.

      Two large brown eyes regarded me with stern concentration over a long blond muzzle, tipped in a shiny black nose perched on the edge of the mattress.

      Dog huffed and wagged his tail.

      “Let me guess, you gotta go out?”

      He rumbled and tap-danced on his front feet.

      I pushed up on an elbow. Morgan lay buried in fat pillows and a down comforter. The golden locks of his hair a tangle at his crown.

      “I guess that means I’m nominated for the honor.”

      Dog huffed again, turning in circles while he backed up. I climbed from the depths of warmth and comfort. Somehow my jeans had wound up half under the bed. I pulled them on. The first shirt I grabbed was Morgan’s. I found a button-up and was still fighting with the button part when I opened the hotel door.

      Dog darted into the hall.

      “Hey, you have to behave. No running off. No chasing cars.”

      Dog spun in a circle. We made it to the elevator, and he jumped in like he’d done it a million times before.

      We made it to the ground floor and Dog barreled out.

      “Wait.”

      He stopped at the lobby doors where I caught up.

      “I’m serious, you have to listen to me. I know I’m not Morgan, but you still have to listen.”

      I swear he glared.

      I opened the door and Dog bolted across the valet drop-off and pick-up. He trotted around like he was lost.

      It hit me, there wasn’t any grass.

      But there were large raised concrete planted areas, filled with fancy bushes, bright flowers and creeping vines.

      I whistled and he trotted over. I patted the wall surrounding the flower bed.

      Dog raised his ears.

      “Look, I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      Dog made the jump and crawled into the bush. He didn’t even do his usual sniff routine before he lifted his leg on a patch of tall red flowering plants.

      He sighed.

      And he kept peeing.

      “How much did you drink?”

      Dog finally put his leg down, walked the six inches to the next plant and peed again.

      A couple people carrying briefcases and dressed for business walked past. I leaned my hip against the wall and pretended not to notice the large yellow beast christening his third bush.

      At least he waded into the ivy to do the rest.

      Dog jumped back down on the sidewalk, looking proud of himself.

      I turned.

      “Excuse me.” A young woman with pink and blue hair stood with her fist propped on her waist. At the end of a pair of rhinestone leashes, furry peach-colored creatures with black button eyes.

      Were they dogs?

      One yapped as if answering the question.

      “Did you hear me?” she said.

      “Uh, no, sorry, still half asleep.”

      “I said you have to clean that up.”

      Dog woofed at me.

      “Uh, I would but I don’t have any ba—”

      She snapped a pink baggy covered in rainbow pawprints from the tiny capsule on one of the leashes and held it out.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She sauntered off with the twirling balls of fluff, bouncing more than walking.

      And I climbed onto the raised flowerbed to take responsibility for Dog.

      Dog watched me from the sidewalk.

      “I think I’m gonna see if Morgan can teach you to clean up after yourself.” I hopped down. “I’m surprised he hasn’t.”

      Dog snorted.

      “He hasn’t, has he?”

      He huffed.

      “Of course not, why would he? We live on twenty acres.”

      I searched for a doggy disposal unit, but there were none, so I dropped off Dog’s gift-wrapped deposit in a trashcan.

      At least no one yelled at me for it.

      Dog barked, took a few steps, barked again.

      “Hold your horses, I’m coming.”

      He led the way half-skipping, half-running as if he couldn’t wait to tell Morgan about his adventure in the city.

      I made it back to our room. Dog pushed past me and ran into the bedroom. Morgan sat on the edge of the bed, looking out the window.

      “What happened to sleeping in?” I headed into the bathroom and washed my hands. “I took Dog out, so he should be good for a while.” I cut off the water and dried off on one of the towels. “I don’t suppose you’re up early because you’re making a grocery list?”

      I stopped in the doorway.

      Morgan’s wayward hand hovered by his temple. Dog sat on the floor in front of him, his head on Morgan’s knee.

      “Morgan?”

      I walked over.

      Morgan stared past the window, the buildings, the city, the sky. And I’m pretty sure the world. His gaze darted back and forth, tracking invisible movements.

      I sat beside him. Within minutes, the sun cut the horizon, throwing out orange daggers and bright yellow streaks across the building. His vacant gaze shifted to the light. I stared too but there was only the superficial beauty: how it skipped off windows, gave color to the dark, and spilled into the streets breathing in life.

      Glowing strips crept across the floor, climbed the side of the bed, then broke over the edge. Morgan dipped the fingers of his free hand into the illuminated patches slicing it with his shadow. He turned his palm over, and it puddled against his skin, like something tangible.

      At least to him.

      I don’t know how long I sat there while he watched the patches of sunlight stretch out. Sometimes he’d tilt his head or furrow his brow, but his expression remained serene, his body relaxed.

      But it was long enough that Dog moved to the floor and fell asleep.

      Morgan put his hands in his lap and blinked a couple of times, almost as if it took concentrated effort.

      He looked at me. “Good Morning, Grant.”

      “Morning to you too.” I leaned over and kissed him.

      “Have you ordered breakfast yet?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “When you do, no scorpions or oysters on the half-shell.”

      I chuckled. “I was thinking more along the lines of French toast, eggs, bacon.”

      “Are you going to rub it on your nipples?”

      “What? No.”

      Morgan smirked. “I read this book once where two guys had sex on a plate of bacon.”

      “What the hell kind of books have you been reading at the library?”

      “The really good kind.” He draped his arms over my shoulders and leaned closer. “You should try them sometime. Might give you some pointers.”

      I sat up. “I need pointers?”

      Morgan shrugged and leaned back on his elbows. He propped his heel on my thigh. I pressed my thumbs into the bottom of his feet and massaged the muscles. He groaned.

      “See, this is way better than sex on bacon,” I said.

      His smile was subtle. “How do you know, you ever had sex on bacon?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      I kissed his ankle, his calf, leaned forward and kissed his knee. “Because bacon has nothing on you.”

      I left his leg draped over my shoulder and kissed his thigh.

      “Sex on bacon, not with bacon. That would be…” Morgan shook his head. “Weird.”

      “Well, I can promise you, making love to you is anything but weird.”

      Morgan ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know, you’re the one who put bacon grease on his nipples, that’s pretty weird.”

      “It was one nipple, and it wasn’t on purpose.” I crawled over him. The necklace he’d made me dangled between us breaking apart the sunlight and tossing transparent confetti over the pillows.

      Morgan caught the charm between his thumb and finger. He turned it back and forth, skipping the sun off the facets. I thought for a moment he’d gone away again, but then he lifted his head and caught my mouth, teasing me with small touches, tempting me with the tip of his tongue.

      I exhaled and he inhaled.

      What started as gentle transformed into a war, our tongues battling our teeth scraping together. A sting pinched my lip and copper flavored the kiss.

      We broke apart panting, and a bit of crimson stained Morgan’s bottom lip. “Sit up.”

      I pushed up on my elbows and he scooted into a sitting position against the headboard.

      And I knew exactly what he was about to do.

      Okay, fine, so he did train me.

      “Hang on.” I stumbled out of bed, almost tripping over Dog who snored in a patch of sunlight. The small suitcase where we kept all the toiletries sat on the bathroom counter. I cursed myself for leaving it there.

      Shaving cream, razors, soap, shampoo. I found it in the side pocket and hurried back to the bedroom only to freeze in place.

      Morgan had both his knees beside his head, arms under his thighs, and cock in his mouth.

      Fuck, I have no idea why seeing that hit every button I didn’t know I had, but I sure never got tired of it.

      “You going to stand over there and watch or join in?” He licked the head.

      I could have watched; wouldn’t have been the first time I’d jacked off to him sucking his own dick.

      But I loved to help even more.

      “Better enjoy this while you can?” He flicked his tongue over the tip in a blatant display.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “’Cause when I’m old and gray, I won’t be this flexible.”

      “When you’re old and gray, I doubt I’ll notice.” I opened the lubricant bottle and poured a glob into my hand. It was the thicker kind, the stuff that lasted longer.

      I admit we didn’t always shower between sex, and this stuff stayed around for a while in case the mood struck again.

      Morgan adjusted his hold on his thighs and took himself halfway.

      I’m pretty sure if I’d been able to do that when I was younger, you would have never gotten me out of bed.

      I coated my cock and left the bottle next to the pillow.

      “Here.” I pressed closer, draping Morgan’s legs over my shoulders and helping him fold in half. He took himself to the root. I grazed one of his balls with my teeth before stuffing it in my mouth. Shivers racked down his body and he bobbed his head.

      I sucked on his other nut, then chased his movements with my tongue, starting at the root of his cock all the way to the tip.

      Morgan panted, and we exchanged a sloppy kiss. He momentarily caught my bottom lip between his teeth, then we went back to working his cock.

      The muscles along the backs of his legs tightened, and his breath quickened. Morgan let himself go.

      “Want you.” He hooked an arm around my neck.

      “You got me.”

      “Always?”

      I smiled against his mouth. “Hell, yes. Forever and ever.”

      Morgan pressed his lips to my ear. “Then fuck me like you mean it.” He pulled himself up, legs over my arms, using my body for leverage. At the same time, I rose to my knees, trapping him against the headboard.

      I rocked forward but couldn’t penetrate and wound up sliding along his ass crack.

      He licked my jaw. “I know you can do better than that.”

      “Not exactly easy, hands-free.” Again, and I got the same result.

      Morgan laughed. “I’m beginning to think you might need instructions.”

      “I don’t need instructions.” Third times a charm, right?

      Wrong.

      “You’re doing that on purpose.”

      “And what’s that?” He nibbled his way right to that place under my ear.

      “Clenching.”

      Morgan raised a leg to my shoulder, freeing one of my arms. I gripped my cock and pushed against his opening, fighting against the ring of muscle. I growled in frustration, and Morgan arched his back, his hole relaxed, letting me in, and my hips collided with his ass. His back hit the headboard, and I nearly came just from the feel of heat, the firmness of his body, the small whimpering cries he exhaled.

      Morgan tightened his legs, forcing our bodies closer, my cock deeper. I thrust and he thrashed in my arms. Each collision shoved him higher up the headboard until his shoulders hit the wall. Precum leaked from his cock, smearing between us.

      I adjusted my hold and changed the angle of my thrusts.

      Morgan howled and threw back his head.

      “Told you I loved you.”

      I think he tried to laugh, but I rolled my hips, and he slapped his hand against the wall. Morgan levered himself up until I could only withdraw a few inches before slamming home.

      “Yesss—” He twisted his body, grinding against me, following me back, almost forcing me to remain sheathed. “Harder, Grant.”

      I threw my weight into the thrust and his shoulders bounced against the wall.

      “Just like that… God, Grant. Just like that.”

      I did it again and again, forcing a shout out of both of us.

      The sweat beading on our skin became diamonds in the sunrise. The gasps of pleasure, the pleas for more, the music I moved by. Morgan watched me from under his bangs before losing to the light scattering across the room.

      Like the first time I saw him, bathed in golds and pinks while he worked on his sculptures, he became an exotic animal, some creature that belonged in dreams, not in my arms, let alone my life.

      But he was here, and I swore then like I swore every time we were together, even if all we did was listen to each other’s heartbeats until we fell asleep, I would never squander what he gave me.

      The curl of ecstasy rushed down my limbs, my balls pulled tight, and I fought to hold back. Morgan threw his arms around my neck, our mouths met, and he trapped me between his strong thighs.

      I groaned.

      “Not yet.” He plundered my mouth. “Not yet, Grant, not yet.”

      I nodded because there wasn’t enough air to form words.

      Morgan eased his hold and undulated against me, twisting his hips, squeezing my dick, using our bodies to stroke his cock. The slow movements became painful denial, pricking my skin. But it was no longer the light he watched. It was me, just me.

      And there was nothing more beautiful.

      The prickling sensation marching under my skin grew teeth, then static claws. Morgan tensed under my hands.

      “Don’t hold back.” I breathed the request against his cheek. “Don’t hold back, please, baby, please.”

      Morgan shuddered, and cum splashed against my chest. Seconds later, I followed him over the edge.
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      Our second attempt at sleeping late worked a lot better than the first. Neither of us stirred until well after one in the afternoon.

      We took turns showering, only because Dog needed another walk.

      I came out of the bathroom to find Morgan slouched over the grocery list. Dog had his chin on the table, near his elbow.

      “No, you can’t go.”

      Dog whined.

      “You saw how the guy acted at the gas station. They definitely won’t appreciate you at the grocery store.” Morgan tossed thoughts, and Dog leaned against his leg.

      “I don’t care how cute you are, still no.”

      I picked up our empty lunch plates and set them on the tray. “If he wears that ID, they’d probably let him in.”

      Morgan continued to scratch out items on the list. “We already had this discussion. He’s not a service dog.”

      “He meets the definition of one.”

      Dog raised his head and panted. His tail sledgehammered the leg of the table.

      Morgan pointed his pencil at Dog. “You’re not a service dog.”

      All the happiness melted right out of Dog. He hung his head.

      “It doesn’t mean I don’t love you. It just isn’t right to lie.”

      “He helps you, Morgan.”

      He went back to writing his list.

      Dog gave me soulful eyes.

      “Sorry, buddy, I tried.”

      Dog went back to mooning over Morgan.

      I put the tray of dishes out in the hall.

      “How do they know when to pick up the dishes.”

      “Pigeons.” I had no idea why I said it. Probably living with Morgan too long.

      “Pigeons?”

      “Yup.”

      “And how do they know when to get them?”

      “They stand at the windows, wait till they see you’re finished, then flutter down to housekeeping to let them know.” I mean, why not? Sounded about as plausible as some of the stuff he pulled over on me.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Grant.” He scanned his list. “I really want to get ice cream, but I think it would melt before we ate it all. Do you think the stores here have peach bread?”

      “You can get a small box, the ice chest should keep it cold enough for a day or so, and no, they probably don’t have peach bread. At least not the kind you’re used to. And why am I being ridiculous?”

      “They should get in touch with Tony at the Frugal Mart. He could probably ship them some. And you’re being ridiculous because everyone knows pigeons can’t count. Crows, however, can count. They can remember what people look like too.”

      “Then maybe they use crows.”

      “I knew you needed glasses.” He folded up the piece of paper and handed it to me.

      “Glasses?”

      “Yes, glasses, Grant. You wear them so you can see better. That way, you’d be able to tell the difference between crows and pigeons.”

      I narrowed a look at Morgan, knowing damn well he’d see it whether he looked at me or not.

      He smirked. “You’re getting better.”

      “Glaring?”

      “Being a wise-ass, although your glares are getting pretty good too.” He collected his wallet, and I got mine. “But you gotta work on that whole gullible believability tone. No one will ever fall for you if you sound like you doubt yourself.”

      He started to walk past, and I pulled him back. “You fell for me.”

      Morgan wrapped his arms around my neck. “Only because you ran over me with your truck.”

      “And I don’t regret it one bit.”

      “Better not let your insurance hear you say that. They may wind up doubling your rates.”

      I pushed back his bangs, hoping he’d look at me, but his gaze remained somewhere around my shoulder or just beyond. “Have I told you how much I love you today?”

      Morgan made a thinking sound. “I think so, but there was a lot of grunting, groaning, and a creaky bed. You better tell me again so I’ll know for sure.”

      I smiled against his lips. “I love you.”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say? I wasn’t listening.”

      “I said I love you.”

      “I must have water in my ears from my shower because I still couldn’t understand what you said.”

      I kissed him again, invading him with my tongue. Morgan whimpered and I tightened my grip, crushing our bodies together until my skin burned, until my dick ached, until all I could think about was him, taste him, feel him.

      The only reason I pulled away was the need for air.

      “Wow…” Morgan licked his lips. “That was…wow.”

      “Told you so.”

      He finally focused on me. “Yeah, you did, didn’t you?”

      “Yup.”

      Morgan stepped back and adjusted himself. “We should probably go before our clothes fall off again.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “No, not a bad thing, but we need to get the groceries, and if we don’t leave now, it will be dinner before we get another chance, and you know what they say about shopping when hungry?”

      “What do they say?” I laughed and followed him out the door.

      “You wind up buying everything you want to eat and not what you should. Although I’m not sure that’s as bad as shopping when horny. That’s when you come home with the really questionable foods like cucumbers.”

      We walked to the elevator and stepped in.

      “And how are cucumbers questionable?” I said.

      “Clearly, you have never looked at a cucumber.”

      “I’ve seen plenty of cucumbers.”

      “You sure about tha—?”

      The doors opened. Sunlight, movement, and the jumble of conversations rushed into the quiet of the lift.

      Morgan stepped back.

      “Hey.” I reached for him.

      He turned away, pressing his face into the wood paneling.

      The clatter of luggage wheels beat the marble floor.

      Morgan balled up a fist against his temple.

      I hit the Door Close button. Once more we were plunged into an ambient silence flavored with the muffled hum of life beyond a set of brass panels.

      I pushed back the locks of Morgan’s bangs. He had his eyes squeezed shut.

      “We should have gone earlier. I’m sorry. I forgot about how crazy places like this could get.”

      He shook his head.

      “You don’t have to go.” I reached for the panel, and he stopped me. “Morgan, sweetheart, I can go to the grocery store, I promise.”

      He shook his head again. “I want to go.”

      And I didn’t want to tell him he couldn’t, and I didn’t want to change my mind about going because he’d know why I did.

      “Do you have your iPod?”

      Morgan tapped the side of his head with his knuckles.

      “Morgan,” I lifted his chin, but he didn’t see me, “do you have your iPod?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember if I packed it.”

      “Can you hook your earbuds into the phone? There’s a music app on it.”

      Morgan nodded, then shook his head. “If I didn’t pack my iPod, then I won’t have any earbuds. I need the earbuds to listen to the music on the phone, like the iPod.”

      “How about this, you go back to our room, and I’ll go see if they have a gift shop. Most of these fancy hotels do, and I’m sure they’ll have a pair of buds.”

      “I don’t want you to have to buy them.”

      “If it will help, I don’t mind.” It wasn’t like they cost much. Even if they did, I had more than enough money for us to live on. Especially living in Durstrand, where life was so simple that obstacles like chaotic valet drop-offs and noisy lobbies would never happen.

      “No. I don’t want you to have to buy them for me. I don’t want to need them.” He laid his head against the paneling. “I just want to be able to ignore it.”

      “It’s hard to ignore a bunch of people.”

      “Then ignore it enough to walk past them.”

      I had no idea what to do. “What about Dog?”

      “What about him.”

      “You did great in that convivence store when he was with you.”

      “They wanted him to leave. The grocery store will want him to leave too.”

      “Not if—”

      “He’s not a service dog.” Morgan rocked. “He helps, but he’s not one.”

      I held Morgan’s face. “If he can make it so you can walk past that crowd of people, then that’s exactly what he is.”

      He tried to pull away, but I wouldn’t let him. Slowly, Morgan brought his gaze up. “He’s not trained.”

      I really laughed then. “Morgan, that dog is better trained than I am.”

      A smile pulled at Morgan’s lips.

      “Will you at least try?” I ran my thumb over his cheek.

      When he pulled away again, I let him go.

      “I’ll go back to the room. I’ll look for my iPod. If I don’t find them, I’ll use the room phone to call you on the cell and you can go shopping without me.”

      “You won’t try it with just Dog?”

      “I’ll look for my iPod. If I can’t find it, I’ll call.”

      I tried to keep the defeat out of my tone. “Okay.”

      “If I can’t find my earbuds or the iPod, and you have to go alone, make sure to read the list and get everything on it.”

      I patted my shirt pocket. “Got it right here.”

      “You have to read it, Grant. It’s why you always forget stuff. You don’t read it.”

      Morgan leaned my way, and I kissed him on the temple. “Go find your iPod. I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”

      “Out front. Wait for me out front.”

      “I don’t—”

      “I want to meet you out front.” It was the way he said it that made it clear, this wasn’t about just getting to the store. But getting to the store under his own power.

      Man, I wanted to argue but I knew better. I kissed Morgan again and stepped out of the lift. It closed, and it was a good minute before I could force myself to walk through the lobby.

      Guilt kicked me in the ribs. Because a small part of me hoped he didn’t find that damn iPod. Because I was afraid he’d still fail to walk across that lobby.

      If he failed, he’d hurt.

      And I did not want him to hurt.

      Aunt Jenny gave me a laundry list of the things Morgan accomplished by the time he was twenty-two. Everything from walking and talking as a child, despite doctors saying he never would, to restoring a farmhouse from the ground up.

      I counted those things as I made my way across the lobby, adding more.

      Sort of driving the truck.

      Building the boat.

      And owning my heart.

      Then I counted all the ways he did that every day.

      No wonder I didn’t recognize my lawyer, Harriet Price, when I stopped beside her just outside the doors. That and she’d replaced her stiff suit for a floral skirt and airy blouse. The bright yellows and oranges made her dark skin richer.

      She smiled at me and took off the nineteen-sixties sunglasses with their rhinestone frame.

      I’d never figured her for rhinestones. But then I never imagined she’d wear a sundress. Jeans, sure, but definitely nothing that made her so angelic.

      “Well, Grant Kessler. Just more proof of how small a world it really is.”

      “Harriet.”

      We hugged.

      “I take it you’re on vacation,” I said.

      “You think I would dress like this if I wasn’t?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      Her smile spread to a grin.

      “What?”

      “You, Grant.”

      “What about me?”

      “You look great. Really great. And really happy. Married life must be treating you well.”

      My cheeks warmed. “Yes, ma’am, it is.” I don’t think I even understood what happiness was until Morgan.

      She gave me a stern look. “Don’t call me that. It makes me feel old. First names, Grant. Even if I wasn’t your friend, I’m on vacation.”

      After all these years, I had no idea how old Harriet was, but going by some of the clients she had, her notoriety in the courtroom, I bet it was sixty easy.

      She didn’t look a day over forty.

      “What about you? Second honeymoon? Or maybe you and Morgan never left?”

      “We had a honeymoon at home, back in Durstrand. This is just…” What did I call it? “An impromptu trip.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Please don’t tell me I’m going to have to cut my vacation short because the FBI is hounding you again. That would not put me in a pleasant mood.”

      “No, no FBI.”

      “Good.”

      A valet walked by and she handed him her ticket. He looked at me and I waved him off. He nodded and left.

      “So.” She peeked past me. “Where’s your better half?” The humor in her tone suggested she said it in jest, but she had no idea how right she was.

      “He went back to our room to see if he could find his iPod.” I scuffed a foot against the concrete.

      “I never thought you talked too much.”

      I chuckled, then sobered.

      She furrowed her brow. “I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen a man go from dumbstruck in love to heartbroken in under ten minutes.”

      “It’s not heartbreak, I promise. It’s…”

      Two luxury cars pulled in behind a limo.

      Harriet put a hand on my arm. “You do remember that I’m your friend before I’m your lawyer?”

      She was. Probably one of the only friends—real friends—I had left over from my other life. And then she’d been one of two people I truly trusted.

      “Talk to me, Grant.” Harriet tipped her head.

      “I’m frustrated, not heartbroken. I want to help Morgan, but I don’t know how. I want him to see the world but I’m powerless to bring it to him. I want to give him a fraction of the joy he gives me every day.” Pain bloomed under each ear, and I fought to swallow. “I love him so much...”

      “I don’t think there’s a person in this world who’d think otherwise.”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “I knew things weren’t easy for him, but in Durstrand he has a system and it worked. Out here? People only see his exterior. Most don’t even give him a chance. They have no idea what they’re missing out on. He’s smart, funny, insightful, perfect. Even with all the struggles with his autism, I wouldn’t change anything about him. He’s everything I had no idea I needed in my life. I couldn’t imagine living without him.” I sighed so deep, my shoulders rose and fell. “But coming here not only reminded me of how difficult it is for him, it made me realize how much I miss the ocean, the sunsets, being out on the water. Being constrained to that small town. I feel like some part of me is starving to death…”

      I’d been born in Alabama, but somehow my soul had gotten lost in the surf the first time I laid eyes on a stretch of sand edged by crashing waves. Not the kind of beaches here in the states, but those far off places found in high-dollar travel brochures. Places I’d smuggled more than a few loads of items so some fat cat could decorate his obscene house occupying an overlook.

      I’d vowed then, one day I’d live in a place like that, but I’d never put such a wound on the land.

      Even if it meant living in a shack.

      I ran my hand through my hair. “It’s selfish, I know it is, but I can’t help it.”

      “That’s what vacations are for.”

      A girl with blonde hair pushed a luggage cart past us.

      “Like I said, this is an impromptu trip.” I cocked my mouth to the side. “We won’t ever make it again.”

      “Why not?”

      “The stress of leaving home is too hard on him. Every minute we’re here, it’s a fight for him to function. At least outside our room. He can’t even do something as simple as walking across a crowded lobby without something to drown out the noise.”

      Harriet dropped her gaze. “Well, hello there.” She knelt and petted a big yellow lab.

      Dog.

      I turned. Morgan had his iPod in one hand and one earbud out of his ear. His gaze was on the floor, but his shoulder jerked, and his wayward hand made a fist at his temple.

      Harriet looked at me, and the same question was on her face as it burned through my head.

      How much had Morgan heard?

      He lifted his chin. Pain, anger, it was all there in his eyes. And he looked everywhere but at me.

      “Morgan…”

      He backed up.

      “Morgan, it’s not what you—”

      He fled back inside.

      “I gotta go.”

      Harriet nodded, and I took off after Morgan. He froze twice on his way across the lobby, and I would have caught up except crowds of people kept getting in the way. The second time he stuffed his earbud back in his ear and ran toward the elevator.

      I squeezed past a clump of tourists and nearly tripped over a cart. Dog jumped through a space between the stacked luggage.

      We followed Morgan down the corridor to the handicapped lift.

      “Morgan!” I was almost there but the elevator door closed, cutting me off. “Son-of-a-bitch.” On a door half-way down the hall, a sign reading Stairs.

      Dog woofed.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Three flights of stairs was not my idea of fun.

      I shoved open the door and Dog shot past me while I took the steps two at a time. By the second set, I was breathing hard. If I survived this, I was going to start jogging again. I’d kept a lot of muscle by working on the house, hiking, and other activities, but muscle didn’t equal stamina when it came to running.

      And that third flight of steps set fire to my lungs, driving home that fact. Dog stood on his hind legs, paws on the door. He dropped to the ground as soon as I put my hand on the release. The elevator dinged and Morgan stepped out.

      “Morgan, wait.” I jogged, Dog on my heals, but Morgan got to the room before me. He shoved his key card in the reader.

      I made it there just in time to have the door shut in my face.

      “Fuck.” I knocked. “Morgan, I’m sorry.”

      Movement came from the other side of the door. I knocked again. “Morgan, please open the door.”

      Dog woofed.

      “I know what I said sounded like…” What? I was ashamed of him after saying I wasn’t. Inconvenienced because he couldn’t walk across a room? In just a few seconds I’d turned every declaration of how much I loved him into meaningless words. “I didn’t mean it like that. I swear.”

      Dog scratched on the door.

      The latch clicked and it opened enough to flash Morgan’s shoulder. Dog squeezed through the space, and I started forward, only to have the barrier smack the toe of my boot and almost my nose as it shut.

      “Morgan.” I knocked again but there were no more sounds from the other side. “Goddamn it.” I dropped my head against the door.

      Once, twice.

      All the things I’d said. All the ways they could be taken wrong. Things I’d meant, but not in a way to be cruel.

      But who wouldn’t think the worse?

      I knocked on and off while begging Morgan to open the door for another five minutes, getting the same results.

      Dog whined from the other side.

      “Please, sweetheart. I’m sorry, I swear, just hear me out, and if you still want to hate me…” I’d do whatever he asked. I didn’t think he’d want to end our relationship over this, but God, it did not stop the fear from winding around my chest and squeezing my heart.

      Worse, knowing I’d hurt him.

      I waited. I waited some more, and when the door didn’t open, I took up a spot on the floor with my back against the wall.

      People passed by, going in and out of their rooms. The later it got, the more revealing the clothes. A few glanced my way. A couple of the women frowned and exchanged whispers. I pulled my knees to my chest and folded my arms over them to give me somewhere to rest my head while I played over every possible scenario. Every word I could frame together in hopes Morgan would forgive me.

      After a few hours, it all sounded the same and equally useless.

      I had no idea when I fell asleep, but it was before dawn when a slap of tongue to the side of my face woke me up.

      I blinked at the dark eyes watching me. Dog huffed a breath of chicken and chickpeas.

      Morgan came out of the room with our few pieces of luggage, and I scrambled to my feet. “I’m—”

      “We have to go. I thought we could wait till Monday, but we can’t. So, I called the valet to get the van and then Bill. He’s going to meet us at his friend’s dock. I have the address.”

      Morgan turned and I caught his arm.

      “We don’t have time, Grant.”

      “Please just hear me out.”

      He pried my hand off his arm and held it close to his chest. The heat of his body radiated through his t-shirt. “We have to leave now so we can get the Starry Night in the water before the storm hits.”

      “When did the forecast change?”

      “It didn’t.”

      “Then, it’s supposed to be clear all week.” With lows in the 80s. Practically winter for this part of Florida.

      “It won’t be. That’s why we have to get the Starry Night out.” He let me go, and I followed Morgan and Dog to the elevator.

      The doors closed and the hum of the lift motor filled the silence. I crossed my arms and uncrossed them. Stuck my hands in my pockets. Scratched my bedhead or technically my banished-to-the-hallway head.

      The doors opened and Morgan walked out into an empty lobby. Not a surprise. This time of day, people were either sleeping off a hangover or still puking in the toilet.

      We reached the curb of the drop-off area just as the valet brought up the rental van. Morgan opened the back, tossed in our bag, and Dog jumped in.

      I tipped the valet and got behind the wheel.

      Morgan shut the passenger door and clicked his seatbelt in place. “You should buckle up.”

      Yeah. There were a lot of things I should have done. I pulled the seatbelt over my chest.

      “Cell phone.” Morgan held out his hand, and I gave it to him.

      He plugged it in and opened an app.

      The pale blue glow was nearly blinding in the dark. He finished typing and propped it in the cupholder. “GPS says it will take forty minutes to get there, so we need to hurry.”

      More than enough time for me to grovel for forgiveness.

      “Not now, Grant, please. Just drive.” Morgan rocked in his seat with his fist next to his temple. I pulled out of the drop-off deck and into the street, following the directions of the gentle voice from the GPS.

      “Morgan…”

      “No. Now isn’t the time.”

      “But…”

      “Grant, please, just drive.”

      Several turns and we left the city. A long stretch of highway narrowed into a two-lane county road. The headlights of the van carved out tall pines with skeletal sticks for branches crowding the shoulder.

      Centerlines faded and the smooth blacktop gave way to potholes.

      Another mile and the road forked with one way blocked by a closed road sign, the other a gravel strip.

      The GPS announced our arrival.

      “He said to go around the sign. There will be an old bridge. Stay on the road and use the bridge. It looks bad, but it will hold. If you try and use any of the other paths, we’ll get stuck in the swamp. The ground is dry on top but soft a few inches down.”

      And a vehicle as heavy as the van would sink like a brick.

      I squeezed through the space between the detour sign and the shoulder. Grass and cattails rattled against the frame. Mud squelched, and the rear tire slipped, but the front-wheel-drive on the van pulled us from the threat of getting stuck.

      The moon slipped through trees in patches of silver against dark blue. A soft violet line edged the horizon, promising the kind of sunrise that brought a blazing sun, not a storm.

      “I’m not wrong.” Morgan tapped his fingers against his thigh. “I know you don’t believe me but—”

      “If I didn’t believe you, I wouldn’t be driving into a swamp to illegally put a boat into the water.”

      Morgan folded his hands in his lap.

      “I’ll always believe you until you give me a reason not to.” And he never would. Unlike so many in this world, including me, Morgan didn’t lie.

      The headlights peeled back the shadows over the bridge.

      A conglomeration of solidified concrete bags and half-rotted pillars. There was no way the thing would hold. But going by the fresh double tread of clumped dirt painting the blackened planks, the transport truck had been through, and the van was no-where near that kind of weight.

      I eased off the gas, letting the van idle across the bridge. There were no creaks, no shudders from the frame. Large bolts lined the bottom of the poor excuse for a railing and metal flashed from between the gaps in the planks.

      There weren’t many reasons a person needed to camouflage the sturdiness of a bridge. And all of the ones on my list were felonies.

      The bridge ended, and we were back on a gravel pig trail.

      Black pools glittered between rotten trees. The eyes of frogs and larger creatures caught the glow of the headlights. The swamp thinned, sand replaced the mud, the road opened up. What began as stagnating water deepened into a narrow sound edged with large granite boulders.

      Up ahead, the transport truck sat parallel to a large, well-maintained dock. The Starry Night was already in the water.

      I parked next to another man in overalls watching the show. Morgan got out and made his way to the dock, boarding the boat to help Bill and Joey raise the mast under puddles of work lights shining from the rear of the truck.

      Or at least make sure they did it correctly.

      The man in overalls didn’t look at me when I got out and walked over.

      “Fifteen hundred. I hope you got cash cause I ain’t got no ATM.” He spit a brown stream of tobacco juice a few inches from my foot.

      I took out my wallet and handed him fifteen one-hundred-dollar bills.

      Past experience taught me to carry cash for occasions like this. Usually, it was a lot more than fifteen hundred, and I’d never put it in my wallet.

      I guess life in Durstrand had made me careless in more ways than I originally thought.

      He took the money and it vanished into his overalls.

      The men bolted the mast down and Morgan unwrapped the boom from the thick wool blankets. While the shipping guys moved that into place, Morgan dropped into the cockpit and

      got out the tack and sheets from one of the storage boxes made into the steps edging the sides.

      I’d sailed more than a few boats in my time. Some for recreation, more than a few moving goods, and fewer transporting people out of terrible places, but I’d never had the grace or purpose Morgan showed going from one task to the other.

      A man who moved around the sailboat liked he’d been born on one, not like a man who struggled to leave the security of where he called home.

      “Water is deeper than it looks.” The man spit another mouthful, once again barely missing my shoes. “But you’ll need to stick to the middle of the opening. Tide is just starting to rise, and you could hit ground. All sand on the bottom. Shouldn’t hurt anything, but you’d be stuck there for a while and the coastguard would probably stop and ask questions.” He turned his icy gaze on me. “I’d hate to find out the answers you’d give them when they did.”

      If he only knew the kind of men I’d been threatened by, he wouldn’t have bothered trying to scare me.

      “You have nothing to worry about.” I slipped my wallet back into my pocket. “I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

      “Good.”

      Dog finished christening every tree within ten yards of the van and trotted down the dock. The men secured the boom and climbed off the boat. Dog jumped on board as soon as they were out of the way.

      I went to help Morgan with the sails but stopped at the truck where Bill was about to climb into the cab. “I have one more favor to ask.”

      “Alright.” He gave me his full attention.

      I held up the keys to the van. “Can you return the van to the rental store?”

      “Which one?”

      “Paperwork’s in the glove compartment.”

      “Sure.” He took the keys. To his partner he said, “You take the truck back in town, I’ll meet you at the gas station on Pine.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Joey took the driver’s seat and Bill stepped back from the truck.

      I held out my hand to Bill. “And also, thank you for helping us find a place to get the boat out.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about Mr. Kessler, I just deliver and pick up.” With the headlights at his back, it was hard to know if he smiled. But it sounded like he did.

      “Then thanks for a job well done.”

      “I take pride in my work. I just regret not getting to more of that five-star menu and fancy sleep foam bed.”

      “You two are welcome to stay in the hotel for the rest of the weekend, and I’ll cover the bill.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, sir. It’s the least I could do getting you up at this hour.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Kessler. I’d appreciate that.”

      I took another five hundred out of my wallet and gave it to Bill. “Here’s your tip. Just make sure to give him at least half.”

      Bill nodded. “Will do.”

      I got our couple pieces of luggage from the van and carried them to the boat. Morgan took it from my hands.

      “Hang on and I’ll—”

      He disappeared down the cabin steps.

      “—help.” Something told me this was going to be a rough couple of days. I untied the Starry Night from the cleat on the dock.

      Morgan returned topside just as I climbed on deck.

      The transport truck rumbled to life, and the hum of the crane drowned out the hush of the surf coming from beyond the rock wall dividing the ocean from the sound.

      Morgan set to work readying the genoa to raise once we had the mainsail up.

      The hum of the truck hydraulics died, and the work lights clicked off.

      Color leached from the world, leaving us carved in shades of grays.

      The van started up. Both vehicles headed back to the narrow gravel strip, leaving behind the guy in overalls watching us.

      After a couple of minutes, he disappeared into the shadows.

      I dug out a pair of gloves from the cockpit storage and pulled them on. Having the sheets yanked through your grip by the wind could leave nasty burns on the palm and fingers.

      I’d learned that the hard way.

      The silence thickened until even the cry of seabirds no longer made it past my thundering heart.

      I was used to stretches of quiet with Morgan. But those had been companionable. While I can’t say there was tension between us, there was definitely a wall I didn’t know how to break through.

      Or if Morgan even wanted me to.

      I pulled in the slack on all the sheets and coiled them up to make sure they’d stay untangled. Knots were not something you wanted to deal with when working rope, let alone rope to move the boom.

      “Are we ready?” Morgan had his head down and his fist at his temple.

      “Yeah, I think we’ve got it all set.”

      He squeezed past me and made his way to the aft of the Starry Night. Dog clamored over the roof of the cabin and joined him.

      Morgan lowered the trolling motor into the water and turned it on. Like the main battery running the electricals in the cabin, a small solar panel recharged the battery on the trolling motor.

      Water churned, and Morgan used the tiller to steer the Starry Night away from the dock.

      Morning bled light into the world, devouring the stars and edging the few clouds in soft pinks and lavenders. Despite the ache in my chest, the sense of freedom couldn’t be choked out.

      Dog trotted from one end of the boat to the other. He sniffed the mast, then the length of rope secured nearby.

      “I don’t suppose you have a plan for him to have someplace to go to the bathroom?”

      “He can go over the side.” Morgan tossed thoughts.

      “And how are you going to get him to do—” On the starboard side, Dog squatted with his tail end over the edge.

      “I trained him before we left.”

      Of course he did.

      I shook my head

      Waves lapped the side of the Starry Night, seagulls rode the wind, and a pelican watched us from its perch on a boulder. We passed through the gap and the surf towed us away from shore faster than the small engine ever could.

      The sun broke the horizon, chipping off the tops of waves where birds dove for their morning meal. The wind tossed back Morgan’s bangs and his gaze jumped from one side of the horizon to the other and back.

      “You okay back there?”

      He held out his free hand, cutting shadows across the deck.

      “Morgan?”

      Morgan dropped his chin. “Are you ready to raise the mainsail?”

      No, I wanted to talk to him. I wanted him to listen. I didn’t care if he yelled at me or called me every name in the book—both I knew he would never do—as long as I had the chance to apologize.

      As long as he gave me the chance.

      Instead, I said, “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      Morgan guided the Starry Night directly into the wind.

      “Raising the mainsail.” I took up the main halyard and pulled, lifting the sail to the top of the mast. The fabric snapped but our current course prevented the sail from filling.

      I secured the ropes and Morgan guided the Starry Night into a two o’clock position.

      The headsail caught the wind taking out the folds and the Starry Night surged forward. Whitecaps split under the bow, throwing up droplets of saltwater. I took up slack in the ropes, trimming the sail. The trolling motor went silent and Morgan joined me in the cockpit.

      He gathered the sheets to raise the headsail.

      “Gloves.” I nodded at the bench on the right.

      “The books I read didn’t say anything about gloves.”

      “The books are technical. This is practical.”

      He tapped his knuckles against his temple.

      “Please, Morgan. If the sheets get yanked through your grip, you’ll get nasty rope burn.”

      “Is that how you got the scar between your thumb and first finger?” He opened the box and took out the pair of gloves I’d packed.

      “Yeah.”

      Morgan put on the gloves.

      “Thank you.”

      “Why are you thanking me? You’re the one who thought of the gloves.”

      “Because you didn’t have to put them on.”

      He sat down across from me. “The book said we should fall off wind before raising the genoa. Why do they call it that? Falling off the wind? We’re on the water?”

      I laughed a little. “Probably for the same reason they call the ropes, sheets.”

      Morgan pressed his lips together. “According to one of the nautical books, it’s a shortened version of an Old English word, sceatline, which comes from the word sceata, meaning lower part of the sail. So, calling ropes sheets makes more sense than falling off the wind. Because we’re technically on the water, not the air.” He picked up the sheets. “Either way, you should probably adjust our direction.”

      I did.

      The mainsail huffed, reluctant to give up the wind and the sailboat slowed.

      “Are you ready?” Morgan said.

      I nodded, and he pulled the sheet hand over fist.

      “Tacking.” I shifted the boom.

      Wind rushed over the Starry Night, slamming into the mainsail, filling the genoa, and shoving the boat back up to speed. Morgan wrapped the gib sheet around the starboard cleat. I pulled on the boom sheets, and the Starry Night tilted with the wind carrying us farther from shore.

      Dog joined us in the cockpit, propping his head on the bench, beside Morgan’s thigh.

      The waves sighed over the hull of the boat. Wind rattled the sails and the side stays securing the boom vibrated.

      Morgan tipped his head back again. This time he had his eyes closed and a smile on his face. A simple expression on anyone else. But on Morgan? It was a work of art just as beautiful as the glass sculptures he built.

      “I see why you miss this so much,” Morgan said. “It’s peaceful. Not like the hotel.”

      “I’m sorry I said those things. But I didn’t mean them like it sounded.”

      “Sometimes the noise can make it hard to think. Once I was upstairs, I remembered where my earbuds and iPod were. It didn’t take me long to get outside. I think I heard almost everything. At least from where she thought you didn’t talk too much. Which you don’t by the way. Usually. But you do snore sometimes. So I know you didn’t say it to be mean, or because you were frustrated with me. You were frustrated for me.”

      He opened his eyes and danced the fingers of his free hand through the light breaking past the mast and rigging.

      I moved over to his side. “Then why did you get upset?”

      Morgan put his hands in his lap and turned a little. “Because you never told me how much you missed the ocean. I never knew you were hurting. I never knew I was hurting you.”

      “You’re not hurting me—”

      He raised his hand in the air with one finger up.

      Damn it. “Okay, yes, I miss the ocean, but that’s different than hurting me.”

      He dropped his bullshit-ometer to Dog’s head.

      “‘I feel like something inside me is starving to death.’ That’s what you told Harriet.”

      “I—” What did I say? I didn’t mean it? He misunderstood? I couldn’t because it was true. “Look, I love you far more than I ever loved the ocean, and I wouldn’t give up what we have for all the beautiful beaches in the world.”

      “You don’t have to give it up. And it’s okay to go places without me. It’s important that you be you. We’re married because we love each other, but that doesn’t mean we still can’t love other things.” He took my hand and played his fingers over mine, stopping at the ring I wore. There he followed the band around my digit. “I’ve lived in Durstrand my whole life. There’s nothing for me to miss. And I can visit the beaches you love by looking at pictures in a book. But you’ve lived in other places. You’ve been to those beaches. Pictures aren’t enough.” He let me go. “I want you to see those places you miss.”

      “If you can’t go—”

      “No, I can’t, but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. You need to. It makes you happy. Like I need to build my sculptures, you need to see the beaches. Think of it like a really long trip to the grocery store. Only there won’t be peach bread, long lines, and a lot more water and sand. You don’t have to go often, just when the itch starts.”

      “Morgan—”

      “No.” He tried to stand, but I held him in place. He tensed as if ready to spring away at any moment.

      “You’re right.”

      Morgan quit pulling.

      “I do miss the ocean. I do want to be near it. And yes, you’re right, I should. But if I left, all I’d think about was you. I wouldn’t even see the ocean if I was knee-high in the waves.

      “I don’t go—I choose not to go—because without you there to enjoy it with me, it’s just a place that might as well be a picture.” I pushed the locks of his bangs behind his ear. They refused to stay for more than a moment. “That’s why I stay in Durstrand. Not because I feel like I have to. Because I want to.”

      The waves hushed against the hull of the boat. The wind whistled through the side stays and past my ears. Sunlight warmed the chill riding the wind and turned the sea spray into glittering points.

      After another long moment, Morgan nodded. “I’m going to go below and turn on the breaker for the fridge and move the food from the cold box to there.” When he stood for the second time, I didn’t stop him. He tossed thoughts. “You should probably check the bilge pump. I’m sure it’s fine since it has its own battery and solar panel. But we never really tested it out. It might be a good time to do that. You know, just in case.”

      “I’ll be sure to test it.”

      Morgan kissed me on the temple, then disappeared down the steps.
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      There isn’t much room on a twenty-five-foot sailboat—less room down below, where you’re forced to walk hunched over to move around. Morgan had designed the Starry Night with a popup roof over the galley and slide hatch. And since there was only us, we’d put the bed in the center of the cabin.

      The nearly full-sized queen mattress was a waste of precious space, but we didn’t deck out the cabin with the intention of ever sailing in it.

      No, our choice of interior had all to do with comfort and padding for my knees, back, hips—yeah, not getting bruised up while we rolled around had been a top priority.

      In the aft of the boat, locker storage and the head. The only real difference between the two is one held supplies. The other a toilet built into a shower stall so narrow my shoulders hit the walls when I turned around.

      We definitely wouldn’t share a shower while out on the ocean.

      Even if it had been large enough, we couldn’t. The water system lacked an RDOI to pull the salt out of the water. Something I would have installed immediately if I’d known about this trip.

      But I routinely kept several gallons of water in one of the storage bins. Mostly for Dog, but also for quick clean up at night if we stayed in the Starry Night. It was enough to get us through a few days. If we were out here longer, I’d have to set up a way to evaporate seawater and extract the fresh.

      It wasn’t ideal, but we wouldn’t dehydrate.

      But then the lack of preparation for this entire adventure wasn’t ideal. We were so unprepared it worried me. Especially now that we were on the water. It wasn’t that the life jackets, life raft, and radio were stage props. They were real, just not something I would have put on a boat headed for the ocean.

      I backed out of the crawlspace and closed the hatch.

      “Everything okay?” Morgan reappeared from below. He’d stripped down to a pair of shorts, so thin I’m not sure if they even left anything to the imagination and did everything to show off every valley and slope and tawny stretch of muscle.

      He climbed out of the cockpit and ducked under the rigging. The movement pulled those short-shorts high enough to flash ass cheek.

      And all I could think about was bending him the other way to see what would fall out.

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      “I guess you like my swim trunks.”

      “Swim—what?”

      Dog followed Morgan as he came back around. He stopped and turned a circle. “My swim shorts.”

      “Is that what they call those?”

      Morgan grinned, and despite the worry still rolling in my chest, so did I.

      “Yes, Grant. They’re swim trunks.”

      “Pretty sure I’ve seen Band-Aids that cover more.”

      “I considered going commando.” He offered me a hand up, and I took it.

      “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      “What? I thought you liked staring at my ass.”

      I tugged him forward until our chests touched. Morgan draped his arms over my shoulders.

      “You know I do.” I brushed my lips over his.

      “Then I’d think me naked would be a good thing.”

      “Only if you want me tripping and falling overboard.”

      “Definitely don’t want you tripping and falling overboard.” Morgan nibbled the edge of my jaw.” This is a two-man rig, after all.” He pulled away and headed back to the cockpit.

      “Did you link the GPS to the tablet?”

      I’d mounted one next to the bed. At home, we used it to watch movies since Morgan didn’t have a TV. And because going to the drive-in always resulted in half the patrons knocking on the truck window wanting to know when we’d give another performance.

      Performance.

      I still had a hard time looking those blue-haired ladies in the eye.

      At least the requests for autographs had died down.

      “Yeah, but I don’t have any coordinates to program the GPS.”

      “Then how are we going to know which way to go?”

      Morgan held on to the rigging while he scanned the horizon. He pointed west. “That way.”

      “Just that way?”

      “For now, yeah.”

      “Do you know what’s there?”

      He glanced back at me. “Of course, Grant.”

      “You mind sharing?”

      “There’s a sand bar, people shell there. During high tide there are tide pools big enough to swim in.”

      “’I’m going to take a wild guess that tide pools aren’t what got us out here.” I climbed back into the cockpit.

      “Nope.”

      “And you still don’t know why we need to be…” I waved a hand, “wherever.”

      “No. But we have a while and I’d like to swim in the tide pools. I’ve never done that. You’re lighter in saltwater and I was hoping I could float. I’ve never been able to float in the pond. Except with a flotation device. And people look at you funny when you’re twenty-four and wearing water wings. Not that there are a lot of people around Martin Pond. But you get the idea.”

      “All right, then, tide pools it is. You got a hold of something?”

      “Yeah.”

      I let out the boom sheets.

      “You’re supposed to say tacking whenever you ride into the wind. And if it’s portside, port tack, starboard side, starboard tack. You really should read those library books, Grant. Vocabulary is—”

      The Starry Night listed to the left, and Morgan’s feet threatened to slide.

      “How about less talking and more holding on? Otherwise, I’ll have to tie you to the mast so you don’t fall off.”

      The sails rippled in the wind before swelling to their limit.

      Morgan gripped one of the side stays and leaned away from the tilt while holding one arm out. Wind tossed the curls of his hair and pushed back his bangs.

      Flecks of water cast rainbows. Droplets formed diamonds on his skin. Dog barked from his post on the roof of the cabin, his rudder tail inches from breaking my nose.

      We swept into a lazy half-circle, catching the wind in the other direction and picked up speed.

      Light skipped off the water, smoothed over the deck, and then crawled up Morgan’s arms, legs, and torso until he all but glowed.

      Gaze distance, his body at complete calm, Morgan dragged his fingers through the sunbeam, touching it as if it were tangible.

      Not the first time I’d seen him do it. And it made me wonder if he could feel it in the same way he could hear how it sounded.
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      The sandbar was no more than a quarter mile long and half that wide. Ancient dips carved into the limestone base created craters of crystal blue water.

      It was close to high tide, so I figured at low tide, the sandbar might be twice the size it was then.

      The largest pool stamped out an almost perfect circle on one side, leaving behind a C-shaped hole protected from the waves by a narrow band of rock.

      We’d lowered the sails about a mile out and made the rest of the trip on the trolling motor.

      Morgan steered the Starry Night to where the water went from deep blue to a pale blue-green.

      “That’s close enough. We don’t want to run aground.” I got out the anchor from one of the storage bins and lowered it into the water. It dragged a few feet before catching hard ground.

      Morgan walked over. “Since we’re this far away, we’ll have to swim over.”

      “Yep.” I stripped off my shirt and dropped it on the deck.

      “Gonna need some swim shorts.”

      “Think so?” I kicked off my shoes.

      “You don’t want to swim in those, it’ll be uncomfortable. Fabric will collect sand in all the wrong places. Then you’ll chafe. I’ve ridden home in the rain enough times to tell you chafing is no fun.”

      My shorts fell to my ankles. “You are absolutely right.” Then I slipped out of my boxer briefs and jumped over the side.

      “What happened to not going naked?”

      “I said I didn’t want you to go naked, not me.” I dove under the water and slid across the sand bed toward the broken ring of limestone. The waves had polished the rock into soft mounds. A rainbow hue of ricordea cluttered the ledges, their pebbled bodies expanded to catch as much light as possible. I squeezed through the opening with enough care not to disturb any of them.

      Water splashed in a shower of white foam. Dog bobbed to the surface, swimming in my direction.

      Morgan was still on the boat.

      Naked.

      Damn it.

      He dove, body arching in a tight drop, slipping into the water with very little splash, unlike Dog, who’d hit the water like the wide side of a bag of potatoes. He barked in his slow swim, and Morgan whisked by popping up at the gap I’d swam through.

      “It’s warmer than I thought it would be. Nothing like the pond at Newman’s farm. Or the big lake at the reservoir. Definitely warmer than the river.”

      “The river is barely fifty degrees on a hot day, I should hope it’s warmer than that.”

      Morgan started through the opening, then jerked back.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Something’s on the rocks.”

      “Ricordea yuma. They’re corallimorphs. A type of coral commonly called a mushroom. But more closely related to sea anemones. But don’t worry, they don’t sting.”

      Morgan eased closer until the waves threatened to touch his chin. “Will I hurt them if I touch them?”

      “No, as long as you don’t mash them, and even then, I’m not so sure they wouldn’t just grow back.”

      He grazed his finger over a large orange and blue one. It retracted, shrinking in on itself. “It feels...”

      “Yeah, they’re a little slimy.”

      “No, I mean, it knows I touched it.”

      “Yeah, coral retract when disturbed.”

      “I’ve seen pictures, mostly the ones that look like sticks or fuzzy branches, I’ve never seen these.” He touched another and grinned. “They really are pretty. Why do they call them mushrooms? Mushrooms aren’t that pretty. At least the ones that pop up in our yard or the cow pasture.”

      “No clue. You could probably get a book from that library you love so much.”

      I offered him a hand and he took it. I towed Morgan through the break in the rocks and into the tide pool.

      “I will. I’ll have to find out what kind of book to get. Preferably one with photos.”

      I swept my arms, moving to deeper water. Sand slid under my toes, then the ground fell away into a well of blue.

      Dog made it to the bank and climbed out onto the sand. He shook and pebbles of water rained down.

      “Don’t get into any trouble,” Morgan said.

      Dog woofed and trotted off, sniffing every bump in the sand.

      “I’ll never get used to how smart that dog is.”

      “Yeah.” Morgan exhaled a dramatic sigh. “Every day I think the same thing about you.”

      “You—what?”

      Morgan laughed and swept up a wave of water, momentarily blinding me. By the time I had the water out of my eyes, Morgan was a hazy image underwater swimming toward the opposite side of the pool.

      I made chase catching up when the water was too shallow to swim. Morgan came up for air and I snatched him up and over my shoulder.

      “Grant, what are you—”

      I slapped his ass.

      “Did you just spank me?”

      I did it again. “That’s for comparing me to Dog.” I waded into deeper water.

      “I didn’t compare you to Dog, I gave a baseline for your intelligence.”

      I pinched Morgan’s ass cheek and he squealed.

      “You can’t do that.” Morgan struggled.

      “What, this?” I pinched him again.

      “Yes, Grant. That’s against the rules, you can’t pinch my ass.”

      “Last time I checked, there were no rules.”

      “That’s because you never read the instru—”

      I launched him off my shoulder, and he went backward, sending up a wave of water. Before he could break the surface, I had hold of him again.

      Morgan came up sputtering, grinning from ear to ear. “I think someone’s a little touchy.”

      I gripped each of his ass cheeks and melded our bodies together. “I’ll show you touchy.” I licked away the saltwater on his lips before claiming his mouth. We exchanged quick touches of our tongues.

      We parted, and his gaze hovered near my shoulder.

      Morgan tickled the nape of my neck with his fingers. “Well, well, well, Mr. Kessler-Kade, I never would have taken you for a spanking type.”

      “Shut up.” I kissed him again, and he wrapped his legs around my waist. Our cocks slid together, chasing a rush of pleasure up my spine. “God, I love you.” I nuzzled his neck, sucked at the soft place under his ear. “Love you so fucking much.”

      “Almost as much as I love you.” It came out a breath more than words, caressing the shell of my ear. Morgan chased the sensation with his tongue, and I nearly came right there. He laughed. “You like that way too much.”

      “Yeah, but only because it’s you.”

      Morgan lifted his chin, and I pushed back the locks of wet hair. He searched my face, me, not that other place he saw into. I wasn’t worried, because I’d told him the truth. I did love him, more than anything, and anyone, and every touch he gave me eclipsed anything I’d ever experienced.

      And I knew it always would.
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      “What do you want on your sandwich? Ham or Turkey?”

      “Turkey.” Morgan finished raising the hatch over the galley. “Mayo, mustard, a few slices of tomato.”

      “I’m pretty sure frozen tomatoes aren’t going to go well with a turkey sandwich.”

      “Then why did you bring them?” He went up on deck.

      “I didn’t bring them. I forgot about them.”

      “How did you manage that?”

      “Well, the other day, I went to the fruit stand, came home, and you were on the boat.”

      “The day you bought honey and we stayed out all night?”

      Yeah, and I would never look at a jar of honey the same way again.

      “I can’t believe you’d never licked honey off someone.” Morgan tossed thoughts.

      Nope. From then on out I’d wind up with a hard on every time I laid eyes on one of those little bear-shaped honey containers.

      Morgan said something I missed.

      “Huh?”

      “Tomatoes.”

      “Oh, yeah, I dropped them into the icebox.”

      “Why didn’t you take them inside.”

      “Because it’s difficult to remember anything with your mouth on my dick.”

      “Hmmm, forgetfulness is one of the first signs of senility.”

      I squinted at him.

      “Don’t get mad at me, I don’t write those informative statistical pamphlets.”

      “I’m willing to bet none of those statistics were graded on blowjobs, especially not Morgan blowjobs.” I finished laying the turkey out on the bread.

      Morgan stood on his toes, peering out the companion way.

      “Is he still sitting out there?” I said.

      “Yeah, he’s still there. But he’s laying down now, I think he’s getting a suntan.”

      Apparently, beach life suited Dog just fine. While we’d swam, he’d found himself a patch of limestone and taken up post surveying the ocean.

      “More likely a sunburn.” He had a lot of coat, but there were thin spots, especially on his belly and nose.

      Of course, who was I to talk about the dangers of sunburn? A lovely shade of pink highlighted my farmer’s tan.

      Morgan ducked back through the door. “You never did answer me.”

      The tomatoes. “I’d planned on cooking spaghetti at home.”

      “You could have cooked it here.”

      “Yeah, but we’re out of ground beef.”

      “To be out, we would have had to have some. We didn’t have any. You could have bought some at the store.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But we never made it.” Morgan sat on the first step and rested his elbows on his knees. “I’m sorry, I should have…”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.” I held out the plate with his sandwich.

      He took it. “But spaghetti would have been great.”

      “I won’t argue. But we both know what the mushrooms do to Dog, and the last place I want to be is locked inside two-hundred square feet of space with a gassy canine.”

      Morgan bit into his sandwich. “This is good, even without tomato.”

      I finished fixing my sandwich.

      Morgan hummed while he chewed. “Why don’t you make sandwiches this good at home?”

      I laughed. “They’re the same way I always make them.”

      “Then how come they taste better. Not that your other sandwiches don’t taste good, these just taste…better.”

      I picked up my plate. “C’mon let’s go sit upstairs.”

      He moved to one of the benches in the cockpit. Shade filled the dip in the Starry Night where we’d strung a cloth to keep from getting any more sun than necessary. Well, to keep me from getting more. The only thing the sun had done for Morgan was darken his freckles.

      I sat beside him, and he turned his plate around in his lap, one way then the next.

      I took a bite and, damn, Morgan was right. The sandwich did taste way better than they did at home. I think I moaned because Morgan laughed.

      “See, I told you they taste a lot better.”

      I swallowed. “All food tastes better when you go camping.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. The dirt? The fire? The exertion from hiking and pitching a tent?”

      Morgan flipped his sandwich over then proceeded to finish it off. “I’ve never understood why people would want to sleep in the dirt if they have a perfectly nice bed.”

      “Me either.”

      “But you’ve been camping.”

      It hit me: camping was another thing on Morgan’s list that he’d never gotten to do. “Yeah, when I was a kid and a few times when I was older. But those were usually less than stellar circumstances, and there was rarely a fire, a tent, or even anything to eat.” If there was, I gave it to the people Rubio and I helped escape traffickers while we searched for his family.

      I stopped when we found Rubio’s youngest son, Felix. I don’t know if something inside me broke, or I was too afraid of my luck running out.

      Maybe it was wrong, but I didn’t even feel guilty for stopping because I knew that I’d wind up dead if I didn’t.

      What did that say about who I was?

      Morgan leaned against me. The warmth and firmness of his body reminding me why I couldn’t regret my decision. If I hadn’t, I would have never met Morgan and fallen in love.

      “We should go camping,” Morgan said.

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “What?” He propped his chin on my upper arm.

      “You just said, why would anyone want to go camping.”

      “Well, obviously, if it makes food taste this good, that has to be the reason.”

      “If I was younger, maybe. The ground is hard.”

      “Yeah, sometimes I forget you’re forty years older than me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, thirty-nine and a half.”

      “I’m twelve years older than you.” And depending on what month and day of the year, I was only eleven years older.

      “Are you sure?”

      I shoved him to the side. “What? You’re the one who was always saying you’re too old for me.”

      I had. Little did I know Morgan was the older one, at least on the inside. His insight had made me look at life from an angle I’d never considered.

      I stacked his empty plate with mine and set it aside.

      “Now what are you up to?” He smiled, but the glimmer in his eyes said he already knew.

      “I’m going to finish what I started in the water.” I pulled him closer and he crawled into my lap, straddling my thighs.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Neither one of us had put our shirts back on, so there was nothing between my hands and his skin. Except those damn skimpy swim shorts.

      Morgan exhaled against my lips. “Maybe I want to finish what we started.” He raked his nails from the nape of my neck to the middle of my back. “Think you can handle that, Grant? Think you can handle my dick in your ass?”

      Heat burned over me and it had nothing to do with the mild sunburn.

      “Anything you want.”

      “No.” Morgan put a finger on my lips. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      “You have me.”

      “All of you. All the time.”

      “What do you want most. My mouth, my dick, my ass?”

      “I want you beside me at night, I want your heartbeat against my ear, I want my arms around you, I want to smell you, feel you, hear your voice.” I’d made that decision months ago when he regressed and I thought I’d lost him. I would have taken anything he would have given me, even if it was just a touch, or a glance, or a word or two.

      And I would have cherished it.

      “I’ve got your ring on my finger, don’t I?”

      He did.

      Morgan climbed off me. “Wait here.”

      He disappeared into the galley but was back in less than a minute. The bright swirls on his bathing suit reflected off the clear bottle of lubricant in his hand.

      “What’s wrong, Grant, you look nervous?”

      “I think nervous is the wrong word.” I spread my legs wider, and the outline of my cock crawled down my thigh.

      Morgan licked his lips. “Take off your shorts.”

      I did and kicked them aside.

      He knelt between my knees.

      “Lean back as far as you can.”

      I propped my elbows on the edge where the deck met the dip in the boat where we sat.

      “Put your foot on the seat.” Morgan patted the edge of the bench just past my ass cheek.

      “Baby, I’m nowhere near that flexible.” Unlike Morgan, I could not suck my own dick.

      “Okay, then stand up.” Morgan made some room, and I did as he asked. “Now turn around and put your hands on the edge of the deck and move your feet out and apart.”

      I gave him a questioning look. “Are we playing cops and robbers now?”

      Morgan leaned in close enough to kiss the head of my cock. “Can’t, I didn’t bring the handcuffs.”

      My face burned, and I turned around hoping Morgan didn’t get a chance to see. And that only lasted until he slid between my legs, keeping his back to the front of the bench.

      Morgan got to his knees. His exhale brushed the top of my hip and my cock jumped. “I think your friend there is a little impatient.”

      “It’s not the only one.”

      “Almost ready.” The lid on the bottle of lubricant snicked. He poured some into his palm and smeared it over his cock, then added more to his fingers before setting the bottle aside.

      I was about to say something, but whatever it was dried up the moment he wrapped me in the wet heat of his mouth.

      “Fuuuck…”

      Slick fingers tracked the path to my hole. Chills shot down the backs of my legs and a burst of static climbed my spine until my scalp ached. I exhaled a breath trying to relax, but the suction, the play of Morgan’s tongue across the frenulum, the scrape of teeth over the glans, as he pulled to the tip, had me straining to hold back.

      The burn of being penetrated knocked the air from my lungs.

      Morgan thrust his fingers in time with the bob of his head.

      I groaned, and my aching knotted muscles slowly relaxed until there was only a fog of euphoria drowning my senses. The burn of being penetrated flared again, but this time it only added another layer of pleasure, and I rocked back trying to keep it, only to have it fade under the growing need for release.

      I did not want him to quit, but if he didn’t…

      “Morgan, I’m gonna come if you don’t stop.”

      He hummed, then his mouth was gone, and there was nothing but the warm air cooling the fire in my dick.

      “God, sweetheart…”

      Morgan moved to my back and kissed me on the shoulder. “Now I need you on your knees since you’re not as flexible as me and I’m not as tall as you.”

      I knelt on the bench and rested my elbows on the deck. Morgan ran his hands down my back to my ass cheeks.

      “How come your ass looks this nice and you never ride a bike?”

      “It’s not as nice as yours.”

      “I beg to differ.” He smoothed his hands over my butt. “You almost have a bubble butt.”

      “Excuse me…” I started to turn, and he pushed me back. “If I almost have a bubble butt, then no more biscuits at Frans and I’m hitting the gym.”

      “We don’t have a gym in Durstrand.” Morgan continued to stroke my ass cheeks.

      “Then I’m getting a weight set.” And anything else I could think of. Bubble butt. Jesus Christ, had I really eaten that many cookies?

      “I did say almost.”

      “Yeah, well, if this is the first time you noticed my ass being round, then something’s changed.” I glanced back at him. “Are you gonna stand there and pet it all day?”

      “Nope.” Morgan pressed closer, and the head of his cock followed my crack. The position left my balls hanging low enough for him to bump. He kissed me between the shoulders, and the weight of his body blanketed my back. “I love that you let me do this.”

      “I love that you—” He breached my opening, and I shuddered. “Fuck, Morgan, that’s…”

      His touch traveled over my hips, and he dragged his fingers in a lazy line to the end of my cock where he thumbed my slit.

      The ache eased into a pleasant fullness.

      “You feel so good, Grant.” He rocked and dragged his fingertips up to my chest.

      The bite of his nails over my nipples caused me to jerk.

      “I want to fuck you hard.” Morgan panted against my back. “Can I do that?”

      I shivered and nodded.

      “You sure?”

      “Hell, yeah. I’m sure.”

      Morgan gripped my hips and withdrew to the tip, then slammed forward. If I hadn’t been resting on my elbows, my arms would have buckled. If not from the force of impact, then the explosion of bliss, growing strong, climbing higher with every thrust.

      Morgan found a rhythm, and I tried to match it, but he put a hand between my shoulders, making it clear he wanted me to be still. His pace changed, then the angle, sliding the length of his cock against my prostate. I buried a shout against the deck. My breath fogged the gleam of the wood, sweat made a puddle under my chin.

      Salt, water, the varnish we’d used on the Starry Night, and the musk of sex soaking our skin added flavor to the air. The hollow slap of our bodies drowned out the waves but not Dog barking.

      Morgan slowed and, at the same time, increased the power behind every thrust. The muscles of his legs, hard lines against the back of my thighs.

      “Gonna come, Grant.”

      I could only nod because the ability to form words had left me as soon as he started.

      His pace quickened into an irregular stutter, and the heat of cum ran down my crack, then my left thigh. Morgan continued to rock, lifting up on his toes, forcing himself just that small bit deeper, but enough to bring back that glorious ache.

      I was almost there. Almost able to drop off that cliff.

      Morgan stopped, and I bit back a curse.

      The sudden loss of being filled caught me off guard almost as much as him ducking back in front of me.

      I pushed up on my hands.

      “I love watching you come.” Morgan jacked my cock, gripping too tight, moving too fast, yet it was perfect, igniting the rush of release. He opened his mouth and rested the tip of my cock on his tongue. The sight of him, flushed, sweaty, his gaze hungry, his gaze focused on me, was all I needed.

      The first ropes of cum splashed over Morgan’s tongue.

      He sealed his lips over the head while undulating his tongue and sucking hard enough to make me ache. He swallowed, taking me deeper, then back to the tip. The sensation so electric Dog’s bark gave way to the roar of my pulse in my ears.

      Morgan opened his mouth again, showing off the pool of cum caught in the dip of his tongue. He continued to milk my dick, forcing out more droplets, then he sucked them away.

      “Holy shit, that was…”

      Dog continued to bark.

      “What the hell is he—” I lifted my head.

      A small yacht floated on the still water with a cluster of elderly ladies gathered at the bow. They sat in lawn chairs and held fancy colored drinks. Every damn one of them stared right at us.

      More than half had their cell phones up. Then they had the audacity to wave.

      What the hell was it about having sex that attracted people with cell phones? This time in the middle of no-where.

      Literally.

      “You got to be fucking kidding me.” I grabbed up my shorts and tried to keep what dignity I might have had left.

      Morgan snorted a laugh.

      “Did you know they were out there?”

      “They weren’t there until I had you bent over the bench.”

      “And you didn’t say anything?”

      “Why would I do that?” Morgan stood up and waved back. “I mean, we’re probably the most exciting thing those grandmothers have seen in a while.”

      “That’s why they make porn.”

      “Yeah, but you make way better sound effects than porn.”

      Whistles and hoots echoed over the water.

      I was pretty sure my face would catch fire.

      Morgan jerked his shoulder. “See, they agree with me.” He tossed thoughts and waved at the women again. Their yacht engine powered up, and they puttered off, leaving a wake of white caps behind them.

      “No more sex in public,” I said.

      “This isn’t out in public. I mean, you can’t get much more isolated than the middle of the ocean.”

      “Fine, then only behind closed doors, in rooms with no windows, preferably with soundproof walls.” I headed down the steps into the galley.

      “That’s going to be pretty hard to come by.”

      “We built a boat, I’m pretty sure we can manage to add a room onto the house.”

      Morgan stopped at the top of the steps, with his hands on his hips. The afternoon sun lit up every sharp line and slope and left highlights on his lubricant slick cock.

      My dick threatened to get hard. I shoved my legs into my shorts and zipped up before I embarrassed myself more.

      Morgan walked into the galley. “A windowless, soundproof room?” He stopped in front of me.

      “Yeah.” I was tired of winding up on YouTube.

      “You do realize they have a name for those.” He toyed with my hair, dancing his fingers through the shortest part on the back of my head.

      “And what’s that?”

      “A dungeon.”
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      The last bit of wind faded, leaving us with the trolling motor for any chance to get back to shore, and it didn’t have that kind of battery life even with the solar panel back up.

      I climbed the steps out of the galley. Morgan sat on the bow while Dog swam in with a rope-ball in his mouth. The beast might have been chunky, but he parted the water as effectively as any streamlined racing boat.

      Okay, a racing boat was a bit much. Maybe a tugboat.

      Or a barge.

      He returned, floating effortlessly in the saltwater and steering himself with that fat tail.

      Morgan leaned down and snagged the braided rope. Dog practically dove under the water as he turned to swim back out.

      Morgan twirled the toy overhead, then let it go. It sailed through the air high enough to catch the attention of a few seagulls. But at Dog’s approach, they abandoned any attempt to investigate.

      I sat next to Morgan, letting my legs dangle over the side just like him.

      “How far do you think we could get on the trolling motor?” He tossed thoughts while Dog made his way back despite being dive-bombed by angry seagulls who’d decided they’d been shorted of a prize.

      “A mile, maybe two.”

      Morgan tilted his head, and the setting sun cast brilliant pink streaks in the lightest blond highlights of his hair. The rest turned a deep orange-gold.

      A puff of air tossed his bangs and stirred the water just enough to break the eerie glass surface, tearing apart the reflection of the sun.

      “We should try to get as far south from here as possible.” Morgan dropped his chin and tapped his fingers against his temple in a rhythm I couldn’t place.

      I thought about what he’d said. “South puts us farther out from shore, not closer.”

      He took the toy from dog, who floated beside the Starry Night. “The storm will be really bad. We don’t want to be near the rocks.”

      “Understandable, but don’t you think we should try to get closer to land?” Especially without any wind.

      “Where we need to be isn’t on land. It’s out there.” He jerked his chin toward the horizon. Morgan snapped his fingers and patted the ground beside him. Dog paddled over to the removable ladder and climbed up with a little help from Morgan pulling the animal by his collar.

      Once on deck, Morgan gave him the toy. He pointed to the other end of the boat. “Go over there to shake off.”

      I should have been used to it by now, but I was still amazed when Dog did exactly what Morgan said.

      I propped my elbows on my knees. “You said there will be a storm.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you know when?”

      He held up a finger. “Bullshit-ometer remember? Not a barometer.”

      We both laughed.

      “Then do you at least have an idea when it will hit?”

      His shoulder jerked. “A day, two? I’m not sure.”

      I pressed my lips together.

      “I need you to trust me, Grant.”

      “I do trust you. I told you that.”

      “Then I need you to believe in me too.” Morgan smiled. “And that’s hard. Even when you love someone, believing in them when nothing makes sense is really hard.”

      Dog trotted back over, pausing long enough to poke his nose in my eye before sitting beside Morgan at the edge of the bow.

      I wiped away the wet nose slime. “I’m just worried we won’t be wherever it is we need to be if there’s no wind.”

      “Me too.” Morgan held up his hand toward the sun and wiggled his fingers. “But we’re okay right now. We have time.” He leaned over and rested his head on my shoulder. I sat up and put my arm around him.

      Dog watched the water with his ears raised.

      “I think he hears something,” I said.

      Dog whined and laid down, dropping his head over the side. He swished his tail back and forth against the deck.

      A deep thrum echoed through the hull of the Starry Night. Out on the water, the nearly smooth surface collapsed into tiny cyclones rupturing seconds later as they were pushed up by the massive gray form.

      Morgan gasped. “Whales.”

      I was pretty sure I’d never heard a word said with such awe.

      Morgan stood like he was about to dive into the water, and I grabbed his hand. “No swimming in the water while there are whales.”

      “They won’t hurt you.”

      More cracks in the ocean appeared, broken open by the surfacing whales. A small one near the boat blew out a spray of water.

      Morgan dropped to his knees and held out his hands. He brushed his fingertips across the surface of the water. Then it separated, replaced by the rolling spine of a humpback.

      “They feel like leather.” Morgan leaned even farther over, so I held on to his leg. The smallest one turned to the side, and a dark eye momentarily peered at us before the creature twisted back into the water, giving us a glimpse of its underside.

      Morgan rapped on the hull of the Starry Night.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They’re clicking or thumping or something. I’m answering them.”

      “Please don’t tell me you can speak whale.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you.” He flashed me a grin from over his shoulder. “Don’t be silly, Grant, I’ve never even seen a whale in real life.”

      “Then how do you know what to tap out?” And I swore if he said the smartphone told him, I was gonna throw the damn thing into the ocean.

      “I can hear it.”

      I tipped my head closer to the water, but there was only the baleful sound echoing up through the hull.

      He knocked some more, an off-and-on pattern, going quick, then slow.

      The water in front of the sailboat swelled. One of the creatures’ head speared upward out of the water, coming down on the surface with enough force to send a wave right into our faces, soaking everyone, including Dog.

      “I don’t know what you said, but I don’t think it was good.”

      Another whale followed the display of the first. This time a tail breached the boiling surface. A shower of saltwater rained down.

      “This is incredible.” Morgan gained another inch off the side. If I lost my hold, the only thing left to grab onto would be those skimpy shorts, and I was pretty sure they’d tear right off.

      “Sweetheart, please.”

      “I told you they won’t hurt me.”

      “Not on purpose, but those are some big bodies out there, and one undertow you’d be gone.” My voice cracked.

      Morgan scooted back a little and the fear eased its grip on my ribs.

      A few of the smaller whales moved up along the hull, their dark bodies watery shadows against the white sand. The sailboat rocked with a hollow thump. Another young one followed the first, bumping the aft of the Starry Night with its head, pushing us a few feet out.

      A third warty head emerged, and the animal opened its mouth enough to show its baleen.

      “I hope that’s not the equivalent of a dog showing its teeth,” I said.

      “It’s probably smiling at you.” Morgan petted the whale’s bottom jaw. “They’re not as warm as I thought they’d be. Kind of cold, but that’s probably the water because they’re not cold like a snake or a lizard. But then they wouldn’t be since they’re mammals.”

      The whale in the lead broke the surface, expelling an impressive spout, but we were too far away to get more than a mist. The young whales dropped back under the surface, merging with the dark green-blue of deeper water. Ripples spread until they smoothed out and the surface of the ocean returned to its eerie glass-like appearance.

      Morgan sat back on his knees. Streaks of light painted his cheeks.

      “Morgan, what’s wrong?”

      He wiped the tears on the back of his hand.

      “Morgan?” I cupped his chin and thumbed away another stream.

      “Noth—” A tic jumped in his neck and jaw. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Then why are you crying?”

      “I—” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that. It was…beautiful.”

      “I wouldn’t think that would make you cry.”

      He kissed me on the palm. “I’m crying because I probably won’t ever see anything like that again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind tried to rise up a few times only to drop back to an occasional breeze. Just enough to funnel through the open hatch and toss a few napkins off the counter. But nothing close to what it would take to move a twenty-five-foot sailboat.

      Without the wind, there was only one way we could gain a few more miles.

      Morgan checked the trolling motor, and I went to pull up the anchor.

      It wouldn’t budge. I levered the rope back and forth, but nothing gave.

      “What’s wrong?” Morgan walked over.

      “The whales must have moved the anchor and wedged it into the rocks.” I took off my shirt. “Do we have a flashlight?” There was still enough light to see up top, but under the water it would be close to night.

      “Yeah, hang on.”

      I’d just gotten my shoes off when Morgan returned with the flashlight. I checked it and the beam was strong. It wasn’t a deep-diving light, but it could take a dozen meters—more than I could dive, and definitely deeper than the water.

      I shoved off the side of the boat from a sitting position. Warm water swallowed me whole, then I resurfaced long enough to take a deep breath.

      I used the rope to trace the location of the anchor. I was right. The fluke had been shoved deep into a crevice of the rock I’d latched onto. I braced my feet on the limestone for leverage and pushed the shank. It didn’t budge. I went up for air.

      “I need the hammer and a screwdriver.” Which I knew we had because a lot of the basic tools we used to build the Starry Night had remained there for the smaller add-ons.

      Morgan disappeared again, and I swam over to the edge. I exchanged the flashlight for the tools. “Aim right there, where the line disappears under the water.”

      “Are you going to be able to get it out?”

      “That’s what the hammer and screwdriver are for.” I dove again. The beam of the flashlight transformed into glowing ribbons wiggling and dancing over the sand. I would have rather had the light closer, but I needed both hands for the tools.

      I found the anchor, the crevice, and angled the screwdriver where the crack in the rock narrowed capturing the fluke. The impact of metal on metal barely made more than a thump under the water. And unfortunately, the resistance it created meant no matter how hard I swung, it wasn’t very effective. I went up for air twice, and on my third time down the limestone cracked and a large chunk fell away, releasing the anchor.

      Tension on the line jerked it free, narrowly missing my face. The chain on my neck tightened, then disappeared, and a flash of rainbow glass tumbled away. I felt around on the bottom but there wasn’t enough light, and all I accomplished was stirring sand.

      I swam back to the boat.

      “Here.” I handed Morgan the tools and held my hand out for the flashlight.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The chain broke on the necklace.”

      Morgan laid the tools aside. “It’s getting dark.”

      “That’s why I need the flashlight.” I motioned for him to hand it over.

      “Just leave it, Grant, I’ll make you another one.”

      “No need, I should be able to find it. I have an idea where it is. Let me try, and if I can’t…” I’d kick myself for breaking my promise of never being without it.

      Morgan handed over the light, and I swam back out. The ultra-clear water made the broken limestone easy to locate. I scanned the ground and dusted aside some sand. My lungs ached and the need to breathe pushed me to the surface.

      “Did you find it?”

      “Not yet.” Before Morgan could tell me to stop looking, I was under again.

      And there it was, caught on the limb of a gorgonian surrounded by dark rocks sloping toward the surface. I snagged it and stood up. The water was just deep enough to cover my shoulders.

      “Found it.” I held it up.

      “I’ll get the ladder.”

      I wrapped the chain around my fingers and pushed off the rocks in the direction of the Starry Night.

      Fire and lightning stabbed the sole of my foot. I spun around just in time for the lionfish to swim through the beam of the flashlight.

      The searing pain climbed up my leg. I looped the flashlight over my wrist and swam toward the boat. By the time I got there, the burn in my toes had passed my knee and my lips tingled.

      I put an arm over one of the rungs and tried to climb, but there wasn’t enough air.

      “Grant?” Morgan hooked his hands under my armpits, and with his help, I was able to get back on board.

      “First aid kit.” Another thing I kept on the Starry Night. When you hammer a lot, you tend to smash your thumbs. And if that doesn’t bleed, then the cuts you earned from the sharp edges on a saw will.

      It’s amazing what will try and mess you up when you build something.

      And that’s not including the damn wasps who tried to move in or the scorpion who decided the bed would be a nice place to crawl while we were asleep.

      I shined the light on my foot. Three large barbs stuck out from the bottom. Not a pretty sight to see even on the best days.

      “And also the Pliers.”

      “What are those?”

      “Get the stuff, Morgan, please.” Lionfish stings weren’t usually life threatening, but I’d never been hit before, and I was pretty sure the weight forming in my chest and the tightness in my throat wasn’t a good sign.

      I flopped onto my back and concentrated on getting enough air. A warm touch took the flashlight from my wrist.

      Morgan was back, and I hadn’t even realized it. It took me a moment to figure out why I could see so well in the dark. Morgan had turned on the deck lights.

      “You’re going to have to tell me w-what t-t-to d-d-d—” His shoulder jerked.

      “Everything will be okay.”

      He nodded.

      “Morgan, I promise.”

      Worry and fear reflected in his eyes.

      “It’s a sting. Think of it like a really big hornet.”

      He nodded again. “What do I do?”

      “First, pull the spines out.” I reached for the first aid kit and opened it. “It’s gonna bleed like a fucker.” I took out a wad of gauze and a couple of heat packs. “When you pull it out, wrap the gauze around…” I sucked in air while I dug through the first aid kit. “Then hold the heat pack against it.”

      “I need to get a towel to put them in.”

      “No. Put it directly on the bandages.”

      “That won’t be enough protection. The directions say to put them in a towel, or it could blister your skin.”

      “I need it hot, as hot as I can stand.” My inhale wheezed, and I felt around the box for the bottle of diphenhydramine. “Heat will break down the venom. The less venom, the better.” I found the bottle of antihistamine. I could only hope it would be enough to counter any anaphylaxis. I fought the top but couldn’t get my numb fingers to work.

      Morgan opened it and handed me two pills. I chewed them, and the bitter grains sucked the moister from my mouth.

      “Take the spines out, Morgan, now.”

      Morgan picked up the pliers. Pressure on the barbs rekindled the agony. I bit back a yell. The pain exploded in three atomic bursts. Morgan tossed the barbs into the water. Crimson spread under my foot. He pressed the bandages over the wound. The surrounding skin numbed, but the actual puncture wounds remained a live wire.

      “Son-of-a…” It took too much air to cuss, and I lay there staring at the stars emerging from the darkening parts of the sky not concealed by the sprinkling of cirrocumulus clouds.

      A pat on my cheek got my attention.

      Heat now engulfed the throbbing ache. At first, I thought the lumpy mess at the end of my leg was all swelling till I blinked enough to clear the tears from my eyes. Morgan had wrapped the heat pack in place with the gauze.

      “I’m going to call for help on the radio.”

      I grabbed his wrist. “No.”

      “You’re hurt, and you’re having a hard time breathing.”

      “You call for help and the coast guard will show up. They’ll take the boat.”

      “I care about you, not the Starry Night.”

      “I’ll be fine, Morgan. I promise. The antihistamines will kick in and everything will be okay.”

      The last thing I wanted was to call for help, especially because we could be illegally in the water. If the coastguard decided to poke around, they’d find out how I’d been investigated by the FBI. Despite being innocent, despite being absolved of wrongdoing, they’d call the police, and too many cops like to take the opportunity to flex their authoritative muscle.

      And the Starry Night would be a prime target.

      After they got through searching it, we’d have nothing more than a pile of splinters, shredded sails, and busted equipment.

      I couldn’t let that happen, because it could break something inside Morgan. It would definitely break something inside me.

      Worse, if they decided to detain us, there was no telling what would happen to Dog.

      The possibilities left a sour taste in the back of my throat.

      “What if I raise the mainsail? There’s enough wind to get us to land. Then we can call an ambulance and the coast guard won’t have to come out.”

      “Absolutely not. You said yourself, this is a two-man rig.” And at the moment, I was a man down. “And it’s almost dark.”

      “Grant—”

      “No, no and no. You are not sailing this boat by yourself. I know you read all the books on this, but books are technical. And a lot of what you learn about sailing, you learn by trial and error.”

      Wind whistled through the rigging, strong enough to toss gauze from the first aid kit. The second rush snapped the makeshift sunshade we’d tied up.

      The Starry Night swayed, and the water slapped the hull. We drifted closer to the rocks.

      Morgan started to stand.

      “Look, we can argue later. Right now, you need to get the boat away from the rocks or me getting stung will be the least of our worries.” I pushed up on my elbows. Morgan helped me sit up the rest of the way. The fight to pull air into my lungs lessened.

      Dog trotted over and Morgan went to the aft of the boat and started the motor. Waves knocked the Starry Night hard enough to shift it. The small trolling motor wouldn’t stand a chance if the water got any rougher.

      A momentary pause gave Morgan time to get the sailboat turned enough to put the wind to our backs. We glided away from the small island and into the growing swells.

      Morgan set the rudder and returned. “How are you feeling?”

      “Other than my foot being on fire, I’m good.”

      He touched the necklace tangled around my fingers. “You should have left it.”

      “I told you I’d never be without it.”

      “You also promised we’d be two old men together. Well, you’d be old, and I’d be middle aged.” His smile trembled.

      “I plan on keeping that oath too.” I fought to get to my knees. “Give me a hand up.”

      Morgan put my arm over his shoulder and helped me limp my way to the cabin.

      “I’m sorry I asked you to bring me out here.”

      I stopped him at the top of the steps. “You said we had to be here because it was important.”

      Morgan wouldn’t look at me, so I tilted his chin up. With only the dim lights from the galley, all the details of his face were muted.

      Except his eyes. Even in the dark, they burned.

      “Has that changed?”

      His gaze slid away.

      “Morgan.”

      It snapped back.

      “Do we need to be out here or not?”

      The “yes” was barely a whisper.

      “Then you did the right thing.”

      “But I didn’t think you’d get hurt.” Morgan rocked.

      “I just need some rest. I’m gonna feel it for a few days, but I’ll live.”

      He put his hand over mine and kissed my palm.

      I pressed my lips to his forehead. “Go steer the Starry Night in the direction we need to go. Keep it at half power and don’t run the motor more than an hour, then let it rest for an hour. We don’t want to burn it up.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to eat some ibuprofen and drink some whiskey.”

      “We don’t have any whiskey.”

      “Then I’ll eat the ibuprofen and wish I had some whiskey.”

      Morgan lifted up on his toes and pressed his mouth to mine. Our teeth scraped, and the tip of his tongue swept past my lips, but there was only desperation in the contact—that and fear.

      I kissed him on the temple, and he left me in the companionway of the cabin.

      A cold nose followed by a furry forehead bumped my hand. Dog made a soft woof.

      “I’m fine.”

      He woofed again.

      “You’re as bad as Morgan.”

      He whined.

      “Look, go keep an eye on him, I need some pain meds.” I gritted my teeth with every beat of my pulse.

      Dog hesitated until I went down the steps, then he trotted away. I found the ibuprofen and swallowed four.

      And damn, I was right about wishing for that whiskey.
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      When I’d thoroughly cooked my foot, I replaced the heat packs with a small cooler of ice to bring down the swelling. Morgan ascended the steps of the companionway and into the galley with Dog right on his heels. He set the first aid kit the counter. Then he undid the hatch latches and dropped it back into place. It left the ceiling lower over the galley but would keep out any rain.

      “I tied down the sails and removed the shade cloth.”

      “I was wondering what took you so long.” I risked a look at my pin cushioned foot. Shades of purple and black colored the top, and my toes had transformed into ugly Vienna sausages.

      “Have you ever been stung by a Lionfish before?” He sat next to me. Dog made three circles before plopping down with an exhausted huff.

      “Nope, this is the first time I’ve had the pleasure.” I put my foot back into the small cooler I’d filled with ice. The flare of pain dulled by the second, leaving a burning numbness.

      “Then how did you know what to do?” There was real worry in Morgan’s voice.

      “I didn’t read it in a library book or on the smartphone.” I smiled, but he didn’t. I exhaled a shaky breath. “During one of the trips I made with Rubio, when we were looking for his family, a woman in the group stepped on one of these bastards while we were wading out to the boat.” And unlike me, she didn’t utter a sound until we were far offshore where no one had a chance to hear. “Rubio had me help him remove the barbs. Hers had been a lot worse. There were hundreds of fragments stuck in her calf and foot.” We’d spent over an hour pulling them out. And we didn’t have any antihistamines, a first aid kit, heat packs, or clean towels for the wound. “To break up the poison, Rubio had me heat up saltwater on the small cook stove below deck.” When the water threatened to blister her skin, she finally shed a few tears. “But we had no way to get any ice to reduce the swelling and the wound couldn’t drain.” By the time we had reached the mainland, the puncture wounds had gotten infected and she was almost septic. “That’s why I had you do the heat, and now the ice. As long as it drains, it will heal.”

      “And she was okay?” It sounded more like a plea than a question.

      “Once we got to the mainland, I took her to a local hospital and called in a favor on a doctor who had a penchant for fossils that were illegal to buy and sell.” She lived and even kept her foot. “That’s how I knew what to do. Now I’m going to have you poke around down there and dig out any fin fragments.”

      Morgan tossed thoughts. “I think I saw some forceps in the first aid kit.”

      I honestly couldn’t remember what I’d packed in there. But considering how many splinters I plucked out of our hands, I knew there at least had to be a pair of tweezers.

      He retrieved the first aid kit and flashlight and set them on the bed between us.

      I pulled my foot out of the bucket, folded my knee, and propped it on the edge of the bed. Even my calf had swelled to a point I was sure the skin might split.

      Morgan grimaced.

      “Now you know how I felt when you walked your feet into hamburger.” The night I’d learned he hadn’t, in fact, been hitching a ride with a fellow employee from Toolies.

      Morgan dug through the box and came up with a pair of forceps. He leaned back, then to the side. “I’m going to have to sit on the floor to do this.”

      “Do you want me to hold the flashlight?” I picked it up.

      “No.” He took it. “It’ll work better if I prop it up on the floor.” He set it on the flat side, pointing the beam toward the ceiling. The shadow of my foot cut the ray of light in half. Morgan lifted the forceps, and the light gleamed off the edge with the precision of a razor. He twisted the instrument one way, then the next, tilting his head with the movement.

      I was about to get his attention, when he blinked and went back to examining my foot like nothing happened.

      A sting rekindled the fire. I winced.

      Morgan wiped the forceps across the discarded wad of gauze, leaving behind a tiny flake of fish fin.

      With each pluck, the agony threatened to explode, fading just as quick. It seemed like forever before he stopped, but my watch read ten minutes.

      “I think that’s all of it.”

      “You sure? You may have to dig into the puncture wound.”

      “I did.” He lifted his hands. Blood coated his fingers.

      “No wonder that hurt so bad.”

      “You only flinched when I picked from the outside.”

      I had no idea if that was a good sign or bad. I was betting on bad.

      Morgan tilted his head in the direction of the companionway.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      He dropped his chin and his bangs slid into his eyes. “What if it stops draining?”

      “Then I’ve got a very sharp knife. But you will not sail this boat alone. Now promise me.”

      Morgan used some alcohol wipes to clean his hands.

      “Morgan.”

      He folded them up and set them with the discarded wrappers.

      “Morgan.”

      “I promise.” He exhaled a sigh and tossed thoughts. “I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      He stood. “I think you should keep it on ice for a while longer.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right.”

      “I’ll go make you an icepack.”

      I shivered. It couldn’t be cold because Morgan still had on those damn swim trunks and didn’t even have goose pimples.

      He brought back a plastic bag filled with ice and a towel.

      “Lie down.”

      I scooted up on the bed.

      Morgan arranged the icepack so it covered the bottom of my foot.

      “If that leaks, it’s going to make a mess. Maybe you should—”

      He climbed in beside me, laid his head on my chest, and put an arm over my stomach. It was a position he hadn’t slept in since his nightmares about Dillon. And those had stopped after Morgan killed him.

      A chill settled in my chest.
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      I stood in the old church located in Chicago. The place I’d faced dying at the hands of FBI agent Hines, and where I’d thought Jeff had betrayed me for the last time.

      But there were only the pews, the pulpit, and rotting bibles littering the floor. Heat radiated from the walls along with voices speaking words I couldn’t understand. Or maybe they weren’t loud enough.

      When I’d been in the church in real life, there’d been shards of glass from the broken stained-glass windows on the floor. Here the windows were intact.

      Bright blues, greens, purples—they separated and came back together in an odd pattern. Yellows outlined everything, and any gaps were filled in with red. The fact the colors moved didn’t seem odd because I’d witnessed something similar in the past when the light passed through the prisms of Morgan’s sculptures.

      His attempts to share with the world what the light communicated in a way ordinary people could understand it.

      I wanted to get closer—the first step squished under my foot. Years of dirt and mold covered my toes, pushed up by water seeping through the carpet.

      Dark lines ran down the walls. A droplet plummeted from the ceiling, hitting the back of the pew. The second one plinked into the film of water forming on the floor—another, then another, the amount growing exponentially until it fell like rain.

      Desperate barking rang from the rear of the church. The silhouette of a dog stood in the doorway and shadowy whales swam behind the stained-glass windows.

      The dog kept barking and the sound beat against my temple with a physical force. I covered my ears, but it rode through my bones even louder than before. The stained-glass windows shuddered. Ripples broke through the falling droplets, shattering them into splinters.

      Then the floor tilted, and the pews slid. The dog’s bark transformed into metal shards rattling in my skull.

      Thunder shook the building until the walls swayed, the pulpit tumbled and anything not nailed down followed the direction of the pews now floating on the water.

      And I knew it would get worse. If that damn dog didn’t stop barking, everything would fall apart, including the glass in those windows catching nonexistent light. If I could just get closer, I’d understand everything. I’d finally know what it wanted to tell me.

      But the barking dog expanded in the doorway, growing larger, louder. Until its voice knocked me off my feet and the water sucked me under.

      I hit the floor.

      Carpet fibers pressed against my cheek. The edge met a polished wood. A pencil rolled in my direction. The room tilted, and thunder rattled the glass in the portholes.

      The boat.

      I was on the Starry Night.

      Because we’d gone sailing.

      This was no dream.

      I started to stand, but the burst of pain pulled me back to my knees. I caught myself on the mattress. Empty blankets occupied Morgan’s side of the bed.

      Cold raked through my veins.

      Dog barked from somewhere up top. I used the bed to pull myself up, but I was prepared for the pain this time. It still didn’t stop the tears.

      The sailboat swayed a hard left, and I tumbled into the counter where we’d made our lunch.

      I hobbled to the companionway and climbed the steps on my hands and knees.

      The deck lights barely broke through the sheets of rain pounding against the Starry Night.

      Dog stood on top of the cabin, wearing a life jacket that had been obviously rigged with loops of rope to stay on a nonhuman body. The whip of sail fabric almost drowned him out.

      How could the sails make that noise if they weren’t up?

      They couldn’t.

      Morgan didn’t. He wouldn’t.

      Waves rode up the side, throwing saltwater across the deck. “Morgan?” Could he even hear me over the roar of the storm? Lightning flashed, cutting out a human shape near the bow against the black sky. I clamored around the cabin, using the side stays to keep from being swept off. My arms shook with the effort to support my weight, made twice as hard with the lionfish sting in my foot. But the adrenaline and the cold of the rain kept the worst of the pain at bay.

      Morgan fought with the sail. Strips fringed multiple holes in the fabric.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Morgan startled and looked at me, searching my face. His rain-soaked hair traced the bridge of his nose and framed his eyes, making the eye contact almost uncomfortable.

      Mostly because he never held my gaze more than a few seconds and here he not only looked at me, he looked through me.

      “Morgan. You told me you wouldn’t try to sail by yourself.” Let alone at night and in a storm. Only the sky didn’t have that deep dark feel from a lack of sun. And the more my eyes adjusted, lines of dark gray surfaced from the black clouds. Letting through enough light to make the life-jacket Morgan wore glow.

      Morgan pushed back his rain-soaked hair. “You wouldn’t wake up.” His shoulder jerked. “You wouldn’t wake up, Grant. You had a fever. I radioed for help, and they gave me coordinates where to meet, but it was closer to shore and we got caught in the storm.”

      Fever?

      My foot throbbed as if answering my question.

      “I’m sorry…I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything…I drained the abscess but…you didn’t wake up.” Morgan threw his arms around me and pressed his face into my neck. “I thought you were going to die.” The words were barely a whisper or maybe the storm was just that loud.

      There were a million things I wanted to say to him, but we didn’t have time.

      “We need to get the jib down before it completely shreds and reef the main.” I held his face, but his gaze wandered. A wave rushed over the edge, knocking dog off his feet and slapping me in the shins. The front stay caught me down my back and kept me from going over. “C’mon…”

      Another wave washed past, not as strong, but growing swells raced toward us.

      Morgan grabbed sail cloth, and so did I. My arms shook under the weight, and my heart pounded in my chest. I helped Morgan drag the jib sail off the front stay, and we wadded it up and tossed it into the cockpit.

      “How far down?” Morgan worked the halyard and the wind fought against the sail dropping.

      “Almost all the way, maybe three feet of sail at the most.”

      Wind ripped across the surface, sluicing off buckets of rain. The Starry Night tipped, and my feet went out from under me. I grabbed the mast.

      Morgan untied his life jacket.

      “What are you doing.”

      “I’ll get another one. You need one.”

      “No, Morgan.”

      “They’re right there in the hatch, I’ll get one. Here.” He took his off and put it over me. “Tie it tight.” He edged around the cabin using the side stays for support. I didn’t take my eyes off him till he stepped into the cockpit.

      I tied the life jacket, and Dog watched me from the roof of the cabin.

      I went back to inching the sail down. A wall of seawater slammed into the hull. The slack in the ropes let the boom swing just enough to knock me off my feet and my trembling muscles didn’t have the strength to get back up on my own.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so drained of life.

      Morgan reappeared with the life jacket thrown over his neck and hanging from his shoulders.

      “You need to tie that closed,” I said.

      “In a minute.” Morgan helped me to my feet and grabbed a line attached to the mast. He wrapped it around my waist.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re tired, you could fall. If you do, tying you to the boat will keep you from getting swept away.” He finished the knot. “There.”

      We set to tugging the sail down against a wind determined to rip it off the boom. It got halfway and wouldn’t move.

      “Need more slack in the halyard.”

      “I got it.” Morgan eased down the length of the boom. The laces of his life jacket twisted in the wind.

      A swell slammed into the Starry Night, hard enough to turn us sideways. The next wave broke over the bow. I inhaled a mouthful and came up coughing. Dog lay on his belly with a surprised expression. He sneezed, clearing a spray from his nostrils.

      “Morgan?” I shoved myself up. “Morgan.” The air thinned. “Mor—”

      “I’m fine.” He crawled out of the cockpit. Crimson ran in wet tears from his hairline.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “It’s just a cut. We’ll worry about it later. We need to get the sail down.” He cranked the wench. “There, that should be enough.”

      With the halyard loosened, we were able to reef the mainsail. By lowering it to the minimal amount, we could keep from being blown around and hopefully not lose the sail, or worse, the mast.

      An erratic clack, clack made me look up. The antenna flopped from where it’d been ripped from the mast. I cursed myself for not securing it better. But there’d been no storms like this in Durstrand and the Starry Night was never supposed to leave.

      It was too late to do anything now except survive.

      “You get those.” I pointed to the ties dangling from the boom. “I got the front.”

      Morgan went to the end of the boom where the sail stopped and began fastening it down. I worked on the ones closer to the mast.

      The near-constant gales vibrated the mainstays. I chased one of the ties dancing in the air. Morgan helped me wrap it around and lock it down.

      I sagged against the boom.

      “Think that’s enough?” Morgan shielded his eyes as he scanned the mast.

      “Yeah. We just need to make sure everything is tied down.”

      Dog barked like he agreed with me.

      “You go ahead and head below,” Morgan said. “I’ll check the sheets and make sure they’re secure.”

      “Absolutely not.” Like hell I was going to leave him. “We’ll both check them. It will be faster that way, then we can both go below, and I can take a look at that cut on your head.”

      Morgan touched his hairline and winced. “Okay. We both check the sheets.” He started around the cabin.

      “Hang on, I gotta get this rope off.” My fingers slipped a few times before I could wiggle a finger into one of the loops to loosen it.

      The Starry Night tilted bow down, aft up; dog slid, I slid. Morgan held on to one of the side stays. Water didn’t just rush over the boat—it slammed down from above, knocking me to my knees. Dog yelped, flailing his legs, trying to find purchase. I grabbed his collar before the wave could knock him off. “Easy boy, I got you.”

      “Is he okay?” Morgan rushed over.

      “Stay there—”

      The second wave hit. Dog was jerked out of my hold. The rope dug into my gut, stopping me before more than my legs went over the side. It seemed like the entire boat went under, but it could only have been a wave.

      Water poured off the deck and Dog landed on the top of the cabin.

      I got to my knees.

      The space where Morgan had been was empty.

      “Morgan?”

      Lightning broke the sky and the lights on the cabin threw out pitiful patches of light.

      “Morgan!” My voice broke.

      Orange flashed between white caps. Riding a wave, Morgan’s empty life jacket.

      “Oh, God, no.” I fought with the ropes while screaming Morgan’s name. Dog jumped from the roof of the cabin and leaped from the edge of the boat. Water washed over him, and he disappeared, then reappeared several yards out, rising higher with the surge of water.

      The wave crashed into the Starry Night and I slid in the opposite direction. But I had enough time to wind the rope around my forearm before I went over. I saved myself from broken ribs but paid for it with my knees whacking the hull.

      Rolling water raised enough for my toes to touch the surface. The possibility of capsizing had me fighting to get back on deck. But my tired muscles couldn’t lift me more than a few inches.

      I yelled for Morgan again, even though it was useless.

      Wind tossed loose sheets, and the boom swung as far as the slack in the ropes would let it before snapping back. Thunder roared, water crashed against the wooden hull, and wet ropes slapped the deck.

      I screamed Morgan’s name until every swallow tasted of copper. Until nothing but a hiss whistled out.

      Rain blurred my vision. I shook my head, trying to clear my eyes.

      Nothing but dark rolling water and white caps. Some sharp triangles, others long, angry boiling strings. Rising and falling, rising and falling, gobbling each other up only to be born again.

      Another repetitive noise joined the rest.

      Only it didn’t come from the Starry Night.

      The barking echoed over the water, somehow overpowering the storm. Water peeled back revealing pieces of an orange life vest. Dog paddled in the direction of the Starry Night.

      I squinted.

      Damage hadn’t caused the missing patches of color.

      Morgan had an arm looped through the rope holding on Dog’s vest.

      “Morgan.” His name was nothing more than a horse whisper. I kicked, trying to turn around so I could make some lame attempt to get back on board where there were life preservers and rope.

      A wave tipped up the bow taking the Starry Night almost horizontal. I swung out a leg, catching the heel of my injured foot over one of the side stays.

      Pain ripped up my leg, yanking the air from my lungs and leaving behind black flowers in my vision.

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself to breathe.

      Blood trickled between my toes, creating tiny red rivers that followed the shape of my foot.

      I pulled against the weight of my body.

      If I didn’t get on board, I had no chance of helping Morgan. I told myself how much he meant to me, how any amount of pain would be worth saving him, how willing I was to die to keep him alive.

      But even those facts could not give me the strength to haul myself on board.

      And like the beaches of those faraway lands that meant nothing without the man I loved, neither did life.

      One more time. I had to try one more time even though I didn’t stand a chance.

      I adjusted my grip. Instead of using my arm, I bent my knee, using my heel as an anchor. It gained me a few inches, but it was nowhere near enough.

      Dark water pot marked with eddies swelled around the Starry Night and fell away as if a drain had opened up.

      The boat fell forward, shoving a wake of water upward, pushing me high enough to put slack in the rope around my arms. The wave gave me just enough buoyancy to get my knee over the wire, taking away half my body weight.

      I bowed my back, and between the wire and the rope, I was able to hook an elbow over the edge of the Starry Night.

      Gravity did the rest, and I hit the deck, knocking the air from my lungs.

      I crawled to where the life preserver was mounted on the mast and dragged it back.

      Empty dark water raged around the sailboat.

      “No…no, no, no.” I tried to stand, only to fall. I grabbed one of the side stays and used it to help me stand. I moved along the edge of the boat, all the way to the bow, then the other side. More empty water. Miles of empty, angry ocean.

      Then the bits of orange popped up between swells. Dog continued to bark. I threw the life preserver, but it barely went a yard out. I pulled it back in, made another toss. A wave threw it right back at me.

      I went all the way to the aft of the boat and heaved the damn orange ring hard enough to toss myself to the ground. The rope tied to it arched through the air. It landed a good twenty feet away. Dog continued to swim toward the Starry Night.

      “The float, boy. Come on, the float.”

      Morgan lifted his head. His skin was almost white against the water. Dog made a right, heading for the float. He grabbed it in his mouth, and I pulled in the line dragging them over to the ladder. I didn’t even think about how I would get them up the ladder.

      But I had to. Even if I ripped every muscle in my back, I had to get them on board.

      Dog put his paws on the second ladder rung.

      I reached for Morgan, but he was too far away. I laid on my stomach.

      “Morgan.” I cleared my throat and found enough of my voice to say his name again.

      He rose and fell with the ebb of water.

      “Morgan, baby, look at me.”

      His eyes were open, but he didn’t see me.

      “Morgan, I need you to give me your hand. I can’t reach you unless—”

      He blinked and his gaze was slow to adjust. “I slipped.” His hand found mine.

      A laugh and sob escaped my throat. “I know, so did I.”

      “My life jacket came off. The water was too strong.”

      “It’s okay, you’re safe now.” Thanks to one roly-poly Labrador. I pulled on Morgan’s arm, but between his weight, my exhaustion, and the water trying to suck him back under, I failed.

      It seemed I always failed when it came to Morgan.

      The sail flapped, and the halyard snaked by my leg. It had come loose from the wench.

      Fuck, the wench.

      “Hang on, Morgan, hang on, okay.” I coughed and my aching vocal cords protested. I took the other end of the rope from the life preserver and wrapped it around the wench. I crawled back to the edge. Morgan had one hand on the rung, but it was clear the only one keeping him there was Dog’s grip on that ring.

      “Morgan.” I made a loop in the slack of the rope. “Morgan, I need your help here. I need you to put this around you, okay.”

      He swayed in the water.

      Head down, eyes averted, I had no idea if he was even there anymore.

      “Morgan.”

      He twitched and a whine ticked out of his throat.

      “Morgan, stay with me, okay, please. Concentrate on me, on Dog, on anything.”

      He said something, but it was lost to the wind.

      “I need you to get this rope over you and under your arms.”

      He nodded but didn’t move.

      “Morgan, baby, you gotta help me. You’ll drown, Dog will drown.” And I would too. If not in the ocean, in my tears.

      Morgan inched his grip up the side of the ladder. I grabbed his wrist and dropped the rope over him. “Now the other one.”

      He tightened his fingers around the edge of Dog’s life jacket.

      “Morgan, you gotta raise your other arm so I can get this under both of them.”

      “Don’t let go.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I don’t want to drown.”

      “I won’t. I swear, I won’t.” I choked on the desperation that what I said would not be a lie.

      The weight of Morgan’s body pulled my arm. I wedged my shoulder against the lip of the boat where it stopped to allow access for the ladder.

      Morgan let go of Dog and raised his other arm. I tossed the oversized loop and it fell over Morgan. “Put your arm down.”

      He latched back on to Dog, and I tugged the rope back and forth until it had tightened as much as possible around Morgan’s chest.

      I didn’t want to let him go, but I couldn’t reach the wench from this side of the Starry Night. I twisted out of his grip and stumbled to the wench mounted next to the cockpit. I cranked the handle, and it wound with little resistance; the rope dragged tighter. I wanted to make sure it hadn’t come off him, but I couldn’t waste time. Two more rotations and the rope pulled taught. I leaned into the handle, forcing it to turn. Morgan’s arm slapped the deck. I wound the wench again and it pulled him to his chest. One more and he was flat on his stomach on deck. Dog’s head was just above the first rung on the ladder. He still had his jaws clamped on the life saver. I made another rotation, and the animal pushed himself up the rungs. Dog flopped down next to Morgan and licked his face until he turned his head away. I grabbed one of the other ropes attached to the mast and dragged it over to Morgan.

      “What are you doing?” He tried to sit up and failed, but it gave me enough room to get the line under him.

      “Wrapping this around you so you won’t go overboard again.” Because I didn’t have the breath left in me to drag us all in back into the cabin.

      I tied the end to Dog’s vest and wrapped the slack around one of the cleats until I was sure there wasn’t enough to let any of us move.

      Morgan put an arm around my waist, and I tangled a hand in his T-shirt. He shivered and I held him tighter.

      His exhale burned my skin. “Thank you, Grant.”

      “For what?”

      “For not letting go.”

      My heart threatened to crack. “I’d never let go of you, Morgan. No matter what. I’d never let go.”
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      A dull jab to my arm and slimy warm smack to my face got me to open my eyes.

      Deep twilight shrouded the world, broken apart by stars, and the faint line of color inching above the horizon. The raging storm had fled, and the waves had receded into wrinkles on the surface of the water.

      Dog licked me again and pawed my arm.

      “I’m awake.”

      He stuck his nose in Morgan’s eye, and he batted Dog away.

      “Hey.” I propped my elbow on the lip of the deck and helped Morgan sit up.

      He wiped his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Was I okay? He was the one who almost drowned.

      “I’m good.” My throat threatened to close up. “But you scared the hell out of me.”

      “I scared me too.” Morgan pressed his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to—”

      I put a finger over his lips. “No apologies. You’re okay. I’m okay. Dog is okay. We’re good.”

      “He helped.” Morgan ran a hand over Dog’s head. “The wind, the waves, there was so much. And you wouldn’t wake up.”

      I kissed Morgan on the temple.

      “Dog barked at me and kept sticking his fat nose in my face.” Morgan’s smile trembled. “He made me get up. Every time I tried to stop, he made me get up and keep going.”

      I ruffled Dog’s ears. “He knew you needed him.”

      Morgan nodded. “I did need him.”

      Dog barked and danced in place, twisting the rope.

      “I think he wants to be untied.” I couldn’t coordinate my fingers well enough to undo the knot.

      “I’ve got it.” Morgan untied Dog’s vest, setting him free. He bounded to the aft end of the boat. I thought for sure he was on an emergency bladder break but instead he stared out over the water and barked. Not the same loud sound off he was capable of but louder than a woof.

      I propped my shoulder against the deck rim.

      Morgan stood. “Do you need some help up?”

      Pretty sure my pride, what was left of it, burst into flames and nose-dived into the ocean. “Yeah, I think I do.”

      He offered me a hand, and I used the deck rim to take most of my weight. Getting farther up seemed to give back energy rather than taking it away, and I made it to my feet.

      But not without every bone, joint, and muscle reading me the riot act. My foot however, I’m pretty sure it threatened to take a contract hit out on my life.

      Dog continued to bark. Morgan walked over to Dog, and the animal fell quiet and sat next to him.

      “At the risk of sounding like an impatient eight-year-old,” I said, “are we there yet?”

      Morgan’s wayward hand took up its post next to his temple. He tilted his head one way, then the next. “We’re close, really close, a quarter-mile? Maybe less. But we don’t have a lot of time, we have to be in the right place at dawn.” He turned on the trolling motor, and the little boat made a slow arch heading east.

      After several minutes, Morgan cut the engine.

      Water surrounded us—gentle waves in contrast to yesterday’s storm. The remnants of clouds continued to burn away.

      Dog trotted to the port side. Morgan followed him. The cold hues of a new dawn paled into pinks and oranges.

      Morgan climbed on top of the cabin, shielding his eyes. Waves rocked the Starry Night. I climbed up beside him and scanned the horizon. “Do you know what we’re looking for?”

      “No. But we’ll know it when we see it.”

      Seagulls spun overhead, then disappeared.

      Morgan made a frustrated sound. “I know this is the right spot. It has to be.” He stood on his toes and craned his head. Light trickled across the ocean, highlighting waves until the edge of glowing fire rose high enough to blanket us in warm rays.

      Morgan held up his hand and wiggled his fingers through the sunrise causing elongated shadows on the reefed mainsail. He hummed while watching whatever it was I couldn’t see.

      Then he dropped his hand and walked to the other side of the roof. “I’m not wrong. I know I’m not.” His voice cracked.

      Dog barked from the port side, and Morgan hopped off the cabin. “There it is.” He turned the trolling motor back on ,and the Starry Night puttered in the direction of nothing.

      I scanned the water, hating myself for beginning to have doubts. But who wouldn’t? There was only a landscape of water chopped apart by the sunrise.

      “There, Grant. Do you see it?”

      “No, sorry I—” White flickered in the distance. “Yeah…” My heart sped up. “Yeah, I see something.”

      “Here, take the rudder. I’ll get some rope.”

      I didn’t even want to ask what we needed rope for.

      We closed in, and the chips of white in the distance turned into patches. I shielded my eyes from the sun. “I think it’s pieces of a boat.” Large chunks of debris bobbed in the water. A little farther out, a partially inflated lifeboat. Two figures sat slumped against the side.

      One man had artificially colored red hair, a cut on his forehead, bruises on his face, blood, dirt, and what might have been grease smeared on his chin.

      The other was slightly taller, black hair, the dusting of a light brown beard. Both of them were dressed in old jeans and T-shirts that had seen better days.

      Then the redhead looked up. His eyes were pale green, almost translucent, so distinctive that one feature told me who this man was.

      Felix.

      And I hadn’t seen him since he’d left in the back of Jeff’s car.

      “Grant?” Felix sounded as disbelieving as I felt.

      “Yeah.”

      I hopped off the cabin and helped Morgan with the rope. Dog trotted up and down the port side of the Starry Night, wagging his tail.

      “Here, can you catch this and tie it to the side of the raft?” I held up the rope.

      “Not sure, my right hand’s in pretty bad shape.”

      Morgan clicked his tongue and Dog jumped into the water and paddled over. He clicked his tongue again and the dog swam to the right side of the raft where tabs of material flopped. Dog grabbed a piece and pulled the raft back to the ladder on the Starry Night. Morgan and I got Dog back on deck.

      “How bad is your friend hurt?” I nodded at the guy with black hair.

      Felix shook his head. “Not sure. I think he took a bullet.”

      There were only so many reasons for people to start shooting at each other. But I’d wait to ask after they were on board, and I could at least make sure they wouldn’t bleed to death.

      We decided to tie rope to each corner of the life raft and use it like a hammock to get them high enough to help them on deck.

      Morgan set up the wench I’d used to tow him on board, and I ran a second rope to a pulley. I wasn’t sure lifting them out by the raft would work, but I also didn’t want to take the chance of hurting either of them worse.

      “You ready?” Morgan said.

      “Almost.” I sat and leaned against the lip of the deck.

      “You sure you’re up to this?” Felix ran an unsure look over me.

      “Yeah, just give me a minute.”

      “Grant?” Morgan flicked thoughts and rocked back and forth.

      “I’m okay. Just… tired.” Still. Part of me worried it would be forever. I wasn’t sure a lionfish sting could do something like that, but I admit, the thought worried me. Mostly because of all the things I wouldn’t be able to give Morgan.

      I pushed the thought out of my head and concentrated on the two people in the life raft.

      There was no way I had the strength to keep the rope taught so I wrapped it around the nearest cleat. “Okay.” I motioned for Morgan to crank the wench. “Go slow. Real slow. We don’t want to dump them out.”

      The rope straightened, the pulley tilted, and the life raft raised an inch. I pulled in the slack on my side and the cleat kept the rope from sliding.

      It took longer than I’d hoped. By the time we got them raised high enough to slide through the gap where the ladder hung, the other man stirred.

      Felix used his good hand to push his companion upright. “Get him first.”

      I grabbed one arm, Morgan the other, and Felix heaved up one of the man’s legs. The muscles in my arms quivered, and beads of sweat broke out over my upper lip. I strained to help lift him, but the man was a hell of a lot heavier than one big yellow dog.

      And he was dead weight. That always seemed to add fifty pounds to whatever you tried to pick up.

      My grip slipped, but instead of falling, the weight dragging him down lightened. And I know I didn’t suddenly become Superman.

      Dog had the guy by the waist of his jeans. Morgan counted to three, and we all heaved, including Dog, clearing the edge by an inch. It was high enough to get the man on, so I didn’t complain.

      I collapsed next to the ladder. My heart pounded behind my sternum and my foot throbbed with every beat.

      Morgan lay the stranger down and walked over. “Grant?”

      “I’m okay.” I didn’t have to see Morgan’s face to know he didn’t believe me. “I’m tired. It’s been a long night.”

      I was sure an equally long day for Morgan. If I was only out a day.

      “Okay, let’s get this done.” I tried to push myself up. The effort left me trembling, and I remained on my ass.

      And Morgan couldn’t do this alone. I tried again with even less success. Anger had me biting back tears. The constant drum in the sole of my foot grew spikes. I wanted to try again, and again, but I’d used up whatever strength I’d gotten back.

      Morgan knelt beside me. “A very wise man told me once, you don’t have to be strong all the time.” He pushed back my sweaty bangs. “He’s right, you know.”

      I caught Morgan by the wrist and kissed his knuckle just above the ring he wore on his finger. “I can’t let you do this alone.”

      “I won’t.” Morgan inclined his head at Dog. “He’s got four good legs and a set of choppers.”

      Dog woofed and tap-danced on his front feet.

      “We got this, Grant.” Morgan kissed me on the forehead. “Just rest, okay.”

      As if I had a choice.

      Morgan had Dog stand at the gap. To Felix, Morgan said, “Hold on to his collar.”

      Felix wrapped his good hand around the leather strap.

      “Can I pull you by your arm?”

      Felix held up his bad hand. “Yeah, arm is fine, just my hand.”

      Morgan gripped Felix’s forearm. “Okay, Dog, pull.” The animal dug his feet into the wood hard enough to leave indentions, and Morgan leaned back. With one heave, they had Felix on board.

      He crawled over to his companion. “Hey, we’re safe.” He stroked the man’s cheek. “C’mon, Jeff, wake up.”

      “Jeff?”

      Felix looked at me. “Yeah, Jeff.” He must have seen the confusion in my face because he added, “Jeff Shaldon.”

      There was no way this was FBI Agent Jeff Shaldon. We’d been lovers once, I knew every inch of him, every scar, every mole.

      Because Agent Shaldon had wide shoulders, a thick chest, the body of a man who worked out for muscle but not so much it would slow him down. This man had the body of a runner or at least a sprinter. The loss of mass made his arms and legs seem longer.

      And Jeff never had a hint of a five o’clock shadow. He’d always been so clean-shaven, I often wondered if he could even grow facial hair. The scruff sharpened his jaw and accented his cheekbones, completely altering how I remembered his appearance.

      I’d also known him as a brunette, here his hair was black. Too dark to be natural yet it didn’t look as fake like a dye job should.

      All superficial details that I should have seen through but couldn’t.

      That’s the thing about trying to change your identity. No matter how good of a disguise you come up with, someone will recognize you.

      When he played the part of Jeff Myers, he’d looked different compared to who he was as an FBI agent, but now he didn’t look different—he was different.

      No, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have recognized Agent Jeff Shaldon if he’d been naked.

      “Let’s get him moved over here, and I’ll go get the first aid kit.” Morgan looped two lengths of rope around Jeff. His upper body and knees. He held out the slack to Dog and the animal took it. “Don’t drop that.” Dog woofed around a mouthful of rope. Morgan picked up the length around Jeff’s chest. Felix joined him and gripped half of it.

      A smile flicked over Morgan’s lips, and Felix nodded like Morgan had said something out loud that he agreed with.

      “Okay,” Morgan adjusted his hold. “Lift.” Dog pulled his head up; the muscles in his powerful neck and shoulders bulged. Morgan walked backward, Felix sideways, and Dog stumbled forward. It was awkward but they got him into the cockpit.

      “We’ve got a first aid kit. I’ll be right back.” Morgan went below.

      Felix held Jeff’s head in his lap. His expression left no doubt that whatever they had, it went deep.

      There’d been a time in my life when I thought I was in love with Jeff. Then everything we had turned out to be a lie that nearly got us both killed. I hated him for a long time. Enough that I almost went so far as to kill him.

      I still didn’t really understand how it all happened between us. But everything he did wrong had taken me right to Morgan.

      In the end, Jeff saved my life when I thought for sure I would die at the hands of FBI Agent Hines.

      It took me a while to realize Jeff wasn’t a bad person, a liar, or even selfish. He was just someone who still believed he could fix the world by doing what was right, even when it put his life or another person’s on the line.

      And that was something I did understand.

      I tried to get to my feet again. Dog bumped me with his shoulder and saddled up to my side. I gripped his collar, and he moved forward, pulling me to my knees. He returned, and I put an arm over his back. I was reluctant to let him take all my weight, so I used the side stay as a second brace. My first try failed, the second time, I gripped his collar again and he towed me to my feet.

      The light brightened and spots danced in front of my eyes. All around me, waves splashed with a static feedback. I blinked over and over until it cleared.

      Felix watched me with his brows knitted.

      “I’m okay.” I was beginning to feel like a broken record.

      I hobbled over. While the lack of space on the sailboat presented issues, right then, I was grateful I didn’t have to walk far. Dog stayed at my side as if ready to catch me. I didn’t even try to climb down the steps. I sat and slid to the top one. It put me close enough to look Jeff over and that was all that mattered.

      “How long has he been out?”

      “Not sure. I passed out after we got onto the life raft. I think he did too.”

      Jeff mumbled something and opened his eyes, but his gaze was somewhere else. He closed them again.

      “I need to check his head.”

      Felix leaned away, giving me enough room to run my fingers over Jeff’s scalp. No bumps or dents. The few cuts were shallow, but head wounds bled badly either way.

      I lifted one eyelid, then the next. Both pupils were the same size and contracted in the sunlight.

      Various blood-soaked holes pot marked his shirt. It was clear some were tears but others?

      I lifted his shirt.

      Blue and purple flowers covered his chest and ribs. I didn’t know if the darker areas were shadows or bulges under the skin. A large gash ran from one shoulder to his chest, two more cuts might have been puncture wounds.

      Felix clenched his jaw tight enough to make the tendon’s stand out on his neck. “We got thrown around a lot when the boat went down.”

      I suspected more than the boat was responsible. The finger-sized bruises on Jeff’s neck confirmed it.

      Morgan returned with the first-aid box and a black zipper pouch in one hand, the small ice cooler in the other. “Mending kit.” He laid it next to me. “I thought we might need it.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t.” I eyed the ice chest, and he set it down in front of me.

      Morgan flipped aside the top. “Need to keep your foot on ice.”

      “I’m—”

      “Foot, cooler, now.” Morgan pointed.

      I jammed my foot into the pile of ice cubes. “Do I get a treat now?”

      “Absolutely.” Morgan kissed me on the forehead.

      Felix flicked a look back and forth between us. I cringed at the thought of him asking me to elaborate, but instead he went back to watching Jeff.

      Morgan opened the first-aid kit: Gauze pads, bandages, forceps, disinfectant wipes, enough Band-Aids to cover the Grand Canyon.

      “Bring me the extra flat sheet and a pair of scissors.” We had a lot of gauze bandages but not enough to wrap Jeff’s torso if he had broken ribs.

      Morgan did as I asked.

      He returned, and I took the scissors and cut off Jeff’s shirt.

      With the fabric out of the way, the damage seemed to double.

      Felix made a small sound under his breath. Tears glittered in his eyes.

      “He’ll be okay.” I honestly believed it when I said it. But the expression on Felix’s face said he didn’t agree. “Look, Felix. Trust me when I tell you he’s a tough son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Takes one to know one.” Jeff’s words came out slurred.

      I grinned and Felix laughed a little.

      Jeff tried to turn his head, and his expression pinched. Pain creased the corners of his eyes and what little color he had in his cheeks paled.

      “Be still.” I opened the bottle of alcohol and doused the first wad of gauze.

      “Where are we?” He squinted at me. “And why the hell are you here?”

      “You’re on our boat the Starry Night,” Morgan said.

      “That’s only half an ans—” Jeff sucked in a breath.

      “Like I said, be still.” I showed him the bottle of alcohol. “This isn’t going to feel good.”

      “Can’t feel any worse than—”

      I poured the liquid over the wounds.

      “Fuck, goddamn, fuck, shit—” Jeff grit his teeth and spit flecked his lips.

      “I warned you.”

      He glared at me.

      I wiped the area around the wounds.

      Jeff relaxed, only wincing when I got near the worst cut on his chest.

      Morgan tore strips, Felix smoothed them out, and I cleaned away the dirt, mud, and whatever the hell else Jeff had on him.

      I examined the cut. It was bad, but I’d seen worse. I’d seen worse on Felix when we’d found him. He’d had two broken hands then, a dislocated shoulder, broken ribs, nose, jaw and a couple of gunshots wounds that somehow missed every critical organ. One bullet lodged in his hip, the other went through his back and out his side. The men who’d beaten him also cut his Achilles tendons just to make sure he didn’t stand a chance at crawling out of the mass grave they’d dumped him into.

      I never thought he’d live. I didn’t think his father did either.

      Yet here he was, determination on his face, his chin up, and his bad hand laying on Jeff’s shoulder. Every so often, Felix stroked Jeff’s cheek with his right thumb, the only digit on his hand that wasn’t black and blue.

      But it was the silence between them that told me far more. It conveyed their worry, anger, regret. It was all there. Whatever had happened, was happening between them, wasn’t over.

      “How far are we from land?” Felix said.

      Pain returned to Jeff’s expression, but this time, it wasn’t the kind of expression found when dealing with physical injuries.

      “No idea.” I looked at Morgan.

      “I’ll have to check the GPS.” He went below and returned in less than a minute. “Looks like we’re about twenty miles from land. Tybee Island. That’s Savannah.”

      “Tybee Island?” Jeff said.

      “I take it you weren’t headed to Tybee Island.” I capped the alcohol bottle.

      “No. I mean, we weren’t really…we didn’t exactly have a destination in mind.”

      Jeff made like he was about to sit up but barely managed to raise his head. “They were taking us out into international waters.”

      It was the way Jeff said it that I knew that whoever they were had planned on killing him and Felix.

      “Then the storm hit.” Felix shook his head. “It blew in fast, caught everyone off guard.”

      “The boat broke up.” Jeff closed his eyes for a moment. “It was a pretty big boat, but that storm…” He looked at me. “I heard the weather report. There wasn’t supposed to be a storm.”

      “A beautiful day to die.” Felix watched the water. “That’s what one of them said. It was

      a beautiful day to die.”

      Their hands found one another. Blood and oil smeared over their fingers. Both Jeff and Felix’s knuckles whitened with the momentary force of their grip before relaxing but not letting go.

      The uneasy silence stretched on too long.

      “We should get you to land.” Morgan handed me the rest of the cloth strips. “You need a doctor and so does Grant.” He nodded at Felix. “And you need to put some ice on that hand or it will swell.”

      Felix laughed.

      Morgan shrugged. “Swell more.”

      Felix stood but seemed reluctant to leave Jeff. But when Morgan headed into the galley, he followed.

      Jeff levered up on an elbow. I helped him prop against the back of the bench.

      When they were gone, I said, “You want to share what you’re doing out here, dressed like a reject from a 90s grunge band?”

      The grin Jeff gave me was fleeting. “We were trying to recover some evidence that would put a lot of powerful people away for a very long time.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Jeff frowned.

      “The putting them away part. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, enough money, the law won’t apply the same to you as everyone else. More than enough, and you can write those laws however you want.”

      “The justice system does work on occasion.”

      “Of course you’d say that working for the FBI.”

      It was the first time I’d seen Jeff’s expression go empty. A completely blank slate. The kind of face worn by people who killed for a living.

      “I don’t work for the FBI.”

      “I thought you said they weren’t going to fire you.”

      “I never worked for the FBI, Grant.”

      I sat back. Ice in the cooler shifted. The crunch contrasted the smooth lap of waves against the side of the Starry Night. “Then who do you work for?” This man I’d once shared my bed with. A life I’d gutted to glean all the information I could.

      If there was anything more powerful than money, it was knowledge.

      I wanted to kill Jeff when he fucked me over. But sitting there, less than four feet from him, all the light in his eyes black as coal, I really wondered which one of us would have survived the encounter.

      “What?” Jeff said.

      “I don’t know. You’re…different.”

      “No. This is me. The real me. Not some persona made up to get the job done.”

      “You make it sound like you’re a contract killer.” And that I was sure he wasn’t.

      Okay, pretty sure.

      “I don’t kill people unless I have to. I told you that’s why I quit the military and refused a job with the CIA. They wanted a sharpshooter; I was one of the best sharpshooters, except for the fact I hated taking a life.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      He sighed, and suddenly he was just a tired man, hurting, maybe even emotionally torn.

      “I work for a branch of the DOJ. I go where they tell me to go. I become the person I need to become. I lie, I deceive, I do anything it takes. It’s why they send me to the worst places. The hardest to get to places, like the FBI.”

      “And you aren’t worried someone would eventually recognize you?”

      “Did you?” Jeff nodded like he’d read my mind. “I become people, Grant. Other people I would never be. It’s why the DOJ recruited me. Sharpshooters are a dime a dozen, but chameleons are a rare find.”

      “Does Felix know about all this?”

      “Yeah. Even if I hadn’t told him, he’d know. He’d look right through me and know everything.” Jeff’s expression softened.

      “I know the feeling.” I almost expected Jeff to scoff. But that had been the old Jeff, the fake Jeff, the paper cutout even I’d missed.

      Or maybe it was something else altogether.

      “I guess that makes me a hypocrite.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t follow.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I gave you shit for Morgan, and I think he has a couple years on Felix.”

      I curled the corner of my mouth. “I have a couple years on you. Evens out.”

      “I’m still a hypocrite.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. You’re a hypocrite. But at the end of the day, when all this is said and done, will it matter?”

      Jeff chewed his bottom lip while staring at nothing. Eventually, he shook his head. “No. No, it won’t.”

      I picked up one of the strips of fabric. “Okay, now that’s decided, let’s finish wrapping those ribs.”
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      We were barely more than ten miles from shore when the trolling motor quit.

      “I think the battery may be dead.” Morgan kneeled at the aft end of the Starry Night, examining the small motor. Dog stood beside him with a stern look on his face.

      “More than likely we burned it up. It was never meant for this kind of distance.” I tried to stand and nearly tripped over the cooler where I submerged my foot up to my calf in ice. The fever had returned to the sting area, but it was only hot, not striped with red. Still, I didn’t want to take a chance passing out. Not now.

      Morgan sat back on his heels and rocked while tossing thoughts.

      “Morgan.” He didn’t acknowledge me. “Morgan, sweetheart.”

      Dog nosed Morgan’s cheek. He still didn’t react.

      “Is he okay?” Jeff gave me an unsure look.

      “It’s been a stressful few days.” And Morgan had been incredible. I decided to try the old standby. I whistled.

      Jeff and Felix both winced. Dog perked his ears up and slowly Morgan turned. “I think you’re right, Grant. The motor died. We’ll have to use the sail.”

      With this being a two-man sailboat, and only one of us near physically able, I’d been reluctant since we had the trolling motor. Slower sure, but there was less chance of someone getting knocked overboard by a runaway boom.

      Or simply falling off because they were trying to be in two places at once.

      But now, we didn’t have a choice.

      Before I could even attempt to pull my foot out of the ice, Morgan was at the mast. “I got it; you sit.”

      “You need someone to at least help with securing the sheets.”

      Morgan untied the knot from the cleat. “I’ve got someone.” He handed the rope to Dog.

      Morgan flicked his hand and Dog trotted to the bow.

      I sat.

      Jeff raised an eyebrow.

      “I have no idea how he does it,” I said.

      Morgan moved into position and heaved the line. It went a foot, then stopped. He let out some slack and tried again. It didn’t move. “I think something is jammed in the guide.” Morgan secured the rope and checked the tracking.

      One of the mounts for the side stays shifted.

      “Stop.” I climbed out of the cockpit and slid on my hip to the port side. Two of the four bolts securing the side stay were gone. A shadow fell over me.

      Morgan knelt. “How did that happen?”

      “There was a lot of wind, yanked the mast around.” Considering the wind velocity, we were lucky it hadn’t snapped.

      Morgan checked another side stay. Bolts wiggled.

      “Leave the sail down,” I said. “If it falls, it could damage the Starry Night, and then we’d have to swim to shore.” I couldn’t make it, and Jeff and Felix definitely couldn’t. Dog was strong and Morgan had tenacity but there were limits to both.

      Morgan followed me back to the cockpit, where a pleasant bucket of melting ice waited for me to snuff out the fire in my toes.

      I submerged my foot with a sigh.

      “How do we get to shore?” Felix said.

      “Dog and I can take the life raft,” Morgan said.

      I turned so fast my back popped. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “It has paddles, I can get to shore.”

      “No, Morgan, it’s too dangerous.”

      “We’re adrift, Grant, we don’t have a motor, we can’t go anywhere and you, Jeff, and Felix need a doctor.”

      “We’re moving toward land.”

      “Yeah, but it could take hours and we may not keep drifting that way.”

      Morgan was right. Still, him going off alone? Sure, he’d done well, really well once on the Starry Night, but what if something went wrong? And in the middle of the ocean, anything was possible.

      “I can do this.” Morgan sat beside me. “I read the books. I know how to sail. A life raft can’t be that difficult, and I have a compass.”

      “You’re underestimating how dangerous the water is. That raft is cheap, just like the radio. We didn’t buy it because we thought we’d need it. We got it because it was something to do with the Starry Night. What if the raft springs a leak or turns over? Hell, a shark could mistake it for a possible meal. The best on the market wouldn’t survive that.” I put a hand on the back of his neck and pulled him close enough for our foreheads to touch. I needed him to look at me to see I meant every word. I needed him to know I’d never survive losing him.

      The dark brown of his eyes swallowed me whole. Flecks of green glowed in the sunlight.

      Morgan’s gaze jumped away, then back. His shoulder jerked, his jaw tensed, but he remained there instead of escaping.

      “Okay.” The defeat in his tone almost made me change my mind. But I couldn’t risk being right.

      “Thank you.” I kissed him on the forehead.

      Dog scurried out of the cockpit and ran a circle around the edge of the Starry Night. He stopped at the bow, then darted down the starboard side to the aft. He froze, ears up, tail out, head raised.

      “What’s gotten into him?” Felix said.

      “I’ll go look.” Morgan joined Dog at the edge of the boat. “I think I see a house.”

      “You mean a houseboat,” I said.

      “No, a house.”

      “We’re still too far from land to see any houses.”

      “There are probably a lot of smaller islands out here.” Felix stood. “I’m sure more than one or two are occupied.”

      “Sit down.” Jeff grabbed the tail of Felix’s shirt. “Please, before you fall.”

      “My hand is hurt, not my legs.”

      “Yeah, and you were hit in the face a couple times too.”

      “If I get dizzy, I’ll sit down.”

      Jeff opened his grip, almost one finger at a time. Felix climbed out of the cockpit.

      I waited till he was beside Morgan before I spoke to Jeff. “How are you doing?”

      “I hurt.” A drop of sweat ran down his temple. While it wasn’t cold out, it wasn’t hot enough to sweat like that.

      “How bad?”

      “My ribs. But they only hurt when I breathe.” He grinned a little. “My shoulder. I think my collarbone may be fractured.”

      “What about that hole in your side?”

      “I think it looks worse than it is. It doesn’t hurt all that much.”

      “Or you can’t feel it because it’s worse than it looks.”

      “You’re a ray of sunshine.”

      I laughed.

      Felix and Morgan had their heads together.

      Jeff watched them. “You think they’re conspiring to steal that crappy life raft of yours?”

      “Nah.” Although a small part of me did wonder.

      Jeff held my gaze for a moment. When I knew him as Jeffery Myers, it meant he was about to ask me another question I probably wouldn’t like. As Jeff Shaldon, the FBI agent, it hinted guilt for the secrets he kept from me.

      But this man I didn’t know. Instinct was the only reason I said, “Spit it out.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Not for yourself, though.”

      He shook his head. “Felix isn’t going to quit. He’s going to keep…” Jeff swallowed several times. “He’s going to keep going after them until it gets him killed.”

      “Have you spoken to his father?”

      “A few times. He just wants Felix to come home.”

      As Rubio’s last surviving son, I’m sure he did. “You know what they did to him.” I made it a statement because how could Jeff not know. He was too observant. His attention to detail would allow him to read every scar on Felix’s body. From his reconstructed hands, to where his Achilles' tendons had been slashed, to the gunshot wounds that should have killed him. There were more. After what he’d been through, there could only be more.

      And the horror of that knowledge glittered in Jeff’s eyes.

      “Then you understand why he won’t stop?”

      Jeff nodded. “I just wish…”

      “What?”

      “There was a way to get him to… to let this all go. Nothing good will come of it. There just doesn’t seem to be anything I can say to make living more important than punishing those monsters.” He grunted and tried to adjust his position. “Don’t get me wrong, they deserved to be punished. But Felix deserves to live, more.”

      “Have you told him?”

      “Yeah, I’ve told him.”

      “No.” I caught Jeff’s gaze. “Have you told him how you feel?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Him. How you feel about him?”

      “I hardly know him.”

      I was pretty sure Jeff knew Felix more than he wanted to admit. Even to himself. What I thought must have shown in my expression because he shook his head.

      “I don’t know what I feel.”

      “Even if you don’t know what it is, have you told him he’s important? Not to the world, Jeff, to you.”

      He looked away.

      “Tell him.”

      “And what if he doesn’t care?”

      I took a breath. “Then you let him go.”

      Jeff closed his eyes. Tears glittered on his eyelashes.

      “Sometimes, the only thing you can do for someone you love is to accept their choice and let them go.”

      I think Jeff was about to say something but snapped his mouth shut when Morgan walked over. “I’m going to get the flare gun.”

      “You sure that’s safe?” Jeff glanced at me like I needed to say something.

      “What do you mean by safe?” Morgan had that tone to his voice, that do-not-tell-me-I’m-incapable-of edge.

      I shook my head at Jeff but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      “You shooting a flare gun?”

      Morgan tossed thoughts. Head down, eyes averted, anyone else might see the behavior as a reaction to intimidation or feeling embarrassed.

      But I knew better.

      Morgan lifted his chin. “The only reason I’m not going to make an ass of you, Jeff, is because you’re hurt, and I’m all out of toothpicks.”

      I snorted and Jeff’s cheeks took on a bit of pink.

      Felix bit his bottom lip in an obvious struggle not to laugh.

      “That’s not what I meant.” Jeff winced. “Hurts to talk loud too.” He struggled to shift his weight. Felix helped him. “The flare gun…if the life raft is crappy, the radio substandard, I’d hate for you to shoot a flare gun that might malfunction and hurt you.”

      The tension melted from Morgan’s shoulders. “You’re forgiven. And the flare gun belonged to Aunt Jenny. She uses them to scare off the bears when they try to get into the garbage.”

      “If she uses it to run off bears, why did she give it to you?”

      “Bears aren’t afraid of it anymore. Now she uses rock salt.” Morgan squeezed past us and headed below.

      Felix sat beside Jeff and said, “Toothpicks?”

      “I’ll explain later,” Jeff said.

      The tone of his voice said he’d try to get out of it then too.

      Morgan came back up with the flare gun and returned to the bow where Dog patiently waited for him.

      “You think that will work?” Jeff listed to the side.

      I had no idea, but for his sake, I hoped it did. I feared that superficial gunshot wound might not be so superficial, or his ribs might have been more than cracked.

      The pop of the gun echoed over the water, and the chunk of fire shot toward the clouds. Dog barked, going from one side of Morgan to the other. “How long should I wait between shots?”

      “How many flares do you have?” I said.

      “Three.”

      “I’d wait at least five.”

      The glowing ember descended back to earth and the ocean swallowed it up.

      Felix said my name. Jeff slumped against him.

      I moved to the other side and patted Jeff on the cheek. “Hey, I need you to stay awake.”

      His eyelids fluttered, and for a moment, they opened, but the only person he looked at was Felix, then Jeff was gone again.

      I checked his pulse. “It’s slow, but there.”

      Felix nodded and pressed his lips to Jeff’s temple. Fear, hopelessness, the darkness of hate, it all burned in Felix’s eyes while he stared at nothing across the water.

      People unsure about their feelings did not look at the world with enough rage to burn it down. Jeff might have been confused, but Felix wasn’t.

      This was a man who’d already lost his heart and maybe his soul.

      Felix’s expression crumbled. “They’ll take everything from me.”

      I didn’t know if he meant to say it aloud. “Then don’t let them.”

      “Someone has to stop them.”

      I agreed. “But that someone doesn’t have to be you.”

      Another pop from the flare gun caught me off guard. I turned.

      “I know you said five minutes.” Morgan rocked. “But we can’t wait.”

      I checked Jeff’s pulse again, mostly because I felt like I needed to do something.

      Several minutes passed.

      “I think I see a boat.” Morgan raised the flare gun.

      “Wait a few more minutes.”

      “But they might miss us.”

      “Unless you’re sure it’s a boat, then shooting it now may keep us from getting another opportunity for help.”

      Morgan rocked and tossed thoughts. “It’s a boat. I know it’s a boat.”

      Only the stretch of water and faint shapes in the distance hovered in the haze over the water.

      “It’s a boat, Grant.”

      I nodded. “Okay. If it’s a boat…”

      Morgan raised the flare gun, and the third and final streak of red shot toward the sky.

      That doubt returned. I pushed it back. This was Morgan, the most incredible man I’d ever known, if he said there was a boat—

      The hum of an engine echoed over the waves.

      I headed over, swollen foot and all.

      “I told you I saw a house.”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “And see, there’s a boat.”

      “Yup.”

      “Do you think they can tow us? And you’re supposed to have your foot in ice.”

      “Kinda hard to walk with a cooler as a boot.”

      “You’re not supposed to walk. That’s the point. You’re supposed to sit. So, go sit.”

      “I’m okay for now.”

      “You need to put your—”

      I cupped Morgan’s cheek, and he tilted his head enough for his bangs to slide away.

      “Have I told you how much I love you?” I said.

      “Not today. Or yesterday. But yesterday was kind of difficult. The day before. At least three times. But at least two of those were when I had you bent over.” He grinned.

      I kissed him. “Well, I loved you yesterday and today.”

      Morgan smiled a little. “What about next week?”

      “I’ll love you then too.”

      “I don’t know, you could change your mind.”

      “Never.”

      The rumble of a boat engine rose above the waves.

      I kissed Morgan again.

      “You sure you want to do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Might scare off our rescue team.”

      I laughed a little. “Well, if it does, I guess I’ll be taking the cooler for a ride in that crappy life raft.”

      But Morgan was right. I loved him more than anything, but not everyone in the world was ready for that. The boat came closer, and when Dog nudged between us, I didn’t resist giving him room.

      Our rescuer piloted what might have been an old fishing boat but had been refurbished into a leisure cruiser. Nothing fancy, just a nice sitting area, a raised wheelhouse, and a few colorful windsocks that looked handsewn and with enough crooked pieces to suggest it had been done with unskilled hands.

      A passenger moved to the port side. He had to be in his late fifties, had blond hair, and wore a light blue button-up.

      “Hello, there. Saw your flares. You look like you might need some help.” He smiled and so did I.

      “Yeah, we definitely could use some help. Storm damaged the antenna and the mast. We lost bolts on at least one side stay, so we couldn’t raise the sail.”

      “You taking on any water?”

      “No, sir. But we’ve also got a couple injured.”

      “Three injured,” Morgan said.

      The man’s gaze slid to the cockpit. “Jon?” He glanced back. “Jon, call in for EMS. They’ve got injured.”

      I was about to ask him not to call the coast guard, but at this point, I was more worried about getting everyone to shore, alive.

      The man in the wheelhouse picked up the radio receiver. His lips moved in a muffled call out.

      “Hang on, I’ll get some rope.” The blond disappeared below.

      The man named Jon stepped out of the wheelhouse. He had a few years on his companion. “I called EMS; they’re going to send out a helicopter.” He glanced back. “Hurry up, Ellis.”

      “I’m hurrying.” He returned, moving with a slight hitch in his gait. “Here.” Ellis tossed us the rope.

      I reached for the rope, but Morgan got to it before I could.

      “By the way, my name is Grant, and that’s Morgan.” I tipped my head in the direction of Jeff and Felix and introduced them as well.

      “How bad are they hurt?” Jon said.

      “We have one unconscious, one with a possible broken hand, and then me.” I put my foot forward.

      Jon winced. “Lionfish or jellyfish?”

      “Lionfish.”

      “Ouch.”

      “You’ve stepped on a few of those.” Ellis elbowed Jon.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      Morgan finished hooking the ropes around the two cleats on either side of the bow. He tied the end to the length of rope, forming a triangle.

      Ellis picked up the end still on their side and threaded it through the wench. He took in some slack.

      “We’ll go slow,” Jon said. “And you’ll need to stay on the rudder so when we stop you won’t run into us.” Jon returned to the wheelhouse and started the engine. The line pulled taught, and we eased forward.

      “C’mon.” Morgan pushed me in the direction of the cockpit. “You can put your foot in the ice, where it should be.” He left me there, and I obediently stuck my foot into the cooler. Blessed numbness returned.

      Morgan took up a seat where he could steer the Starry Night.

      “You hanging in there?” I said to Felix.

      He nodded.

      “How’s he doing?” I jerked my chin at Jeff.

      “He—”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” Jeff opened his eyes.

      Felix shushed him. “Shut up and rest.” He pushed back sweaty locks of hair from Jeff’s forehead. “He’s in and out.”

      It was better than completely out.

      “How long till we get to land?” Felix leaned to the side. The wake of the fishing boat tossed white caps almost large enough to go over the bow.

      “If we’re going five or six knots, an hour at the most.” I hoped it was fast enough.

      Luckily, I didn’t have to find out.

      We’d gone a little over half a mile when the helicopter came into view. Jon slowed his boat and ours did the same. Morgan steered it off to the side as the rope slackened.

      Blades beat the air, pushing back waves, and tossed our clothes. Two EMS descended with a litter.

      Morgan took Felix with him below. Dog followed. I waited for the men to assess Jeff. He was out again.

      “Name, age?” The black man knelt and opened his supply bag.

      “Jeff Shaldon.” I hoped it was the right last name to use. “He’s thirty-two, I think.”

      “Is he on any medication? Has any allergies?”

      “No. Not that I’m aware of.”

      Both men moved around him with expertise. I’d known Jeff was bad off. I knew he could die, but it wasn’t until watching the EMS workers that the weight of that knowledge slammed into me.

      They prepped the litter and prepared to move Jeff. He opened his eyes and spoke, but the words were carried off by the wind.

      I found an opening between the two men and leaned closer. “Yeah?”

      “Tell Felix,” Jeff said. “For me. Tell him how much he means. Tell him how much I want him to live.”

      One of the men started to push me back. Jeff locked his grip on my arm tight enough to make my bones ache.

      “Tell him, Grant.”

      I put my lips close to Jeff’s ear. “Remember what you told me when I was bleeding to death in that church?” I met his gaze. “If you want him to know that, you’re gonna have to pull through and tell him yourself.” I pulled free of his hold.

      “Sir, we need to go.”

      The second time the EMS worker pushed me back, I went.
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      Two more EMS with a gurney waited on the dock while we docked the Starry Night. Jon helped tie it off, and the two men assisted Felix with disembarking.

      They guided him to the gurney, and he balked. “I can walk.”

      “Sir we—”

      “I said I can walk.”

      Both EMS workers looked at me. I shrugged, and the woman half of the team shook her head.

      Felix turned back around. “Thanks.”

      I let my weight down on my uninjured foot. “For what?”

      “Morgan told me why you were out there. That had to sound crazy, but you went anyhow.”

      I hated to think what would have happened to Jeff and Felix if I hadn’t. “You’re welcome.” I leaned closer. “But do me a favor?”

      He tilted his head.

      “Get on the gurney so you won’t hurt their feelings.”

      Felix glanced at the two EMS workers.

      “Please.”

      He dropped his shoulders and nodded. Felix didn’t argue when they asked him again. They took him up the hill where an ambulance waited beside a three-story house.

      “This is nice.” Morgan had his head down. “An island. Do you have a big family? With a house that large, I’d think you’d have a big family.”

      “Yes and no,” Ellis said. “We ran a foster home for mentally disabled adults but retired last year. Well, mostly retired. We still do a couple summer camps.”

      “Foster care?” I said.

      Ellis nodded. “When mentally disabled kids age out of normal foster care, they usually don’t have anywhere to go. And the older they get, the more of a handful they can be. If they have family, they usually aren’t equipped to handle them.”

      I forgot about my bad foot and shifted my weight. I cursed.

      “Looks like your friend back there might not be the only one who needs an ambulance,” Jon said.

      I waved him off. “I’m f—”

      “Yes.” Morgan stopped beside me. “Grant should go to the hospital.” A sly grin flashed from under his bangs. “But maybe not an ambulance. He gets embarrassed easily.” He tossed thoughts. “Can you drive him? I would, but I’ve only driven the truck. And I wouldn’t want to catch your car on fire. Or drive it into a pond. Or, in this case, the ocean.”

      Ellis raised both his eyebrows. “It’s an SUV, but thanks for the consideration.”

      “We’ll be more than happy to give you a ride,” Jon said.

      “Thanks,” I said, “I appreciate that.”

      “What about the Starry Night?” Morgan rocked. “We can’t leave it here.”

      Jon grinned. “Why not?”

      “It needs to be repaired, and I don’t have any tools.”

      I put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll call the transport service.”

      “You don’t have to take it anywhere. You can repair it here,” Ellis said. “We have plenty of tools and some experience repairing boats. And more than enough room to put you up for as long as you need. Honestly, we could probably use the company.” He brushed his hand against Jon. Then their fingers wove together. “We’re so used to each other, we hardly talk.” The two men exchanged a knowing look. “Not that we need to.”

      It was a generous offer. “We wouldn’t want to—”

      “Yes.” Morgan’s shoulder jerked. “As long as it’s not too much trouble.”

      “No trouble,” Jon said. “Now, you two wait here, we’ll go get the golf cart, so you don’t have to walk up to the garage.”

      They started to leave.

      Morgan said, “Was he your brother?”

      Both men stopped. Ellis was slow to turn around.

      Morgan rocked.

      “Was who my brother?” Ellis’s voice shook.

      Morgan waved a hand at the boat. “It’s named Rudy’s Hope.” He went back to tossing thoughts. “If it was literally Rudy’s, I doubt he would have let you take it out alone. I know I wouldn’t, but maybe he would. It’s just less likely. And his name is Jon, and you’re Ellis, so neither of you are Rudy, but the possessive means it belongs to him. But since he’s not here, I thought maybe it was because he couldn’t be.”

      Both men stared at Morgan. I took his hand, more for myself than him.

      “Yes.” Ellis swallowed several times. “He was my older brother.”

      Morgan nodded like he expected the answer. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s stopped hurting.” Morgan tapped his fingers off against his palm. “I lost Lori, she raised me, and I think about her every day.”

      “Me too. I think about Rudy too.”

      Morgan tilted his head and wiggled his fingers through the broken shapes of light, punching past the mast and reefed sail.

      Jon put an arm around Ellis and pressed a kiss to his temple. “C’mon, we need to go get the cart.” But Ellis didn’t move. It was almost like he expected something else.

      Morgan fell still and lifted his chin. His bangs slid away from his face and his gaze focused on the two men in front of us. “Just so you know, he misses you too.”

      With a trembling smile, Ellis let Jon lead him back to the house.

      Morgan resumed tossing thoughts. “I like them, they’re nice.”

      “Yeah, they are.” I had no idea what happened and was too much of a coward to ask. So instead, I said, “You sure you want to stay?”

      Morgan fought with his wayward hand until Dog leaned against him, then he squished the wrinkles on the animal’s head. Dog thumped his tail while wearing a blissful expression.

      “You need to go to the hospital. They may want you to stay.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Then you’ll need time to heal. You shouldn’t drive with your foot messed up.”

      He was right—as usual.

      Morgan caught my hand, and I pulled him to me. His heart thumped against my chest, and I sighed into the curly locks of his hair.

      Morgan held my cheek and rasped his thumb over the stubble on my jaw.

      I kissed his palm. “You know I can always hire someone to drive us.”

      “We need to fix the Starry Night.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I thought you’d want to go home.” Not that I minded.

      “We can stay a while. All the things important there are already here. So there’s nothing to worry about being left alone at home. And it’s quiet. Like home is quiet.”

      I caught Morgan’s mouth. It wasn’t so much a kiss as an exchange of exhale, a reminder he was mine and I was his.

      Dog woofed and wedged his big head between us.

      “I’m pretty sure he’s expecting filet mignon for dinner,” Morgan said.

      “Considering he saved my life, he can have anything he wants.” Even lobster.

      “Your life?” Morgan looked up at me. “I’m the one who went overboard.”

      “Exactly. Which is why he’s my hero.”

      Morgan smiled at me. “That’s the perfect name for him, Grant.”

      “What?”

      “Hero.”

      And I couldn’t agree more.
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      I wound up staying in the hospital for three days on high-powered antibiotics for the infection and anticoagulants for any possible clots that might go to my heart.

      It was more of a precaution than anything.

      Jeff and Felix were placed in rooms a few doors down. Felix was gone before I was cleared to get out of bed, but I was able to speak to Jeff after he was out of surgery. To say he wasn’t in much of a mood to talk was an understatement.

      A couple days after I got home, I called to look in on him and he’d checked himself out.

      He did leave me a note, though, promising to call me when he knew something.

      Then the Starry Night took another two weeks to repair.

      I think Morgan took his time because the company was so good. Plus, Jon and Ellis celebrated their twenty-seventh anniversary together and asked us to stay and eat cake.

      How can you tell anyone no to something like that?

      But eventually we had to say our goodbyes.

      I carried the last of our luggage down the steps to the foyer, not that we had much.

      “It was really nice having you here. When can we expect you back?” Ellis stood in the doorway to the kitchen. He had several Tupperware containers in his hands.

      “Thanks. It was nice being here.” Quiet, peaceful, with nothing but the waves and pleasant conversation.

      And of course, Morgan.

      Ellis leaned against the door with an expectant look. Obviously waiting for me to answer his question.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Late fall is the best time to be here. Still enough warm days to enjoy the water but not enough to attract much of a crowd.” Jon brought Ellis a cloth grocery bag. He put the containers of food inside. “Even the main beaches slow down. I mean, if you want to go see the sights. Although if you come in August, you may want to stay in town. We do a two-week summer camp to give other foster homes and family a couple weeks off. And it can get a little chaotic.”

      It would have been a lie to say I didn’t want to, so I didn’t say anything at all.

      Ellis held out the bag. “Some leftovers. Way better than fast food.”

      “Thanks.” I took it.

      As if right on cue, a rumble came from outside.

      “I’m guessing that’s the transport truck.” I sounded disappointed even to myself. I opened the front door, but instead of the transport truck, a large brown delivery vehicle sat in the drive.

      Ellis and Jon stepped up beside me.

      “What did you order this time?” Ellis gave Jon a stern look over the rim of his reading glasses.

      “Nothing.”

      Ellis crossed his arms.

      “I swear, Ellis, nothing. I promise.”

      “Then why is there a UPS truck out there unloading enough crap to build that plane we agreed you would not build.”

      A blush rose in Jon’s cheeks. “No, we agreed I’d wait until next year.”

      “No, we agreed on never.”

      “I—”

      “Never, Jon. Never. As in it won’t ever happen.”

      He shook his head. “Look, even if I had bought the kit, it would take way more boxes than that.”

      The man unloaded two more.

      Ellis growled. “What were you saying…”

      “Okay, that’s enough boxes, but they aren’t large enough. I swear, I didn’t buy it.”

      “Yeah, well, you better hope not. I see one piece of a wing you’ll be sleeping in the boathouse.”

      “Hon, I did not buy the plane.”

      “The motorcycle.”

      “You’re kidding, right?

      Ellis pointed to his own face. “Does this look like I’m kidding?”

      Jon threw out an arm in the direction of the boxes. “They wouldn’t deliver a motorcycle in a box—boxes.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think you could get a submarine in a box either.”

      “It was a personal diving apparatus.”

      “It was a submarine.”

      “You don’t wear a submarine on your head.”

      The delivery guy shut the back of his truck and waved at us before getting back in.

      “Fine, if you didn’t order those boxes, who did?” And Ellis said it like a challenge.

      Jon looked at me as if I stood some chance at saving him, and I shrugged.

      The back door opened, and Morgan walked in with Hero on his heels.

      “Excuse me.” He squeezed past us and out the front door.

      At least Ellis quit glaring at Jon like he wanted to set him on fire.

      Morgan stopped by the boxes and tapped each one, turned them around, then picked one up. He returned to the house.

      “Excuse me.”

      We stepped aside.

      He left out the back door.

      “Um…Grant?” Ellis raised an eyebrow at me. “What just happened?”

      “I have no idea. But I’ll go find out.” I walked out onto the back deck.

      Morgan set the box down at the bottom of the steps.

      “Uh, Morgan, what’s—”

      He trotted up to the top. “Can you ask Jon and Ellis if we can use the golf cart? That way we won’t have to make a lot of trips to the Starry Night. The boxes are heavier than I thought they’d be. We could carry them, but then you’d be too tired for other things.”

      “Wait, you ordered those boxes?”

      “Don’t be silly, Grant, of course not, Hero ordered them.”

      I narrowed a look at Morgan.

      “Yes, I ordered them. We needed to replace the radio and the lifeboat. And I got a better GPS, so we won’t get lost. And more flares. And a few other things. The new motor should be here tomorrow. But we’ll have to go pick it up. It has to be drop shipped. Too heavy for the UPS man to carry.”

      “Why do we need a radio, a lifeboat…”

      “GPS, Flares, and a motor.”

      “Yeah…all of that too.”

      “Because we want to make sure we’re prepared. Last motor burned out; the crappy radio broke. Technically it was the crappy antenna but since I was going to replace that, I figured a better radio too. They have lots of really good models. I didn’t get the most expensive, but I read the reviews and researched which one worked most reliably and got that one. It’s a little complex, so you’ll need to read the manual.”

      “We don’t need all this stuff to go home.”

      Morgan tossed thoughts. “You want to stay on the water. Travel. Go to the places you miss.”

      I dropped my shoulders.

      “I know you do, Grant. I see how you look at the ocean. Every morning, you sit on the dock and drink coffee. And sometimes you sneak off at night when you think I’m asleep and sit there too.”

      I rubbed my forehead. I couldn’t deny any of it. “Yes, I would love to see the beaches. I would love for you to see them even more. But I told you I don’t want to be anywhere more than I want to be with you. And you’re happier at home.”

      Morgan nodded. “I know. I thought about it. That’s why I bought things for the Starry Night.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t follow.”

      “I built the Starry Night like I built the house. So the Starry Night is like the house and that makes it home.”

      “It’s not the same thing.”

      “No. The house has a lot more room. And a really nice grill. But the Starry Night has the best sunsets. I bought some tools and some small chips of glass. I can even work on my sculptures. Maybe if there are fewer trees in the way, I can get the prisms to work better.”

      My heart skipped. It was more than I could have ever asked for. And it was way too much to even hope for. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You’re not asking me to. I’m offering. And I’d honestly like to see the whales again. We didn’t see any dolphins, but we might if we’re out there longer. And If it doesn’t work, we can go home. We’d have to dock and call a transport truck, of course. Would be really difficult to sail upstream in a tributary barely deep enough to swim in.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that would be a trick. But I’m sure if there was a way to pull it off, you’d figure it out.” I kissed him on the temple. “Are you sure?”

      Morgan cocked his mouth to the side. “No. But I wasn’t sure about the shrimp either, and I wound up liking it almost as much as the scallops. But I’m still not eating scorpion or kissing you if you eat raw oysters. Those are like the ocean’s kidneys. Are you aware of what the kidneys do, Grant? I’m pretty sure you don’t, because if you did, you wouldn’t eat those things.”

      He was right. And now that he mentioned it, I probably did remain ignorant, because I really liked oysters.

      I wrapped my arms around Morgan. “You realize it’s probably going to take at least another week to get all this installed.”

      He propped his arms over my shoulders. “I don’t think Jon and Ellis will mind.”

      No, they wouldn’t. And neither would we.

      I pressed my forehead to Morgan’s and his bangs parted enough for me to catch his gaze. “Have I told you I loved you today?”

      Morgan tilted his chin up. “You might have.”

      “Might?”

      “Yes, Grant, might. Like maybe, and a little like probably. What you get when you can’t quite be sure.”

      I held him tighter. “And how on earth can you not be sure whether or not I told you I loved you? Or perhaps you’re the one who’s getting senile.”

      Morgan huffed. “No, it has nothing to do with memory and everything to do with not being able to understand you when your mouth is full.”

      I growled at him, and he laughed.

      Then we stood there exchanging dopey smiles.

      “We should go get the boxes out of their driveway.” Morgan exhaled against my lips.

      “Yeah, we should.”

      “And ask them about the golf cart.”

      “We’ll do that too.”

      “But after…”

      “After what?”

      “You kiss me, Mr. Kessler-Kade, and tell me you love me.”

      So I did.

      

      The End.

      

      Thank you for reading!

      Whether you loved By The Light of Dawn or hated it, and if you have the time, please leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or any other review sites.

      And if you’d like to see more Morgan and Grant sailboat adventures, please tell your friends: Tweet about the book, mention it on Facebook, and Instagram.

      Also, if you want to read more about Jon and Ellis when they fell in love twenty-eight years ago, check out the My Brother’s Keeper Trilogy.

      My Brother’s Keeper Book One: The First Three Rules

      Again, thank you for reading.
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