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      “We want you in place by the fourth of next month and no later.” Oscar Morgan was not beating around the bush. His words were brusque, final, and brooked no argument.

      Lucas Madison swallowed the sudden feelings of claustrophobia and panic—quickly calculating how much time that gave him. Two weeks on the island, and then he would need to return straight to the office. He closed his eyes against the bright sun and shifted in the waiting room seat until his five-ten frame was finally in a comfortable position. That wasn’t enough time to get his head straight.

      “That’s a bit tight,” he said. Choosing his words carefully was his stock in trade these days. React too aggressively and Oscar would see he wasn’t as committed as he used to be. Lucas had to toe the company line and stay focused despite the fact his head was at direct odds with his heart, which was telling him to just walk away.

      Oscar tutted. What? Why the tutting? Did he think there was any other response Lucas could give? The deadline was tight—what did Oscar want him to do? Magically prepare contracts and negotiate terms? Lucas bit his tongue and began to count back from ten.

      “Johnson not being here to cover you is hard enough,” Oscar began. Lucas closed his eyes. The grief over losing his friend was still fresh. Oscar mentioning Alan’s name as if dying at fifty-three was an inconvenience served to do nothing except cut the wound open again. His boss was still talking and Lucas forced himself to listen. “I’m not entirely convinced the new rep, Patterson, can handle the west coast as much as we had hoped. You need to get in there before he does more damage than you can fix.”

      A mix of emotions washed over him at the words ‘West Coast’. Ever since Alan Johnson, Lucas’s friend and mentor and the existing West Coast manager, had keeled over in the parking lot after his youngest boy’s ball game, the general consensus was that Lucas would be the new manager on that side of the US.  Alan had two kids in college, so much to look forward to, and at fifty-three, he was too young to have died. They said he had a stroke and that his body just gave up but Lucas knew better; Morgan Municipal had killed his friend.

      Lucas hadn’t known where to turn since Alan was gone. The company had insisted, in some kind of corporate panic following Alan’s death, that all employees get physicals at their own expense—just to make sure no one else died on their books. Lucas hadn’t been worried about his physical. He’d passed his first one for the company at twenty-two with flying colors and this time would surely be no different. He was thirty-two, not sixty-two, and he was fit. Not a gym rat by any stretch of the imagination, but he was healthy.

      The news he had been given had been enough to knock everything into perspective. He may well have investments, a nearly mortgage-free house, and a growing pension, but he also had eighteen-hour work days. All the plans for the future paled next to what he had been told. If he didn’t stop, he was dead. Simple. Ulcers and high blood pressure were slowly killing him.

      “I’ll be there on the fourth,” Lucas said carefully. He’d be there to negotiate fewer hours and more support. The constant nagging tension in his chest spiked in a sharp pain. Friends warned him that working eighteen-hour days six, sometimes seven days a week was going to end up killing him. They didn’t need to warn him anymore; doctors had done a very good job of cutting short the future laid before him.

      Glancing over at his sister, he caught her glaring back at him. He didn’t blame her for her reaction. After all, she didn’t know what was wrong, and why would he tell her? This was her wedding and he had spent ten years caring for his sister and shielding her from the bad things in life. He wasn’t about to stop now. He had promised her he wouldn’t be on his phone every hour God sent, but receiving this call from Morgan himself wasn’t something he could ignore. This last job would bring in enough money to tide him over for a year. He wouldn’t need to touch his extensive savings and investments. Just one more job and then he’d take some time off.

      Tasha was still staring, but there was a new expression on her face. A thoughtful, lost look of sadness that he had put there.

      Oscar’s voice was still in his ear. “This contract needs negotiations; Patterson has already messed up on most of it. You need to go in there, negotiate with the partners, make them an offer, and stick by it.”

      “Is he getting any backup?” Patterson had been headhunted into Morgan Municipal as a bright young thing. A small sense of satisfaction washed over Lucas when he heard Patterson was fucking things up, but then he felt immediately guilty. Patterson was a nice man and reminded Lucas of what he had been like ten years ago: full of enthusiasm for his career and aiming for a bright future.

      “He’s a liability,” Morgan said. “Can’t even negotiate a decent contract in our favor. He’s too damn nice for his own good. Between you and me, I’m considering having his papers drawn up this morning to let him go as soon as you’re back on US soil. You’ll be flying straight from Miami to Sea-Tac. I’ll have Anna arrange the flights. I’m emailing you the files for the negotiation that Patterson fucked up; I’ll need them back in ten days to pass through the steering group.” So casually, the boss decided that Patterson was a liability. Patterson had been good for Lucas, lessening the time he was needed in the office. Yes, he was new and somewhat inexperienced, but his input had made a work-life balance possible for Lucas. And now his boss was removing that crutch entirely? One more thing to tip the balance for Lucas to just up and leave.

      Ten days. Lucas thought about what the next week and a half held for him. A wedding rehearsal and meal, the wedding itself. That left the rest of what he was supposed to be calling a vacation. He could clear the contract files left for him if he could just get a solid ten-hour day in somewhere. One more contract finished and he could ride the bonus on it for a year. Get some rest. Get well.

      Tasha would have to understand without him explaining fully what he was doing. As long as he was there next to her when she walked down the aisle, or whatever people did on beach weddings, then he was sure she would be fine. He would have done his brotherly duties and seen Tasha marry. Maybe then he could slip in a bit of work. She’d be preoccupied with Liam and being all loved up.

      “Send it over,” Lucas agreed softly. Casually, he glanced up and over at his sister. She wasn’t watching him but he could tell she was listening. He knew her too well and braced himself for the tongue lashing that accompanied him disappointing her. She simply looked his way briefly. There was no censure on her expression; instead her eyes held that same incredible sadness.

      Lucas bristled but then just as quickly deflated. Great. He was in for one of his sister’s pity talks. She had to see that not everyone was going to be lucky enough to be part of a ‘married with kids, settled for life’ scenario; hell, he was gay, as he liked to remind her. It wasn’t part of the hand he’d been dealt. The whole family thing certainly hadn’t worked out for Alan, nor was it looking so hot for Patterson.

      “Lucas? You still there?”

      Lucas snapped back to concentrating on the person at the other end of the phone. “Sorry. Bad line.”

      His boss tutted his disapproval again. “Damned inconvenient, you leaving on a vacation at this point.”

      His sister’s wedding wasn’t really a vacation and he couldn’t and wouldn’t let Tasha down. His sister was the only family he had since he became her guardian at twenty-two when she had just turned seventeen. She wanted two full weeks on an island retreat to get married, and she wanted her brother to stop his life just for those two weeks. He would do anything for her. She’d always wanted a big wedding, but Lucas had always imagined a white dress and a church somewhere in their home city of Seattle. Setting the wedding on Sapphire Cay in the Bahamas, only accessible by boat and as far away from civilization as it was possible to get, was a shock. As far as he remembered, she was always dressing her Barbies in white and making churches out of cardboard boxes.

      He even recalled the day he announced Ken was actually gay, which had sent Tasha into a tailspin of temper. His mom had calmed them down, but when he was fourteen and Tasha was nine, he already knew devious ways of bypassing his mom’s talks. He wasn’t even entirely sure at that point that he had known what gay was. Nope, that revelation hit him in the face with enough force to send him to his knees when he turned fifteen. Being appreciative on gym days of his friends’ bodies and being entirely not interested in the blooming of boobs had kind of been the nail in the proverbial coffin. He was gay. He wasn’t going to get married and have two kids and a dog and a freaking minivan. He was going to find his success and fulfillment in a different way.

      “My sister is getting married,” Lucas explained.

      There was another huff and then his boss simply confirmed the files had been mailed and ended the call.

      Lucas pocketed his phone and casually looked around for some kind of sign that proclaimed internet access. He couldn’t see anything in the immediate area and he stood and stretched tall.

      “What are you doing?” Tasha asked suspiciously. He had been sure she was looking the other way; she had eyes in the back of her head that one.

      “Going to look for the bathroom,” Lucas said evenly. With a smile, he sauntered away from her and her fiancé and the rest of his sister’s friends. He didn’t really know any of them but guessed they were here as support. That and a vacation.

      He passed the welcome desk and checked the arrival time for their water taxi from Marsh Harbor to Sapphire Cay. According to the schedule, he had another forty minutes. Plenty of time to find a computer, locate the email, and print off the supposed clusterfuck that Patterson had created. Then he could maybe look at it on the boat and slip it out as and when he had time.

      Paperwork downloaded and printed—all forty-seven pages—and with a smile of thanks from the administrator who was now holding eighty dollars in his hands, Lucas pushed the papers into his flight bag and made his way back to his sister.

      “You’ve been gone half an hour,” she said with a sigh.

      “Was exploring. Killing time,” he lied again. He was getting good at this lying thing.

      “Why did you take your bag?”

      “I didn’t want you to worry about it.”

      “You’re working aren’t you?” She stood up with frustration in her eyes.

      “I’m not.”

      “Lucas, I can see right through you.” This time the frustration was tinged with sadness and resignation.

      “Leave it, Tasha. Okay?” Stress built inside him. It was his hard work that had put her through college so she could get a decent job, and it was his money helping her to hire a freaking island to get married on, so she should hold off on commenting on his life. Or lack of it.

      Jeez. Where had that thought come from? She was his sister and just worried about him. He was the one fucking everything up. She’d been the first person to be there when Alan died, the only one outside of Alan’s family who knew just how much the man meant to him. Alan’s kids called him Uncle, and Rosemary, Alan’s wife of over thirty years, knew all his favorite dinners.

      “We need to move to the quayside. The boat will be ready to go in ten,” Liam interrupted the brother-sister face-off diplomatically. His sister’s fiancé was good at that. Lucas could feel Tasha’s guests staring at them, and embarrassment crawled inside him. Carefully, he turned away and grabbed the handle of his rolling suitcase. With that and his flight bag, he was ready to go and the discussion was diverted. Tasha was distracted by getting her bags and the argument was shelved. Lucas doubted it would be forgotten. Finally, they were all standing at the quayside after locating the mooring for the Sapphire Cay boat, curiously called Lady Liberty.

      “Come aboard.” A man was waiting for them and holding out his hand to help each person onto the wide-open and frankly flimsy-looking boat. When it was Lucas’s turn, he first passed on his luggage and the captain placed it with the other bags. Concentrating on seeing his bag was placed in the right area, he stumbled as he climbed in, and the guy had to use some of the muscles he was showing in a cutoff tee and board shorts to steady Lucas. Irritated that he needed help at all, he turned his back to the slightly taller man and focused on finding a seat to the side of the small boat. Finally, he was seated just in front of a redhead, who kept talking about the kids she had left with her mom, and her partner, who nodded at everything she said.

      He was sitting at an angle to his sister, who grasped Liam’s hand like she was never letting go. He liked Liam. Liked him a lot. That was the protective big brother inside him who wanted his sister happy and settled with a good man. Liam was a good man with a solid career in marketing and his own agency.

      “Okay. Y’all ready to go?” Tall-guy’s voice was melodious, and if Lucas wasn’t mistaken there was a hint of the south in the drawled vowels. As everyone else said their yeses, Lucas took the time to appreciate the view. And he didn’t mean the crystal blue sea or the vastness of the azure sky. He was focusing on every little detail of their captain, or whatever he called himself.

      “Welcome aboard. My name is Dylan.” Well that answers that question. “I’ll be taking you over to the Cay. Just a few things. The trip to Sapphire Cay should take us about fifty minutes. Please no leaning over the side and no jumping off the boat until we’re in deeper waters. Just to warn you, we often have heavy rain that lasts for a few minutes and then clears just as quickly, but there are umbrellas in the storage bin at the back.” Dylan moved past the guests to the back of the boat and started the small outboard motor. He slipped the rope and soon they were heading away from Marsh Harbor and out into the expanse of ocean.

      From his seat, Lucas had a good look at the man who was competently guiding them to the island for the wedding. He was probably an inch or so above his own five ten, and he had the fit, lean body of a swimmer. Lean and muscled and with skin burnished gold by the Bahamian sun, he was a sight for sore eyes. Lucas couldn’t remember the last time he had the space to stare at a good-looking guy just for the sake of it. Dylan’s hair was a fascinating shade of dark brown shot through with sun-bleached blond strands that hung in soft, shaggy waves around his face. With brightly colored board shorts and a faded pink tee, he was the epitome of beach bum. Lucas spent a good amount of time imagining the color of Dylan’s eyes since dark shades hid them. He pictured them the same cornflower blue as the sky or maybe an emerald green like the shallow sea. He was just relieved he could stare from behind his own shades. Dylan wouldn’t know. The fifty minutes passed against the background of chattering and lots of oohing and aahing from various passengers. Dylan pointed out schools of blue and green parrot fish. Even Lucas admitted they were stunning as they darted this way and that around the boat, and the shimmer of color was fascinating to see.

      They caught their first glimpse of Sapphire Cay as little more than a smudge on the horizon. The smile on Tasha’s face as they drew nearer was one of wonder, and a small part of Lucas melted as he watched her expression. Whatever he had to do while he was here, none of it was as important as seeing his sister happy. He picked at his shirt, pulling it away from his skin and moving it so air hit him. Sweat was pooling at the back of his neck and the base of his spine. Maybe slacks and a shirt were not the most practical of clothing for a boat trip in the Bahamas.

      “So, you didn’t bring anyone with you?” the redhead with the kids asked him. Clearly, she had run out of stories about toddling and talking and diapers and had turned her attention to her next victim.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re here alone? Is your boyfriend coming over later?”

      “I am currently boyfriendless,” Lucas responded. Like it was actually possible to have any kind of relationship right now. There was just so much else going on. It wouldn’t be fair to him or anyone. Although, why it was any of her business he didn’t know. Clearly though, she knew enough about him to feel comfortable with her questions.

      “You never know, there may be some cute young thing on the island for you.”

      Lucas doubted it. Sapphire Cay had about twenty staff, including the owners, and the rest of the population was made up of the guests sitting in the boat and the few others that arrived tomorrow. It didn’t make the pool of prospective gay suitors all that big.

      “I have too much work to do to look for men,” he said. He regretted the statement when his sister piped up with her usual anti-work refrain.

      “Luc is happier taking his work to bed,” she said cheekily. Lucas buried his head to stop anyone from seeing the blush of temper at his sister bandying around his personal life. He was a private person and he didn’t know these people from Adam. He mumbled something appropriate.

      “If you look to your left, you’ll see the dock and the hotel now,” Dylan interrupted. Lucas was never happier to hear the captain’s voice and he looked up to see Dylan looking back at him. There was a curious expression on his face. Puzzlement? Inquiry? A frown? Lucas looked away quickly. He wasn’t dealing with what a stranger thought about what he had heard any more than he could be bothered to deal with the rest of the people on the boat.

      The hotel was wide, low, and painted white. The building was nestled in amongst greenery, and wide steps led up from the beach. A welcoming party waited on the beach, and with bags off of the boat and his five-hundred dollar shoes sinking in the sand, Lucas followed the rest of the party up the stairs and to the hotel foyer. Crisp and clean and cool, it was a welcome change after having the sun on his back for so long. He just wanted a shower and a drink, most definitely in that order. The captain didn’t follow them up into the hotel and Lucas was left to wonder how the man filled his time. Did he stay here on the island between trips or return to the mainland? Probably the latter. Shame. Lucas would have liked to have stared some more.
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      Christ, he needed a drink. He hadn’t officially started on any medication yet, happy to put it off until after the weekend. With that in mind, he planned to make the most of it. This could possibly be the last occasion that he and alcohol were joined at the hip. Lucas held the empty champagne flute in his hand and gently tapped his fingers against its rim. The redhead, now formally introduced as Kate, chief and only bridesmaid for his sister, had made it her duty to get to know every detail of his life. He was, after all, father, mother, and brother of the bride all rolled into one. He smiled politely as Kate reeled off another fun fact about his sister. Apparently, she and Tasha went to Vegas last year.

      “And there was this man in drag and he was…” She grinned and leaned in close. “Well, I don’t need to tell you. I bet you see all kinds of crazy things.”

      “Crazy things?” He probably shouldn’t have asked.

      “Well,” she said and then lowered her voice as if to tell a secret, “you’re gay.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Yes, I am,” he said slowly, not entirely sure how that had anything to do with seeing so-called ‘crazy things’.

      Kate winked and, seemingly content with Lucas’s answer, turned back to talk to her husband. This was going to be a long night.

      Clearing his throat, Lucas waved a hand in the air. He really needed that drink. He smiled as he met the eyes of the pretty blonde who had been serving the table all night, and she was quickly at his side, filling his glass with champagne. He eyed the back of Kate’s head. He’d never met the woman in his life and tried to recall what her connection was to his sister. He remembered there had been a Kate at university—Tasha’s second-year roommate. That must be it. To be honest, he knew very few of Tasha’s friends. He had always been working, and then a couple of years ago she had moved in with Liam.

      “Are you okay?” Tasha asked as she rested her hand over Lucas’s. He smiled as her warm fingers circled around his. “I’m so sorry if she’s bothering you.” She smirked as she leaned forward and looked at Kate.

      “It’s fine,” Lucas lied. The woman was annoying but she had a big heart. She loved her husband, her children, and from the sound of it, she loved Tasha like a sister. “And no, you’re not sorry.” She’d have done it on purpose. It was her way of making him suffer for even daring to think about working while he was out here. It was a vacation, she had told him several times. A well-deserved one.

      Tasha grinned. “She’s an acquired taste,” she said with a laugh and tucked a strand of her dark blonde hair behind her ear. She seemed to have relaxed since that morning. Stress and nerves had been creeping in over the last few days, but now that she, her husband-to-be, their closest family and friends, and, most importantly, her dress had all arrived safely on the island, she was finally looking forward to her big day. Christ, how was it his baby sister was getting married tomorrow? He had been responsible for her for almost ten years and had proudly watched as she had grown from an annoying seventeen-year-old brat into a fine, dedicated young woman.

      Lucas smiled and met his sister’s eyes. “So long as she’s your taste, I really don’t mind.” He pressed his lips to her temple in a warm kiss. All he wanted was for this weekend to go off without a hitch. Tasha deserved to be happy. He chewed thoughtfully on his lip, and his smile grew wider. It was time to play his part. Getting to his feet, Lucas picked up his glass and fork, chiming them together as he called for attention.

      “What are you doing?” Tasha asked in a hushed voice. This was something she hadn’t planned on.

      “My duty,” he said. Taking a deep breath, he looked around the large, circular table and at the eight expectant faces staring back up at him. If this was a meeting for Municipal, he’d have his tablet, projector, PowerPoint presentations filled with charts and data, and his performance would be spot on. Every single thing would be perfect. Pushing his hand into his pants pocket, he did his best to relax.

      “Hi,” he started, kind of wishing his opening had had a little more impact. “As most of you know, my baby sister is getting married tomorrow.” Kate whooped and everyone laughed. “First, I want to thank the staff for a beautiful evening.” He nodded toward the row of staff lined up against the far wall. “I expect you’ll make tomorrow just as amazing.” He turned back to Tasha and her guests. “And I want to welcome you all to Sapphire Cay on behalf of Natasha and Liam.” He glanced down at his sister, relieved to find a smile on her face and Liam’s arm around her shoulder. “Obviously, we’ve a few guests missing right now so I’ll save my best lines for tomorrow for maximum embarrassment on Tasha’s part.” He grinned as Liam laughed. Turning to Tasha, he raised his glass. “I just want to wish you all the best for tomorrow. I know Mom and Dad would have been incredibly proud.” He smiled and held his glass out toward Tasha. “To Tasha and Liam.”

      “To Tasha and Liam,” the guests repeated.

      Lucas smiled as he sipped his drink.

      Tasha wrapped her hand around his and pulled him down into his seat. “Thank you,” she said, and there was a twinge in Lucas’s chest when he found tears glazing her hazel eyes. Had it really been ten years? He remembered the day like it was yesterday—Officers Jenkins and Tabor standing in his parents’ living room with their hats in their hands and offering their condolences. Tenderly, he cupped her cheek and then slid his hand through her blonde hair so like his own.

      Leaning over, he kissed her cheek. “Don’t go ruining your makeup,” he whispered. Tasha laughed and his heart swelled with pride and warmth. They hadn’t done so bad since their parents had been cruelly taken from them. Tasha was a beautiful and successful young woman, and she was going to be an equally amazing wife and mother. Whether he was part of her life or not, she was going to do just fine.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, would you like to move the party outside to the pool area. We have much to set up for tomorrow,” the wedding coordinator announced with his clipped British accent. The suited and booted cliché-gay was a little too sure of himself for Lucas’s liking, but he was to the point and beyond efficient, if not slightly regimental. Seriously, at one point, Lucas felt like they were preparing for battle, not a wedding. “Help yourselves to another glass of champagne as you leave. The bar will open shortly.”

      “Isn’t Edward amazing? He’s gay you know. Well, I don’t know for sure but he probably is,” Kate slurred from Lucas’s right. She leaned forward and Lucas feared he was about to see far more of Kate than he really needed to. “It’s going to be so beautiful tomorrow. Do you think he has a boyfriend? I mean, you could totally be his boyfriend, right?” At that point her husband wrapped his hands around her wrist and gently guided her back to him. Lucas couldn’t have been more grateful. Sure the wedding coordinator was kind of cute in a straight-laced, up-his-own-ass kind of way, but totally not his type and definitely not what he needed right now. Edward edged towards being a bit too obvious and colorful for Lucas to feel entirely comfortable. What he had to do now was high-maintenance enough without having a partner like that demanding his time and energy.

      Lucas rested his elbow on the table and watched the flurry of movement as everyone excitedly followed his sister and her fiancé to the exit. He smiled as he watched his sister’s friend, Kate, being guided around the furniture and toward the door. He couldn’t remember seeing her without a drink all evening, and it seemed alcohol and the heat had finally taken their toll. Downing what was left of his glass of champagne, Lucas got to his feet. Kate wasn’t the only one flagging. The day had been a continuous parade of ‘doing’—the flight, the boat ride, checking in, unpacking, showering, changing, the rehearsal, drinks, and the meal. And somehow, he’d managed to grab an hour to skim through the first several pages of the contract, and already he regretted it. Patterson had certainly screwed the pooch this time. Municipal wouldn’t be happy with the offer he’d made, and it was going to take some serious backpedaling to get this thing fixed and calm the waters. What Patterson had done was beneficial to workers and owners alike but it cut Municipal’s percentage to under six percent. To Lucas’s mind this was a good deal and the kind of thing he wished Municipal negotiated every time. Municipal knew Lucas was good. Lucas knew he was good. But this good? Somehow, he needed to redo the contract, raise Municipal’s percentage, and all the while not screw over staff and owners of the respective companies, or, indeed, Patterson.

      With a sigh, Lucas slid his glass onto the table and made his way outside. He closed his eyes as he was greeted with cooler air mixed in with the humidity. Thank God. Since arriving on the island he’d had a constant layer of sticky sweat between him and his clothes. Even in the lightweight chinos and casual, short-sleeved shirt, Lucas had felt overwhelmed with the heat. But finally the promised cooler evening had arrived, and it was very much appreciated.

      A high-pitched squeal suddenly erupted from among the guests and Lucas opened his eyes in time to see Kate’s husband lift her from the ground. She squealed and kicked her legs, losing one of her expensive sandals as she was tossed through the air and came down with an almighty splash in the pool. What was it about alcohol that had grown adults behaving like children? He couldn’t help but laugh as Kate stood up in the pool and smacked her hands against the surface of the water. She looked like she was about to have a full-on tantrum. Angrily, she pulled her wet hair back from her face and screeched at her husband, claiming he was a dead man. Lucas smiled as the guests burst into laughter and the one sober and sensible head of the group, Vanessa, Liam’s mom, began shooing them from the poolside. His smile turned to a smirk as Vanessa held out her hands to Kate. A risky move for the prim and proper sixty-year-old. He half expected—and in a small way kind of wanted—Kate to grab the woman’s hand and pull Vanessa in alongside her. Fortunately, that didn’t happen, and instead, Kate emerged from the water drenched and dripping and glaring at her husband. Lucas should really have listened to his name when Kate introduced them. He would like to shake that man’s hand and applaud his bravery, because from the look on Kate’s face, he was totally in for it when she got him alone.

      Leaving the rest of the guests to their games, Lucas wandered idly across the decking and down the single step to the small bar. Wooden in structure, it mixed the modern, classy smooth edges and neutral colors of a city cocktail bar with a whimsical tropical feel with its grass roof, lanterns, and chains of fake orchids and various other brightly colored flowers. He stopped as he reached the bar and rested against the solid edge. Leaning his head to one side, he admired the view. Now this was something he could appreciate. He stared at the ass of the figure behind the counter. The bartender was distracted, crouched down in front of one of the coolers and arranging bottles of drink so their labels faced outward. Lucas slid onto one of the barstools and continued to watch. The bartender was wearing tight, black jeans that accentuated the curve of his ass, and a sliver of tanned skin was on show as he bent over and his white shirt rode up his back.

      “What can I get ya?” sexy-assed bartender said as he got to his feet.

      Lucas sat up straight, surprised the bartender knew he was there. “Erm…” What the hell did he want? The bartender turned around and Lucas was pretty sure his jaw hit the bar as he stared up at the same man who had brought them over on the boat. “Oh, hi,” he managed and quickly averted his gaze and glanced over to where Tasha and Liam were locked in an embrace. Their profiles were set against a net of twinkling fairy lights and he couldn’t remember them ever looking as in love and happy as they did right now.

      “Brother of the bride, right?” the barman asked.

      Lucas nodded, adjusting his position to sit more comfortably. “Captain Dylan,” he said and flashed a smile.

      “Just Dylan.” The captain, Dylan, looked past Lucas at the rest of the wedding party. “They look like they’re having fun.”

      Lucas turned on his stool and looked across the group of guests. Kate seemed oblivious to the fact she looked like a half-drowned rat as she held a glass of champagne in her hand and was deep in conversation with Vanessa. Kate’s husband was keeping his distance and sharing a joke with Tasha’s remaining guests.

      “So, what can I get for you?” Dylan asked again and rested his hands on the bar as he waited.

      On the bar was a cocktail list. Picking it up, Lucas eyed the various concoctions. “What would you suggest?” he said and laid the menu out flat.

      Dylan scanned the list. “Sex on the Beach is quite popular.” He gave a mischievous grin, as his eyes briefly met Lucas’s. Their rich ocean blue was more beautiful than anything Lucas had imagined lay behind the shades Dylan wore on the boat.

      Lucas drew his lower lip between his teeth. “I’m not crazy about sand,” he said suggestively and then focused on the cocktails. “I’ll have an Apple Mojito. Thanks.” He closed the menu and pushed it to one side.

      “Coming right up.” Dylan turned and searched for the ingredients to put together the Mojito—rum, apple liqueur, soda water, lime, syrup, crushed ice, and mint leaves.

      Lucas watched the flick of Dylan’s wrist as he muddled the lime and syrup with the mint leaves. “So, are you a boat-guy moonlighting as a cocktail-guy or the other way around?” he asked. He wasn’t sure which to bet on. Dylan was lean and tanned, stubble covered his jaw, and Lucas could see him halfway to crusty old seadog already. And yet with the tight jeans and the white, open-collar shirt, his hair swept back from his face, and the finesse with which he was pouring and mixing, Dylan definitely had the exotic bartender feel to him.

      Pouring the drink over ice, Dylan then finished the glass with a slice of lime, fresh mint leaves, and a straw. “What would you say if I said neither and both?” Dylan accompanied his mysterious answer with a grin. Rolling up his sleeves, he slid the glass toward Lucas.

      The drink looked good, as did the man who made it. Lucas’s gaze drifted from the drink to the inside of Dylan’s wrist and the tattoo that was now visible. He stared at the outline of a spiraling sun, made up of a large circle with equally spaced curved rays around its circumference. It was filled in a mixture of yellow and orange and words were written beneath it in a script Lucas couldn’t read from where he was.

      “Is that for me?” Tasha chimed in as she stumbled up against him and flopped across his lap.

      “No,” he said and sucked on his straw. The rum and apple taste was refreshing, and he had to stop himself before he finished the drink too quickly. “How the hell are you going to get up in the morning?” Was he supposed to look after her now that Kate was pool-soaked and definitely not sober?

      “I’m fine. Stop being a party pooper and have some fun.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes upward and stared at the night sky. It was clear and the stars shone brightly.

      “I mean it,” Tasha continued. “It’s a vacation. I don’t want you working all week or next week. You could do with getting a tan and drinking cocktails out of coconuts.” She stopped and looked up at Dylan. “You do have cocktails in coconuts, right?”

      “They can certainly be arranged,” Dylan said with a smile.

      “See?” She stood up and wrapped her arm around Lucas’s shoulder. “Please, for me and for you, no work while you’re here.” Tasha put on a firm look. “I mean it. I worry about you. I don’t want to lose you.” Unspoken was Alan and everything he had left behind.

      “Tasha!” Thank God. They both turned to where Liam was motioning for her to join him. Soon they would go to their separate rooms and Liam was evidently keen to spend as much time with her as possible before that happened.

      “Promise,” Tasha said.

      Lucas debated what to do. “Promise,” he lied. He watched as Tasha made her way unsteadily in three-inch heels back to her husband-to-be.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan asked, and Lucas tiredly pinched the bridge of his nose. “Your sister seems a real sweet girl.”

      “She is,” Lucas said and rested his arms on the bar. He thoughtfully looked up at Dylan. Boat-guy or cocktail-guy? “Do you ever feel like you should be somewhere else, doing something else?”

      Dylan met Lucas’s eyes and nodded. “Of course.” He smiled and leaned on the bar opposite Lucas. “It’s why I’m not the sole captain of that boat or the bartender mixing cocktails past the end of next month.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Lucas needed to ask. “Why?”

      “I’ve never subscribed to the whole settling for just one thing. There are a million and one places to visit, people to talk to, and jobs to have.” Despite saying this, Dylan had a thoughtful expression on his face. If he had made that statement with a grin then Lucas may well have left it but something about Dylan’s demeanor made him want to carry on this thread of conversation.

      “But aren’t some things worth settling for?” Lucas asked. Because of his job, Tasha had never wanted for anything. That was a good thing. Right?

      “Sure, I guess,” Dylan said and leaned back as Kate’s husband joined Lucas at the bar. He glanced at Lucas and smiled. “If you settle for the right reasons.”

      Not knowing what else to say, Lucas nodded his reply, and then taking his drink, he left his seat and walked past the hut, down onto the beach. Awkwardly and one-handed, making sure not to spill the drink, he removed shoes and socks and then left them in a small pile as he wandered down towards the gently rolling waves. The night was warm and there was a faint breeze that ruffled through his hair and brought with it the scent of the sea.

      He reached the water and immediately took a step into the cool sea, not really caring that the bottoms of his pants were getting wet. He’d packed shorts and cutoffs for after the wedding, getting this spare pair of dress pants wet meant he was more likely to wear the shorts. The only way to make sure he lived a little.

      His mind went from work to Alan to his health and inevitably settled on Tasha.

      Her meeting Liam, a man who could provide for her as well as Lucas had done, was the other part to this complicated jigsaw Lucas called life. In his opinion, no man would ever be good enough for his sister, but Liam came damn close. He was a solid, steady man with a passionate soul, and Tasha and he were perfect for each other. She had wanted Lucas to leave Municipal as soon as she heard Alan had died. She worried about Lucas as much as he worried about her.

      “And you think the stress won’t kill you as well?” she said with passion. “You’re thirty-two years old yet you walk around exhausted and gray. I never see you, and I worry.”

      “It isn’t like that,” he defended. “I’m younger than Alan and I know my limits⁠—”

      “So did Alan.”

      He had no response to that one really. He could lie to everyone as much as he wanted, but he couldn’t lie to himself anymore. Instead, he focused on the why of working as opposed to the actual doing.

      “I work so I have something for the future.”

      “You’ve said that before, Luc, and I’m the only one that can say this to you. Alan had a solid future—a pension, a family.”

      Sighing, he kicked at a small pile of sand on the edge of the water as he walked out of the water and back onto the beach. He glanced up at the beautiful hotel, lit with a thousand low lamps that cast a glow out into the surrounding darkness. The air was still humid, but there was a breeze coming in off the sea and the whoosh of the waves lulled him out of his introspection. He had to draw a line under his working life and decide what he was going to do now; it was the only way to move forward. Folding his legs under him, he sat cross-legged on the soft sand and looked out at the blackness of dark sky and iron sea.

      Was it the best thing for him to take up a new role on the fourth of next month? Was it worth losing his health and living on pills for the rest of his life? Would he be able to leave Municipal once the bonus for this last job was paid? Or should he change the direction of his whole life? He bet Alan would have wanted another chance to make these kinds of decisions.
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      How long he sat there he didn’t know. The sounds of partying sometimes reached him—laughter and the odd splash—but down here on the beach he had time to think. His watch was in his room and he didn’t have the energy to wrestle his cell from his back pocket. Completely cut off from the passage of time, he could really lose himself in the peace of the ocean.

      “Do you mind company?”

      Lucas looked up and blinked at the bar-guy-slash-captain, Dylan, who was standing way tall and looking down at him with a smile.

      “It’s a free beach,” Lucas said. He pushed down the instinctive thrill of pleasure that tall, dark, and sexy-rough wanted to sit next to him. Then just as quickly, he wondered why Dylan was here at all. “Aren’t you working?”

      “Everyone’s in bed, it’s nearly midnight.”

      “It is?” Lucas shook his head. Hours had passed as he watched the waves reach shore and then recede into the darkness.

      “I brought you another Apple Mojito,” Dylan said. Passing the drink down and carefully balancing his own bottled beer, Dylan made himself comfortable at Lucas’s side. “You look like a man who needs a drink.”

      “And how is that?”

      “All starry-eyed into the distance.” Dylan shook his free hand in a loose approximation of pointing out there into the dark. “Clearly, you have big thoughts.”

      “It’s a big day tomorrow. I’m giving away my only family.”

      “To be fair, Liam seems like a nice guy.”

      Lucas cast a look sideways at Dylan. He was a staff member. Should he really be down here making personal comments to guests?

      “He is. A very nice man,” Lucas finally answered.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Uh huh?”

      “You’re gay, right? I overheard it on the boat.”

      Lucas turned to look at Dylan, but his companion’s gaze was fixed firmly out to sea as he asked the question.

      “I don’t think that’s an appropriate—” he started, but then stopped abruptly. Who was he kidding? When Dylan turned to face him with that open expression and a faint smile on his lips, Lucas could only really say one thing. After all, Dylan had heard what Kate had said, and had probably noticed him staring at his ass when he was organizing bottles in the fridge. “Yes.”

      “Don’t you want to know why I asked you?” Dylan’s voice was soft and invited confidence.

      “Tell me,” Lucas said.

      “I kind of wanted to ruffle your feathers a bit. Are you out?”

      “To family—what there is of it—and to friends.”

      “Oh.” Dylan’s voice held a note of puzzlement. “You were so distracted, first on the boat with that redhead, and then at the bar. Thought maybe you were still in the closet and it was a battle with not wanting people to know.”

      Lucas huffed a laugh at Dylan’s comment. If only his problems were something that well defined. He didn’t care who knew he was gay. He was happy in his own skin, and so far prejudice and hate hadn’t really touched him. Even Oscar, his boss, knew, and although he had commented on the fact, it didn’t seem to make Lucas a lesser manager in his eyes.

      “I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Your sister?”

      “Tasha? No, she’s golden. She’s with a man who loves her and who will treat her right. Liam is one of the good guys.”

      Dylan frowned and took a swallow of his beer. “So, you’re happy in your own skin and your close family has a good life. Why do you look so sad?”

      “Is this a bartender thing? Where you ask random shit like that and I sit and tell you all my problems?” Lucas laughed. “Sad? I don’t feel sad,” he lied through his teeth. His nerves were too raw to talk about Alan or about the decisions he faced about his future. Neither subject was what he wanted to talk about to the first available person who trapped him in a dark space and beguiled him with soft emotional questions. Not that he was exactly trapped.

      “Okay,” Dylan said softly.

      “Look. My gaydar is for shit. I’m guessing since it’s probably not hotel policy to ask guests directly about their sexual orientation that you are gay as well? Is it so you can flirt and get better tips from me and we’ll ‘all be gay together’?” He said the last bracketed with air quotes and inserted sarcasm into his tone. “Or are you going to give me some shit about how you’re straight but sexuality is a fluid thing and you’re cool with it, blah blah?”

      “Hostile much?” Dylan joked. He cracked a smile—and that smile was incendiary. It sent blood to Lucas’s dick faster than you could say ‘sex’. Wriggling a bit without making it too obvious, he focused on the smile. Dylan was talking. “Yes, I’m gay, and no, I’m not flirting with you because I want better tips. I’m doing it because I thought a bit of harmless playing might make the next two weeks a little happier for you.”

      “Oh.” Now he was really at a loss for words. He considered his response, but then his cell vibrated in his pocket and he reacted instantly by pulling it out to check the screen. Oscar. Tension and familiar stress prickled at the base of his neck as his shoulders tightened. Why the hell was Oscar calling this late?

      “Excuse me a minute,” he said politely. He had no choice. If he didn’t speak now then what the hell would he find on his voicemail in ten minutes? At least talking to Oscar directly meant he had a chance in hell of managing the whole clusterfuck that was his work life at the moment. “I have to take this.”
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      Dylan wasn’t really trying to listen. Of course, he wasn’t really trying to ignore what Lucas was talking about either. This man sat here on beautiful Sapphire Cay was using terminology that would best be on the financial pages of the New York Times. Throwing words around like they meant something special, Lucas’s voice escalated from calm to brusque to subservient to deceitful. Dylan had seen this type of man before—a big-shot businessman lost in the world of high-rise city blocks and power lunches.

      Definitely not my kind of lover.

      But there was the air of sadness about Lucas and it alternately intrigued and worried him. The contrast of lost-boy sadness and snarky humor now to the clipped business tone on the boat was such a direct contradiction. Those differences were like a flame and he was the freaking moth drawn to it.

      The discussion seemed to be heating up and he decided it was probably best to withdraw politely. With a sketched salute of his hand, he clambered to stand and then made his way up the beach. No sense in him being there really if this was an important call. He knew that from experience.

      Even in hospital, his dad would be lost to him as soon as the phone rang. Dylan Gray, Senior was an exec—respected and trusted in his field of whatever the hell it was, futures or something equally as nonsensical.

      No sense in flirting with Lucas for a holiday fling then, if all that was left for Dylan was a few scraps of time. Shame. Lucas was hot and lithe—just what he liked in his men. Also, it had been a long time since he’d had fun that didn’t just involve his right hand and his imagination. He screwed up his face in thought—it had to be going on a year now. Never mind. He was off to LA at the end of next month for another bartending gig. The peak of the hurricane season was only a month or two away and he always followed the sun. That was his mantra in life. A few months there and then maybe he’d go look up friends in San Diego, or even travel down to Texas. It didn’t matter what the work was as long as he stayed brown and healthy and paid his way.

      He stopped just short of the tree line to the far left of the hotel and turned around to check on Lucas. The man was standing, call finished, with his arms wrapped around his chest and his head bowed. There was real defeat in his posture. Leaning back against the smooth bark of the nearest palm tree, Dylan remained watchful. Something wasn’t right there. Whatever was happening was a heavy burden on Lucas’s back. As if sensing his gaze, Lucas turned to look directly where he was standing and then began to walk toward him.

      “Sorry,” he said when he was finally standing in front of Dylan.

      “It’s fine. I know what it’s like.”

      “They won’t leave me alone.” Frustration snapped in his voice. This was a different reaction than what Dylan expected. Even on their one aborted post-cancer vacation, his dad held onto that connection to his office with a tenacious grip. Didn’t matter where they were, he was always in touch with anything that could go wrong back home. After losing his wife when she gave birth to their only child and then the stress of Dylan getting sick with cancer, his dad had clung to work like a drowning man held onto a life preserver.

      Lucas closed his eyes briefly. Evidently he was clearing his thoughts of work and jumping back to where they were before. Then he looked up at Dylan with such incredible sadness in his eyes that Dylan could no more ignore than he could ignore a puppy in the rain. Reaching the short distance, he pulled Lucas towards him and settled him close. At first Lucas resisted the pull, but when it became clear Dylan wasn’t letting go, he just gave in. He crumbled. Completely and utterly.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked. Lucas shook his head mutely. Dylan’s nature couldn’t let Lucas stay so tense and very slowly, he began a gentle motion of pressing and releasing his hands on Lucas’s back, sliding them from neck to the base of his spine and back again. Lucas made a small sound of encouragement that slipped out on a sigh. Lucas was so tense, but slowly as Dylan massaged and pressed, all the while holding Lucas’s weight against him, he started to relax.

      Lucas pressed his face into Dylan’s neck and rested, still for a few seconds. Then he began to kiss where his lips touched bare skin and Dylan was hard in seconds. The feel of this man against him, pliant and quiet in the darkness, was intoxicating. When the kissing moved up to his chin and trailed to his mouth, Dylan shifted a little so that they were level, and finally he was able to relieve some of the pressure in his dick by pushing it firmly against Lucas. Their lips met in a kiss that was gentle. Tilting his head, he let Lucas control the kiss until finally the slide of tongues gave him his first taste of Lucas and Apple Mojito. They stood for a long time, the lazy slip of slick lips and the press of their bodies creating a heat that Dylan found he craved.

      Instead, Lucas pulled back and Dylan let him loose. He concentrated on the breathing that caused Lucas’s chest to rise and fall, then looked up slowly and saw Lucas’s teeth worrying his lower lip. Leaning forward, he gently kissed that small area.

      “Don’t do that. Your sister won’t like it if her photos are ruined.”

      Lucas looked down at himself and then back up. That familiar disappointment was back in his eyes. What did he see when he looked down at himself like that? Dylan bet it wasn’t a hot body and sex that leaked from every pore. In fact, Dylan would put money on the fact that Lucas didn’t see himself as either of those things.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” Lucas finally said. Reaching up, he carded a hand into Dylan’s hair and smiled. “Thank you,” he whispered. With that, he turned on his heel and headed back to the hotel. Dylan watched as Lucas picked up his shoes and then waited until there was no sign of Lucas, or indeed anyone else. Resting his head back against the tree, he inhaled the warm, salty air and smiled.

      He wasn’t sure what it was about Lucas that had him standing here like an idiot, smiling. There was simply something in Lucas’s eyes that spoke of sadness and fear. Not the first emotions he thought he would see in the brother of a bride on this island.

      Pushing himself away from the trunk, he sauntered away from the hotel and over to the small, cabin-like place he called home when he was here. Little more than four walls, a bed, and a small kitchen, it was perfect for him. He was hardly ever inside anyway. There was a message on his cell phone. The old Nokia still lived and it was the number that only his dad knew. There was a simple message telling him that his signature was needed on some paperwork. No questions about how he was or what he was doing, just that they needed to arrange a meet with a legal representative.

      Why did he even keep the damn thing charged and registered? When every single text or message would drag him back to a life he didn’t want? Carefully, he unplugged the cell from the charger and just as deliberately placed it back in the top drawer of his unit. Clearly, the signature wasn’t life or death else his dad would have sent someone to find him. It could wait.

      Grabbing a blanket, he went back out onto the sand and lay flat on his back, looking up at the stars. Lucas intrigued him and spending time thinking about him meant, for one moment, he didn’t have to focus on the man who gave him life only to spend the next nearly twenty-five years trying to suck that life back out of him and everything around him.

      Lucas with the short spiky blond hair and with beautiful amber-flecked hazel eyes that held sadness and secrets. Dylan would give anything to bury his hands in Lucas’s hair and chase some of that sadness in his expression away.

      Why? He wasn’t entirely sure. But he was utterly determined to try.
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      “Oh, Tash. You look amazing.” Lucas’s heart swelled with pride as he gazed at his sister. She was absolutely stunning and he wasn’t sure he had the words to truly describe how proud he was. He really couldn’t remember a time when she’d looked more beautiful than she did now. Her dress was simple but elegant: floor-length and made from silk, with a low neckline and diamante detail at her waist. It suited her figure beautifully and shimmered in the sunlight streaming through the bedroom window. The front section of her hair had been pinned back from her face, set off with a silver spiral hairclip, and then left to fall in soft curls around her neck and shoulders. Everything was perfect.

      “It’s okay?” Tasha asked shyly and gave a delicate twirl before stopping and rocking on the heels of her silver sandals. Her hands tightened around her white orchid bouquet as she exhaled loudly and met his eyes. She shouldn’t be nervous.

      Lucas stepped forward and wrapped his hands around hers. She was trembling. “It’s more than okay.” He smiled and carefully pulled her into a half hug. The last thing he wanted was to be in trouble for crushing her bouquet or his matching buttonhole. “Liam’s a lucky guy,” he said in a low voice and affectionately kissed her cheek before releasing her.

      Tasha smiled brightly and relaxed her shoulders. “Thank you. And thank you for everything else.”

      “Everything else?” Lucas looked curiously at his sister. Apart from writing a check and getting on a plane, he’d had very little input in the whole affair. Tasha stared up at him and he took the moment to look over her immaculate makeup. Kate had done a great job. Tasha’s hazel eyes were framed with blue-tinted eyeliner and a dusting of silver eye shadow, blush added definition to her cheekbones, and her lips were coated in a pale peach gloss. His gaze returned to her eyes and sadness quickly enveloped him. There were tears in Tasha’s eyes. “Hey. What’s wrong?” he asked and soothingly rubbed the tops of her arms.

      Shaking her head, Tasha ran her thumb beneath her eyes trying to stave off the tears. “Nothing.” She fanned her face with her hand and pressed her lips together in a quivering pout. “Just…” Blowing out a breath, she looked at Lucas. She seemed overwhelmed. “I’m just being silly.” She met Lucas’s eyes and gave a sad smile. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Now you are being silly,” Lucas gently chided. She was marrying a good man and they were going to start a family of their own. She deserved to be happy and surrounded by people who loved her.

      Tasha nodded. “Maybe.” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at him. Something still bothered her. “You’d tell me if there was something wrong, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course,” Lucas said quickly. She shouldn’t be thinking about him today. “I’m fine. Really. I’m not Alan.” He did his best to reassure her, though it did little to reassure himself. His friend was again at the forefront of his mind. He wasn’t like Alan, he told himself. He really wasn’t. Things had been caught early. Yes, what happened to Alan was sad. Hell, he had buried himself in grief and paperwork for days after it happened. But he also knew he had to use it. Use all that anger and misery and have the balls to walk away. He planned to hang onto life with both hands and stick around a hell of a lot longer yet. He was only just in his thirties. The prime of his life, right? He shouldn’t have an ulcer or soaring blood pressure and migraines. He should be doing stuff. What, he wasn’t entirely sure, but he knew he shouldn’t be digging himself an early grave. He wanted to live and enjoy life again. He wanted to see Tasha bloom, start a family, and make a life for herself.

      “Now stop it,” he said firmly. “This is your day, Tash.” There was a twinge in his chest as he met her eyes that he could only describe as guilt. He hated lying to her. But what the hell else was he supposed to say?

      It was better this way, at least for now. She’d only be fussing over him and this vacation wasn’t about him. He wanted to forget about the doctor and the pills and the future appointments, about Municipal and the fucking contract. All he wanted to do was see his sister enjoy herself and marry the man she loved. Surely he must have earned that right? Just one perfect fucking day? Tasha looked at him and he knew she didn’t believe him, not completely. He was good at his job and ninety percent of the time could talk a winning game, but with her? He wouldn’t say it was a one hundred percent failure rate, but it was pretty damn close. She very often spotted his lies before he even had chance to tell them.

      Thankfully, Tasha didn’t get chance to call him on it as there was a knock on the door.

      “Everything okay?” Kate asked as she stepped into the room. She smiled sweetly as she rested a hand on her hip and her cerulean blue chiffon cocktail dress rose to above her knee. Her red hair was swept back from her face in a French braid and a pale purple flower was fastened above her ear, matching the accent color of her and Tasha’s bouquets. It was quite the transformation from the drunken mother of two whose company he’d had the pleasure of last night. “Photographer’s here.”

      Tasha nodded and gently pushed at her hair, checking on the volume of her curls. “Did everybody else make it over okay?” The last of the guests had been due to arrive that morning. It brought the bridal party up to a total of fifteen.

      “Yes,” Kate said with certainty. “Everybody’s checked in, dressed, and have already taken their seats.”

      Turning to Lucas, Tasha took his hand in hers. She squeezed it tightly as she looked to him for support. She looked beautiful.

      “You ready?” Lucas asked.

      Tasha simply gave another nod.

      “I’ll send him in,” Kate said of the photographer before ducking out of the room.

      Lucas quickly checked himself out in the long mirror on the closet door. Was it evening yet? He could already feel sweat collecting at the base of his spine beneath the pale blue shirt and light gray suit jacket. It was a beach wedding. Couldn’t they all just wear shorts and T-shirts? With a sigh, he combed his fingers through his hair. Maybe after today he could spend some time on the beach. He hadn’t seen it before, despite Tasha’s observations, but he really did look tired and gray.

      “Good mornin’, folks. How are we all doin’?”

      Lucas turned around as he heard the familiar southern-warm voice. He raised an eyebrow as he came face to face with Dylan. You have got to be kidding me?!

      “You look gorgeous, honey,” Dylan said and leaned in to kiss Tasha. “And you’re not so bad either,” he said to Lucas. Dylan gave a friendly nod in his direction and flashed a wide smile. What was Dylan doing here? Didn’t he have a boat to drive or a bar to run or gay guys to sniff out?

      “You’re the photographer?” Lucas asked drily and folded his arms across his chest. He didn’t mean to come across as hostile, but he suddenly felt incredibly uncomfortable and embarrassed. Dylan just kept turning up like the proverbial penny. He pursed his lips as he looked Dylan up and down. Jealousy reared inside him as he eyed Dylan’s board shorts and open-neck white cotton shirt. He really couldn’t wait to get out of his suit. His eyes drifted upward. Okay, so maybe Dylan wasn’t like the ‘penny’, because the ‘penny’ was a bad thing and Dylan certainly wasn’t that. In fact, he was the complete opposite. Yes, Lucas was utterly embarrassed about last night. Hell, he’d halfway thrown himself on Dylan—at least that’s how he imagined it had looked—and the thought left him mortified. The memory of ocean, sand, and the solid, grounded feel of Dylan holding him made his chest tighten and his heart ache. He had needed that. He had needed Dylan. Everything else had seemed so complicated and all he felt was lost in a swirl of despair. Dylan had been there and the taste of his sun-warmed skin and lips had been incredible. Dylan had tasted like the ocean, like freedom, and it had been easy and safe. If only everything could be like that.

      “A man of many talents,” Tasha said to Dylan, pulling Lucas from his thoughts.

      Lucas met Dylan’s curious eyes. Crap, had he been staring all this time? Clearing his throat, he averted his eyes, only to find Tasha’s. She gave him a mischievous look. What had she seen? What did she think she knew? By the curl of her lips, she was already way ahead of herself and obviously completely wrong. He’d deny anything and everything later.

      “Indeed I am,” Dylan said playfully and looked around the room. “Anything in particular you’d like? Or would you like me to direct you?”

      “We’re happy to follow your lead. Aren’t we, Luc?”

      Lucas kept his eyes on Tasha and gave a short nod. “Sure. Whatever you think.” He pulled at his collar.

      Dylan smiled. “Okay. Let’s start by the bed.”

      Shouldn’t the resort be providing a real photographer? Isn’t that what he paid for? Dylan did look to have all the right equipment and the camera he was holding looked expensive. He waited until Dylan took the first few and then demanded to see them. They were good. Dylan was good. Finally, he relaxed.
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      Dylan narrowed his eyes and took a series of shots.

      “Lucas, if you turn a little more to the right. Tasha, lower your flowers.” Lowering the digital camera, he checked through the last few images. “Okay. I think we’re done.” He briefly locked eyes with Lucas. Lucas looked uncomfortable and screamed ‘awkward’, but Dylan couldn’t figure out if it was the camera or if it was him being there that was the problem. Okay, so last night had been a little strange, but it wasn’t like anything had happened between them. Not really. Normally, Dylan wouldn’t care and would rack it up to misjudgment and move on, but there was just something about Lucas that had him interested—Lucas with his sad eyes and full, kissable lips.

      “Can I have a quick word?” Lucas asked.

      Dylan looked up from his camera. The girls were busying themselves with last minute touch-ups to their hair and makeup, leaving Lucas free to talk. “Sure,” he said and let Lucas guide him out of the suite. “Everything okay?”

      Lucas hesitated and leaned against the wall beside the door. There it was again. A dense, poignant air hung around Lucas and Dylan just wanted to reach out and shake him free. If ever he had seen someone more in need of a vacation, he couldn’t remember, and it just sealed the urge he had to help Lucas have a good time while he was here at Sapphire Cay. What could be more fun and relaxing than a fling in the sun?

      “So, you take photos?” he finally said and met Dylan’s eyes.

      Dylan pursed his lips. He doubted this was really what Lucas wanted to talk about, but if it was all he was going to get, he could work with that. “You don’t need to worry. I can take a decent picture.” He grinned. To be honest, the camera did most of the hard work. Auto-focus was his friend. “I won’t let Natasha down.”

      Dylan understood why Lucas might be concerned. It was the most important day in his sister’s life—or at least one of them. And to many people, photographs built up the most important memories of big events. But Lucas shouldn’t worry. Dylan could use a camera; he could do plenty of other things too, and though he didn’t want to sound like an egotistical dick, he had to confess he was good at pretty much everything he tried his hand at. Okay, so maybe not the pottery wheel. That had been a total disaster. It was not as easy as Moore and Swayze had made it look. He’d enjoyed the challenge though. And that was what it was all about. Variety, challenge, and always moving forward kept him happy.

      Lucas appeared to relax a little and gave a slow nod. “Thanks. It means a lot.”

      “Hey, it’s all cool. Antoine wouldn’t give me the gig if he didn’t trust me.”

      Antoine Durand and his wife, Jeanie, now in their late sixties, had managed the hotel at Sapphire Cay for almost thirty years. They had spent most of their lives transforming the island into what Dylan now considered perfection. It was the reason he kept coming back here. In some ways it probably went against what he believed in. For years, he’d stuck to the idea of following the sun and never looking back. But the earth was a sphere, and eventually, no matter what, he’d end up back where he started. And there was no better place to come back to time and time again. The people were amazing and the setting was just so idyllic, and he felt a peace here he just couldn’t imagine finding anyplace else. No matter how far he travelled, how many people he met, and how many lovers’ arms he melted into, nothing felt as much like home as the Cay. The couple were always good to him, and with their children all grown up and off doing their own thing, Dylan figured he kind of filled a space for them. Hell, sometimes it was a space he needed to fill. Those occasions when he found he missed playing the role of a son.

      He realized Lucas was looking at him, and suddenly it was Dylan’s turn to feel awkward. He had totally drifted off. “I promise, okay?” He smiled reassuringly as he patted his camera. “I should probably go and take some of the groom and guests and leave you to finish getting ready.” He turned, ready to make his exit, but was surprised when Lucas touched his shoulder, stopping him.

      “About last night,” Lucas started. He wore a frown and seemed conflicted as he spoke. “I just want to apologize.”

      Dylan shrugged. “Nothing to apologize for.” There wasn’t. Sure, Lucas’s lost-puppy routine had Dylan drawn like a kid to candy, but it wasn’t anything Lucas needed to excuse. That was all Dylan and his slightly skewed preferences. Men with issues just brought out his desire to solve and help.

      Lucas’s eyes darkened. “I don’t usually…” He held his hands out and motioned toward Dylan. “I don’t usually do this kind of thing,” he finally finished.

      This kind of thing? When had they made it a thing? Laughing, Dylan shook his head. “It was just a kiss.” He looked into Lucas’s eyes and was surprised to find something that looked like disappointment. Was Lucas not trying to dismiss last night as a mistake and moment of insanity? “A very nice kiss,” he added with a smile.

      Closing his eyes, Lucas exhaled a heavy breath. There were plenty of other things going on today. It was a kiss. People kissed all the time. It was a thing people did. Dylan looked Lucas up and down and smiled. And if Lucas would, say, want to kiss again, Dylan wouldn’t object.

      “I should go,” Dylan decided, disturbing Lucas from the quiet moment he was having. Maybe later he could figure out what it was that had Lucas all twisted around—and why the hell he cared so damn much.

      “Yeah,” Lucas said and opened his eyes. He looked like he wanted to say more, but instead began to worry his lower lip.

      He probably shouldn’t have, but Dylan slowly raised a hand and gently pressed his finger to Lucas’s mouth. “Hey, remember what I said about ruining the photos?” he said warmly before pulling back his hand. Lucas’s mouth was soft and inviting. He smiled as Lucas laughed. The sound went straight to his dick and he couldn’t help but stare as Lucas’s features softened and the laugh creased the corners of Lucas’s eyes and dimpled his cheeks. It was true, laughter was like medicine. “I better go,” he said again, trying to ignore the growing urge to just pull the man into a hug and kiss him senseless.

      “Maybe I could buy you a drink later?” Lucas said quickly. “I mean, if you’re not working, or after or something?”

      Dylan smirked. “You know the drinks are free, right?” The wedding package was priced to cover the cost of the bar, the staff, and the copious amounts of alcohol that would no doubt be drunk during the day.

      Lucas looked embarrassed as he examined his feet, and Dylan thought it was one of the sweetest things he’d ever seen. It was good Lucas was making the next move.

      “But sure,” Dylan said. “After I’m finished with my photographer duties, a drink sounds great.” He met Lucas’s eyes and admired the bright flash of amber. The space between them suddenly didn’t feel so great. Was this Lucas’s way of letting him in? Dylan continued in his appraisal of Lucas. The man was hot and Dylan was now even more convinced than ever Lucas didn’t realize just how desirable he was—full lips, kind eyes, and a body Dylan would enjoy exploring. Lucas was intriguing and a damn distraction. “Right, I really need to go.” He gained his focus and smiled. There were photographs to take. He edged backward.

      “So, later?” Lucas checked.

      “Later.” Dylan gave a brief wave as he left. Later sounded absolutely perfect.
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      The sun had begun its descent and the raw heat of the day was lessening when Lucas stood at the edge of the beach with Tasha. She held onto his arm with a grip of iron. Trees hid them from the gathered friends and the hotel staff, and they stood there for a second. Lucas didn’t push her to talk, and by the grin on her face, she wasn’t having second thoughts.

      “This is my last chance,” she said. Her voice held laughter and not one iota of nerves.

      I can do this. He could be calm and joke and laugh.

      “We could still run away and steal a boat. It’s not too late,” Lucas joked. “I can’t understand what you see if him. I mean, yeah, he’s gorgeous, sexy, confident, rich, and loves you, but besides that…” He laughed along with Tasha as she leaned in close and he kissed her cheek.

      “I love you, Luc,” she said.

      “I love you too, sis.”

      “Thank you. For standing in for dad. For being the person who looked after me.”

      “Tasha—”

      “I mean it. You could have palmed me off with any one of a hundred different official people, but you didn’t.”

      For a second, Lucas started to speak, but then he stopped. There weren’t any words for this situation. Tears caught in his throat that their mom and dad weren’t here. His sister had a new start. He was going to miss having a reason to be in her life. He wasn’t so much doing the whole ceremonial giving away; he literally was handing her over to another man, trusting that Liam would look after Tasha.

      “Wanna get married?” he finally said.

      Smiling, she turned to face the short path to the beach, and drawing back her shoulders, she took the first step towards the rest of her life. Liam was waiting, dressed similarly to Lucas but with a purple accent in his shirt and buttonhole. All too soon they were there, and among the few close friends that Tasha had, she and Liam spoke their vows and promised each other forever. The official was sun-brown and young and for a millisecond Lucas wondered why it wasn’t Dylan officiating here—after all, he did everything else. Casting a casual eye around the people here for the ceremony, he couldn’t believe the sharp stab of disappointment that caught him by surprise. Stupid that after not even two days, just glimpsing Dylan—as captain, bartender, or photographer—made him so happy and flooded with possibilities. Where was Dylan now? Shouldn’t he be taking photographs of the ceremony? Wait. There he was to the right of the ceremony, where Lucas couldn’t see clearly. After a few shots, Dylan moved in among the gathered people, snapping some informal shots before waiting for the next part.

      The ceremony finished with a long kiss and he laughed and clapped alongside everyone else as the bride and groom walked away from the ceremony and down to the shoreline where Dylan posed them and began shooting photos. Lucas imagined the beauty of the shots against the foam of the sea and the darkening blue of the sky. Hundreds of small lamps twinkled in trees, and for the first time he could really understand why Tasha wanted to get married here.

      “Beautiful,” Kate said. She was bright-eyed and her voice sounded a little choked. Pushed by some instinct to connect, he pulled Kate into a quick hug and then released her before she could grip him back. She didn’t comment as she was whisked away by her husband, but that didn’t stop the smile on her face as she looked back at him. He returned the smile and then turned to watch his sister—it was disconcerting to connect like that with anyone, let alone his sister’s loud friend. Tasha and Liam were standing at the water’s edge in each other’s arms, but there was no sign of Dylan. Evidently, he had finished his work at that point, which, if Lucas remembered right, left only the first dance photos and a few as they gave speeches.

      The reality of the speech he had to give only hit him when every eye turned to him expectantly and everyone held flutes of champagne.

      “I had a long list of embarrassing stories to tell you all,” he began. Tasha groaned and covered her eyes with her free hand. There was laughter as Liam kissed the hand away. This was a good start to the speech—people laughed—and Lucas felt himself relax. “At the end of the day, though, Tash and I have been there for each other every single day and I couldn’t have wished for a wiser, braver, and more beautiful sister.” There was some oohing and aahing and Tasha smiled softly with tears glistening in her eyes.

      “I know Mom and Dad would have been so proud of the woman their daughter has become. They would have been so pleased that Liam decided to visit the same bar as her for a night of debauchery.” Again a few laughs. The standing joke was that both Liam and Tasha had gone out for nothing more than drinks and had ended up setting a second date, and then a third. “I felt like no man could love my sister as much as I do, but Liam proved me wrong. Please, raise your glasses and toast. To the bride and groom.”

      Everyone repeated the words and Lucas had to push down the emotion flooding him as Liam placed his champagne glass to one side, relieved Tasha of hers, and then bent Tasha back in an exaggerated Hollywood kiss.

      Lucas may not have spent as much time with her as he should, but she had always been there, just forty minutes away. Now she wouldn’t be just around the corner. Liam’s company was opening a new office in Washington DC, and he and Tasha were moving pretty much straight after the wedding. She walked over to Lucas and pulled him into a close hug. There were no words. They didn’t need words.

      Tasha knew.

      

      “It was a beautiful ceremony,” Dylan said from behind him. Pushing back the instant thrill that Dylan was here, Lucas schooled his features into a smile and turned to face the man who had filled his thoughts for the past hour or so.

      “It was,” Lucas murmured. Dylan took a step closer until there were only inches between them. He remained dressed as he had been for the entire ceremony as official photographer. “Are you not bartending tonight?”

      Dylan pointed at his own chest and shook his head. “Official photographer today, gets me out of working at the bar. Scott is covering for me. Where did your sister and her husband go? Have they moved into the honeymoon cabin?”

      “About half an hour ago.”

      “Do you need to stay here?”

      “Here?” Lucas wasn’t following the conversation.

      “Here with the wedding party.” Dylan gestured around him as he asked. Lucas followed the movement. Most of the party had split into couples and wandered off in their own directions.

      “My job here is done,” Lucas deadpanned. The humor in his voice made Dylan smile.

      “Then can I show you something?”

      “Is this where you offer to show me your etchings so you can have your wicked way with me?” Lucas was safe using humor—it was a good shield and one that worked in all situations.

      “No,” Dylan began in all seriousness. Lucas stiffened. Had he offended him? Typical. One hot guy, a warm night, starlight, endless possibilities, and he fucks it up with his freaky dry, sarcastic sense of what was funny.

      “No?” He tried to hold back the disappointment. He wasn’t sure how far he wanted this meet up to go but he had hoped for some more of that hot sexy kissing at least.

      “No.” Dylan leaned in so that his mouth was no more than an inch from Lucas’s ear. “This is where I take you for a walk to show you one of my favorite places on earth and then we make out under the stars under the privacy of the dark.” Dylan’s voice was husky and there was no joking in his words. He was deadly serious. Holding out his hand very deliberately, he continued, “So, can I show you something?”

      Mesmerized by the sex dripping from Dylan’s voice and the utter need that flooded him at that point, Lucas was incapable of saying no. Reaching out and gripping Dylan’s hand, he simply nodded.

      Dylan pulled one of the lanterns from the tree. Inside was a pillar candle, and he passed it to Lucas before helping himself to another. Quietly, he led Lucas to the shoreline and then turned left—away from the main complex, the pool, the people, and most importantly, in the opposite direction to the honeymoon cabin he knew his sister was in.

      “It’s not far,” Dylan explained. “There is this place here, a crop of stone and a plateau and it’s fed by a natural warm spring.” The whole thing was a surreal experience. From the gentle whooshing of waves to the sweep of the light from the candles, everything served to help Lucas relax.

      “We’re here,” he said. He needn’t have said a word. Lucas froze on the spot and stared, open-mouthed. Lit only by moonlight and the gentle candle glimmer, the formed rocks were simply dark shapes against the night. He blinked as he searched for the water, but it was only when Dylan pulled him a few more steps that he saw what it was Dylan wanted him to see. The sound of running water was hypnotic and there were no words between them as Dylan helped Lucas to the rocks above the water. They sat on the rock with legs dangling for a moment.

      “It’s warm,” Lucas said wonderingly.

      “It’s heated by the sun all day, but we think there is natural warm spring water here. I found it the first day I came to the island. Found this and a shack I sometimes sleep in when I’m here and I need space.” Dylan pointed somewhere to the left, but Lucas couldn’t see anything. Maybe he was indicating back to the group of staff cabins that housed the twenty of so people it took to run the island.

      “How long have you been visiting here? Working here?”

      “This summer is my fifth summer.”

      “Did you come here first as a vacation? With family?”

      Dylan shook his head. “Not a vacation. I was traveling and I found the water taxi and I asked the guy running it if the place he was going had work. There’s the man who runs this place, Antoine⁠—”

      “I spoke to him when I was organizing payment.”

      “Yeah. Him. Well, he and his wife own and run the island. He was ferrying a wedding party to Sapphire Cay, and he said they did have seasonal work if I wanted it. I went with him and I stayed a long time—at least until the sun went.” Dylan nodded and then turned his attention back to the water. Conversation was clearly closed down at that point about all things Dylan. Lucas pondered the cryptic statement but didn’t say anything. Dylan didn’t need to share everything if he didn’t want to. Dylan shrugged off his shirt and pants until he was just in his shorts, and after a small hesitation Lucas did the same thing. After all, his cotton shorts gave no less modesty than swim trunks.

      “I’m going in,” Dylan said. “Follow my path if you want, it can be slippery and dangerous sometimes.”

      Carefully, Lucas picked the same steps as Dylan and sighed as the warm water enveloped him. The base of the pool was made up of smooth stones and sand under his feet and he slid into the water until he was fully submerged. Staying that way until his lungs told him that they had had enough, he finally pushed his feet against the bottom and floated to the surface. The depth was just slightly shallower than his five ten and when he shook the water from his eyes, he could see Dylan breaking the water after doing the same as him.

      Experimentally, Lucas tasted the water on his lips—salty, but not as much as the sea, which supported the hypothesis that this was a naturally fed spring. Interesting on an island in the middle of the sea. Lucas resolved to check that on the internet when he got back to the mainland. Together they lay back and floated. The stars were so damn bright and clear, and ignoring the insistent nagging ache in his stomach, he let the peace of this place wash over him.

      As they floated they bumped hands, and Dylan told stories about other weddings, where a guest ending up in the pool—like Kate had—was the least of the problems.

      “Then, she took off her dress, right there on the beach. There was no underwear, literally none, and her new husband was saying ‘keep taking the damn photos’. I didn’t know where to look. Apparently, she wanted to be at one with nature or something, and then when he stripped as well and they posed I just went with the flow.”

      “What about the rest of the guests?”

      “Let’s just say the bride was beautiful and her husband was easy on the eyes, but most of the party should have kept their clothes on.”

      Lucas laughed at the feigned horror in Dylan’s voice. “So you just kept shooting photos?”

      “For half an hour. Then to add insult to injury, it’s me that edits the photos, so I had to look at it all over again. That’s when I noticed that in the background of some of the shots the bride and groom had used the shelter of the biggest tree to express their joy in very different ways. With the best man included.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I can show you the photos.”

      “No!” Lucas exclaimed and then laughed. “Thanks, but no.”

      “The best man was kind of hot though. Way past gorgeous. All muscles and dark brooding eyes. Sex on legs, if you know what I mean.” Dylan’s voice was low and dripped with lascivious huskiness and Lucas imagined him waggling his eyebrows.

      Just from the words alone, Lucas could imagine that other man in this water with Dylan. Damn his overactive imagination.

      “He was?” Sudden doubt filled Lucas’s thoughts. He needed to tamp down the attraction. This had to be nothing more than mutual sex and relieving the tension that swirled in his head. He was nothing special. Who was he kidding thinking Dylan hadn’t done this before? He’d been here for five summers, probably had every single type of wedding party on the beach. Of course he’d been attracted to other guests. Lucas was unlikely to be the first or the last. Letting his legs sink, Lucas stood and stretched tall.

      “I need to be getting back,” he said while trying not to sound like a hurt kid who was trying to be brave. Dylan copied his movement and stopped Lucas with a touch of his hand.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “We were talking. What did I say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re saying the word ‘nothing’ a lot here.”

      “What else do you want me to say?” Irritation built inside Lucas. He hated it when he lost the ability to actually form real sentences. It only happened when he was around men he desired past just the talking stage. He got all tongue-tied and overcautious.

      “You could start by telling me what is making you so sad in this beautiful place where your sister just got married, and you have nothing to think about except blue skies and calm seas. Or you could tell me why you’re leaving now?”

      “You said… you told me… fuck.”

      “What? That I would show you the photos?”

      Dylan sounded genuinely confused and Lucas bit his tongue to keep from just spilling out his disappointment. He needed to think this one through.

      “It’s been good here. I needed this,” he said finally. He changed the conversation even though he knew it was a cop out. He needed peace in his life more than his next breath and he was thankful he had enjoyed some calm moments when even the ache in his stomach had seemed to ease. “Thank you,” he tagged on the end. Then he took a few steps away from Dylan and made to leave.

      “Was it because I said the best man was hot?”

      Lucas stopped in his tracks. He had almost two weeks to live on this island, possibly seeing Dylan every single damn day. If he was honest now then he had nowhere to run to. He could quite easily stand here up to his neck in warm water and spill everything in a torrent of indecision and stress.

      “Yes,” he finally said. That was enough. Dylan didn’t need to know why it had unnerved him.

      “Hmmm” was all Dylan said. In an instant, he took the two steps to stand right next to Lucas, and in surprise Lucas stumbled and slipped on the stone. Dylan grabbed him quickly and steadied him. “Okay?” he asked gently.

      Lucas shrugged free. “Thank you.” He should leave now, but something stopped him from moving. It could be anything from the romantic wash of moonlight on Dylan’s face to the fear of losing his balance again, but whatever it was had him frozen in place. The water eddied and rippled around him and his skin felt touched in a million places by the luxury of warm silk.

      Dylan reached out of the water and cupped Lucas’s face between his palms. His skin was cool and the droplets from his touch tracked down over his chin and into the water. The move was sudden but Lucas didn’t flinch.

      “Five years I have come here and I have never wanted to kiss another guest.”

      “Uh huh?”

      “Never seen so much sadness in another man, or pain in his eyes.”

      “Oh.” That was literally all Lucas could manage.

      “Can I kiss you, Lucas Madison?” He leaned closer and Lucas instinctively mirrored the action. For a second their gazes locked and Lucas wished it were lighter so he could see Dylan’s eyes more clearly.

      “Please…”

      Dylan pressed cool, damp lips against his and the touch was perfect. It had been so long since Lucas had kissed another man and now he had kissed Dylan twice. So caught up in work, there had been nothing and no one he wanted to share this most intimate of touches with. For a short time, they simply pressed their lips together, and then with a sigh Lucas tilted his head and opened his mouth for more. Dylan pressed his hands against Lucas and deepened the kiss. The tangle of tongues, the taste of the other man was intoxicating, and all Lucas could do was hang on for the ride. He couldn’t remember ever being with someone and spending so much time on kissing alone. Spreading his legs for a more solid balance, he moved his hands through the water and rested them on Dylan’s hipbones.

      He could stand here forever.
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      God, he could happily do this all night, Dylan thought as he gently caressed Lucas’s face as they kissed. In fact, if they managed all night, it would just leave him wanting more. The erotic touch stole away his breath and, accompanied by Lucas’s fingers caressing the skin across his shoulders and back, Dylan swore he was going to lose his mind.

      “I want to show you something,” Dylan said between kisses, and he dropped his hands beneath the surface of the water to gently take hold of Lucas’s hips. He moved his fingers upward and brushed pale, sensitive skin. A smile curled his lips as Lucas flinched beneath his touch.

      “More? What?” Lucas asked. He looked at Dylan, though by the dreamy expression on his face, he’d go along with any reasonable suggestion.

      Dylan smiled and pulled Lucas close. “Something good. I promise.” He caught Lucas’s lower lip with his teeth and gave it a soft nip. Drawing Lucas into a firm kiss, Dylan held him tightly and slowly began to guide him forward through the water. Their lips remained locked as Dylan turned them around until Lucas was backed up against the rocks on the far side of the pool. Breathing in deeply, Dylan reluctantly pulled back. He met Lucas’s eyes through his lashes and smiled. There was something different than before about the man looking back at him. The sadness had been lifted, if only slightly. He could almost be fooled into thinking everything was suddenly okay. But looks were often deceiving.

      “It’s getting late,” Lucas whispered, suddenly putting on the brakes. He looked at Dylan and wore a thoughtful expression. What was Lucas thinking? The lusty glaze had cleared from his eyes and he leaned back against the rocks. Maybe Dylan shouldn’t have mentioned the best man. Was it still bothering Lucas?

      Dylan reached past Lucas and pressed them to the smooth rock behind him. Lucas must have had fun, right? They’d kissed and touched and even talked. It had all been pretty easy. The two of them had fallen into a rhythm, their bodies pressing and grinding against each other as they sought comfort and friction. If Lucas wanted more, Dylan would happily oblige. It would just be sex after all. There was no need to overthink this. Didn’t matter if Lucas was really the first man Dylan had been attracted to in a long time. Lucas just needed to relax. Two men, one night, that’s all it had to be. If that was what Lucas needed then Dylan was okay with that.

      “You have somewhere to be tomorrow?” he asked and pressed his mouth briefly to Lucas’s. Lucas looked unsure. So, no sex tonight. No matter. Dylan still wanted to be there. That was more than enough. “Ten minutes. Scout’s honor?” He gave an encouraging smile.

      “You were a boy scout?” Lucas asked and leaned back. There was a spark of intrigue behind his eyes. “So, you’re pretty handy at putting up a tent or lighting a campfire?”

      Dylan shook his head. He never did any of that as a kid. Between hospital appointments and recovery, he’d missed most of his childhood. He’d missed out on a lot of things, and that was something he had strived to correct.

      “I was too busy doing nothing,” he stated and cleared his throat. Getting hung up on all that crap was never his thing. Him, Mom, and Dad, it was a sad little tale he didn’t intend on sharing right now. “Come on. It won’t take long.”

      Hesitating at first, Lucas finally agreed. “Okay. For a little while.” He rubbed at his eyes and sighed as he turned to get out of the water.

      Pressing his mouth in a line, Dylan watched as Lucas climbed the rocks. Water hung heavily in the material of Lucas’s shorts, which in turn clung and formed around his ass. He enjoyed the view for a moment, until he realized Lucas was looking back over his shoulder.

      “You are coming, right?” he asked.

      “Er, yeah.” Quickly, Dylan followed the path Lucas had taken out of the water and got to his feet. He glanced back at the calm pool as he pulled at the waistband of his shorts. The thin material was unlikely to take long to dry but it wasn’t the most comfortable of sensations against skin. The night air was cool but edged with the muggy heat from the afternoon. He offered his hand to Lucas and felt a warmth spread through his chest as Lucas took it. “This way,” he said and guided Lucas between the trees.

      It didn’t take long to find what he wanted to show Lucas, and he breathed in deeply as the trees thinned out and the space opened up a little. He looked fondly at the building in the clearing. It was his, and until now, he had never brought anyone else out there. Not in the way he’d brought Lucas. Sure, Antoine and Jeanie and a few of the staff knew about it, but they pretty much stayed away. This was his space. Somewhere to clear his head and spend quality time with no one else but himself.

      “What is this place?” Lucas asked as he slipped his hand from Dylan’s loose hold and walked up to the shack. He stood for a moment and wrapped his hand around the wooden beam supporting the left-hand side of the roof.

      The building was split into two parts, an open veranda area and then a small room on the right. Its walls and roof were a mixture of wood and corrugated steel sheets that Dylan had slowly rebuilt over the last few years.

      “It’s mine,” Dylan said with pride and walked past Lucas. He flashed him a smile as he pushed open the light wooden door, which creaked on its hinges as it swung inside the small room. “I usually come here when I want to be alone. Everyone here’s great, but sometimes I just need that extra space, ya know?”

      Lucas nodded and slowly followed Dylan inside. “I guess I do.”

      Dylan crossed the shack to the small desk pushed up against the far wall. On top of the desk were an oil-burning lamp and a Ziploc bag. “It’s so quiet and peaceful,” he continued as he picked up the plastic bag and turned to lean against the hard edge. He slowly began to empty the bag, reaching behind him as he placed each item on the desk—a notebook and pen, a dog-eared paperback of the Iliad, and a box of matches. “And if you listen really hard, you can hear the water filling the pool. It’s kind of therapeutic. It’s like the rest of the world disappears.” He lowered his head as he realized Lucas was watching him. Sliding open the matchbox, he took a match and then lit the lamp. An orange glow flooded the room and Dylan noted how it flattered Lucas. Years seemed to be chased away from Lucas’s face and it added some much-needed color to his cheeks.

      “Do you come here often?” Lucas asked and then smiled as Dylan crossed to the small cot that stood behind the door and indicated for Lucas to join him. There was a rough towel and he passed it over to wipe away the worst of the water.

      “Is that some kind of pick-up line?” Dylan teased and hung the lamp on a hook above the bed.

      “Oh, no. I didn’t mean…”

      Dylan laughed as embarrassment colored Lucas’s face.

      “Sorry,” Lucas said with a sigh and sat down beside Dylan. “But do you?”

      What did Lucas consider often? Since returning to the island, Dylan had maybe come out here four or five times, and all of those visits had been in the last couple of weeks. Things with Dad were making him dizzy. He wasn’t interested in signing papers and money. He just wasn’t that guy.

      “Just now and then.” Dylan chewed on the inside of his mouth. “It’s a tropical island with white beaches, blue sky, and warm seas. What could possibly bother me out here?” What indeed? He focused on Lucas. They were dealing with Lucas’s issues—not his.

      Lucas shrugged. “Life has a nasty habit of catching up.”

      Shaking his head, Dylan laughed. “Maybe if you stop carrying your damn cell around, it wouldn’t.” He grinned as he turned to face Lucas. “It’d probably have to be surgically detached though, right?”

      Lucas’s eyes brightened as his gaze met Dylan’s, and Dylan thought it was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. The hazel sparked with a golden glow from the lamp’s flame and Dylan could no longer resist the urge to lean in and kiss Lucas again. Tenderly, Dylan kissed and touched and teased Lucas into a warm embrace. Holding the tops of Lucas’s arms, he guided Lucas back across the bed and pulled him close. Lucas burrowed into the hold, and wrapped close, they simply held each other. They lay together silently for a while, kissing and sharing soothing touches to heated skin until exhausted, they eventually fell asleep.

      

      Dylan groaned as he awkwardly stretched out his arms and squirmed against the mattress. Blinking, he breathed in deeply, lifted his head from the flat pillow, and opened his eyes. The otherwise pitch-black shack was illuminated by the low light of the oil lamp, and Dylan wondered how long they had been there. Lucas’s warmth had relaxed him and lulled him into a peaceful slumber. He didn’t have any idea of the time, but he knew he couldn’t stay here all night. Smiling, he leaned over and looked at Lucas, who looked a hell of a lot better and more chilled out than he had been. Sleep—another good medicine.

      Reluctantly, Dylan slid from between the wall and Lucas and got off the end of the cot. He didn’t want to disturb Lucas, but he wasn’t sure how the other man might take waking up to a note on the pillow. Quietly, he crouched down beside Lucas’s head and gently began stroking back Lucas’s bangs. Drawing soothing lines back and forth across Lucas’s forehead, Dylan eventually coaxed Lucas awake.

      “Hey,” he whispered as Lucas looked at him, slightly disoriented. “Sorry to wake you, but I need to get back.”

      “What time is it?” Lucas asked as he yawned.

      “No idea.” Dylan smiled and gently ran his hand over Lucas’s shoulder. “Do you want me to walk you back, or can you find your own way?”

      Lucas closed his eyes and hugged the pillow. “I’ll find my own way,” he murmured.

      Getting to his feet, Dylan leaned down and pressed his lips to Lucas’s cheek. “I’ll go find your clothes and bring them in. You sure you’ll be okay?”

      “It’s an island,” Lucas mumbled as he rolled onto his stomach. “How lost could I get?”

      Dylan snorted a laugh. “Just head back the way we came and down to the beach,” he offered. “Follow the shore and you’ll see the walkway and the lights of the hotel.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Lucas said and opened his eyes briefly as he smiled. “Thanks.”

      Dylan nodded. “Later,” he said and backed toward the door. He didn’t want to leave, but there was something he needed to do.

      

      The night air was cool and refreshing as Dylan made his way along the water’s edge. He watched the white foam circle his feet for a second time as the tide continued its advance up the sand. He guessed it must be around ten. The sound of music from the wedding reception could still be heard, and he figured it couldn’t have been more than a couple of hours since he stole Lucas away from the drinks and celebrations. Swerving, he took a shortcut through some trees and made his way around the back of the hotel to the staff cabins. Away from the music, Dylan appreciated the silence as he slipped inside his cabin. He closed his eyes as he stood in the middle of his room and took a deep breath. Crossing to his dresser, he picked up the old Nokia and checked the screen. Three messages since that morning. He opened the first and read the message from his father’s secretary. Shit. Dad had gotten impatient.

      Representative M Stone at airport for signing, 11 p.m.

      Damn. The message had been sent at ten that morning, and what the hell? Stone? Mitch Stone? Great, just what Dylan needed right now, an ex-lover showing up. He was sure his dad would have done it on purpose, maybe even considered Mitch a way of luring Dylan back home.

      He continued onto the next message.

      I assume your dad was in touch. I don’t want things to be awkward between us. The flight’s due at 10:40. It’ll be good to see you.

      Fuck it all. Dylan hadn’t seen or spoken to Mitch in almost six years. He’d been nineteen and in lust. Mitch worked as an intern for Dylan’s father and they’d kind of had a thing for a couple of months. Their relationship was before Dylan decided he couldn’t pretend any more about being the man his father wanted. Suits and cell phones, money and deals were not for him. He didn’t want a nine-to-five like his dad; though in reality it was more of a seven-to-ten job. They had rarely seen each other in the years before Dylan moved out.

      With a heavy sigh, Dylan read the final message.

      Flight on time. See you around 11.

      Dylan’s gaze drifted to the time on the screen. It was already after half past ten. “Crap,” he grumbled and pinched the bridge of his nose as he tried to figure out where the wonderfully relaxed person he’d been only moments ago had vanished to. His dad had been reminding him of the documents on and off for the last couple of months, but Dylan had consigned them to the back of his mind with the many other ‘do for Dad’ things that had cropped up in the last five years. How important could this stuff possibly be? Paperwork, signatures, and money—he was doing perfectly fine without any of them. His dad, however, seemed desperate for him to sign and had now sent Mitch on some late night venture. Dylan guessed he only had himself to blame, after all, he had done everything he could to put the man off, even said he couldn’t agree to a daylight hours meeting. Anything to avoid the inevitable.

      Running late. Be there in an hour, he sent back.

      That would have to be enough. Quickly, he got a change of clothes and ran a comb through his tangled hair. Shaking his head, he tried to brush out the faint spatter of sand that had dried in his bangs before brushing them back and behind his ears. He wasn’t sure why he cared about his appearance, it should take an hour tops to read and sign what his dad needed. Grabbing the keys to the boat, he headed out and down to the dock. The quicker he did this, the sooner he could get back to enjoying his life.

      

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” Dylan said, trying to sound genuine. He wasn’t sorry. If he thought he’d get away with it, he wouldn’t have shown up at all. But the last thing Dylan wanted was for anyone linked to his dad turning up on the island that he could have avoided with a trip to the mainland.

      Mitch Stone looked exactly as Dylan remembered him—slicked-back blond hair, piercing blue eyes, a slim-fit gray suit covering his gym-toned body, and model-perfect cheekbones and jaw. Dylan quashed the twinge of attraction that lurched in his chest—it wasn’t anything other than muscle memory. Mitch was as cold as his blue gaze and Dylan didn’t need someone like that in his life, he reminded himself. He’d played second-best too many times already—to his father and to Mitch—and he wasn’t willing to do it again.

      “Only an hour,” Mitch huffed as he got to his feet and picked his briefcase up off the floor.

      “At least I texted.” Dylan met Mitch’s eyes and knew the man was well aware of what he was getting at. Mitch had been just like Dylan’s father. Work was an excuse to be late or to not show at all.

      Mitch pressed his lips in a firm line before checking his watch. Yes, Dylan was beyond late, but this hadn’t been his idea. Mitch could thank Dylan’s father.

      Dylan really hoped this was going to be quick. “So, where are we doing this?” he asked and eyed the briefcase that no doubt contained several papers for him to read and sign.

      “I fly back out in the morning,” Mitch said. “I have a room booked at a hotel. We can go there.”

      I don’t think so. “What needs doing?” Dylan hadn’t quite got his head around what it was he was actually signing. At his birth, Dylan’s father had invested money for his son and it was due to mature ten days after Dylan’s twenty-fifth birthday. His birthday was tomorrow. Mitch sat back down and rested the briefcase on his knees. “The policy your father took out for you is due to mature. For payment to be made to you, your signature is needed alongside your father’s. This will then go into your trust, which is due to be transferred to you next week.” He opened the briefcase and took out a pile of papers. “At eighteen you deferred the claim on your trust until you reached twenty-five. With this investment, you’re looking at just shy of a million.”

      What? “You’re serious?”

      Holding out the papers, Mitch gave a short nod. “Yes.”

      Dylan gave a breathy laugh. A fucking million? What the hell? He sat down next to Mitch and took the papers. Scanning the details, he found Mitch was telling the truth. “I can’t believe it.” In the last six years, he’d insisted on doing everything himself. He moved from place to place taking any crappy job that would pay his way, and then he would move on to the next. He hadn’t given a crap what was in the account when he was eighteen. He didn’t want it then.

      “Can I defer again?”

      “You could,” Mitch shrugged. “But do you want to spend the rest of your life thinking on this? Maybe you should just sign, take the money, and give it to charity.”

      Shit. Maybe that is what should happen. Money doesn’t replace love and affection. “How long do I have to think about it?”

      “My flight’s at nine forty-five in the morning. It needs to be signed by then.” Mitch looked at him and narrowed his eyes. “I’m not really getting what the issue is, D.”

      Dylan stared at the first name on the document. Maria Gray. He had never gotten the chance to meet his mother. Sure, he’d seen hundreds of photos and even dared to see her in his own reflection. They shared the same eye and hair coloring and the same straight nose. He often wondered if that was why his father had done everything he could to avoid him as he was growing up. Who would want to see their dead wife’s face in that of the person who had killed her? Dylan cleared his throat. He knew that wasn’t true. Life was just cruel sometimes. And then his dad had had to go through it all over again with the cancer that had nearly killed Dylan in childhood.

      “Dylan?”

      “Sorry,” Dylan said and handed the papers back to Mitch as he got to his feet. “I can’t do this right now.”

      “What? Why?” Mitch looked up at Dylan, obviously confused.

      How could he ever understand? “I just… It’s a lot of money.”

      Mitch’s expression seemed to soften. “She’d want you to have it.”

      Dylan met Mitch’s eyes. He couldn’t remember if they’d ever talked about his mother. His chest ached at the memory of stories his father had told him. There had been some complication during the birth—his birth—and she’d died. “You think? I imagine she’d rather be here and alive.” He licked at his dry lower lip and turned around to stare out the large glass front of the airport. He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself down. Through the years of doctors and appointments and drugs and treatments, all he ever wanted was his mom. Everyone told him how she was an angel up in heaven looking down on him and keeping him safe through the cancer.

      “Of course she would. But sadly, she isn’t. So she’d want you to be happy.”

      Snorting a laugh, Dylan turned back around. Mitch was just like Dylan’s dad. Both thought money was the answer to everything, including a soul’s happiness. He looked at Mitch and then at the papers. He didn’t have to touch the money, he figured, or maybe he could do something good with it. That would have made his mom happy. Charity? Or an investment in something. Anything. He didn’t need it.

      “Do you have a pen?” he finally said.

      Mitch quickly opened and closed his briefcase and held out a black ballpoint to Dylan. He gave a small smile as Dylan took it and came back to sit beside him.

      “Okay,” Dylan said. “Where do I sign?”
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      Lucas woke to light flooding the cabin through the various nooks and crannies in the aged wood. The waking hadn’t been sudden, more a delicious stretch and curl into the mattress and the thought of having nowhere to be. Dylan had left; he knew that. Blinking, he realized he couldn’t recall when other than it had been dark. Stretching again, he looked up at the roof and marveled that the thing had survived any of the storms that made their way across this stretch of ocean in hurricane season. The whole structure was a patchwork of wood and iron and both old and new nails. The main struts looked to be tied together with rope, which probably made the whole thing less rigid and more able to withstand the bending breaking forces of nature.

      Moving outside, he realized the shack was protected on all sides by natural bluffs of rock, and just a few short steps later, he was back by the body of water Dylan had taken him to last night. The water was mirror-smooth at the edges, and he could see clearly the small wannabe waterfall that fed the natural bowl in the sand. Memories flooded him of the taste of Dylan, of his touch and the confident way that he led him to the water and then back to the shack. Butterflies made themselves known in his stomach and his chest tightened when he recalled each touch.

      Following the shoreline, he made it back to the hotel in good time and slipped into his cabin before anyone could see him, if indeed anyone was up. The complex was quiet, although the smell of bacon wafted through the open area and by the silent swimming pool. First order was to get a shower. His skin was crusty with sand and his hair felt coarse with both sand and dried seawater.

      The shower was hot, and inch by inch he relaxed into the flow and then rested his head on folded arms against the wall, allowing the water to beat down on his back. The burn of acid in his gut was back, and reluctantly he left the shower, wrapping a towel around his waist and locating his meds in his bag. Two tablets for this, a pill for that, several others as vitamins. Jesus, he was a walking fricking pharmacy. It was time to stop drinking and get on them. He had made it through the wedding, done his bit, drunk the toasts, even loosened up a bit, but now he had to settle the pain.

      After dressing casually in Bermuda shorts and a loose purple T-shirt, he paced his room restlessly. Every now and again, he stopped at the room safe. Inside were his netbook and the papers he needed to review. He could even imagine himself opening the safe and pulling out what he needed to work. Tasha would shout at him, but hell, he needed to get the initial review sent back to Municipal before he left Sapphire Cay. He just didn’t want to. He wanted to find Dylan and thank him for the best night’s sleep he had experienced since he was studying for his degree. Decision made, he pocketed his cell—his only concession to having his finger on the pulse—and made his way to the breakfast room. His cell showed it to be only six a.m. and he doubted anyone from last night was going to be up. Bride and groom safely ensconced in their honeymoon cabin meant the rest of the party could enjoy the alcohol on tap. He probably missed out on a hell of a lot more dumpings into the pool.

      “Morning, Mr. Madison,” a voice greeted him. Lucas turned to see Antoine Durand sitting at a side table with papers piled next to him and his wife, Jeanie, sitting opposite him with a ready smile on her beautiful face.

      “Morning,” Lucas said. He returned the smile. These two were nice people. The contact he had exchanged with them had mostly been by email, but even in those written words he had felt the warmth and welcome.

      “Did you sleep well?” Jeanie asked. Lucas nodded and glanced quickly at her expression. He suddenly felt she knew he hadn’t been in his room, and for some unaccountable reason he felt guilty. Did everyone know? Were people laughing at him? Had he fucked up?

      Shit.

      Forcing calming breaths and focusing on her expression, he saw nothing but a friendly question and no hidden meaning in the softly accented words. Fucking panic attacks and the constant feeling of fucking up… now he even suspected gently spoken questions.

      “Please join us,” Antoine offered. “We are the only ones here and the coffee is hot.”

      Lucas immediately opened his mouth to decline. He didn’t want the company; he didn’t do socializing and he didn’t want anyone to feel that they had to sit with him. Before he could say anything, Antoine had scooted around to sit next to his wife, who smiled at him and moved a little to give him room. Seemed Lucas had no choice.

      When Jeanie poured fresh coffee into a clean mug the deal was struck. Lucas would push past his fears about knowing what the hell to talk about and sit and eat his damn breakfast with two people who didn’t have an agenda or want anything from him.

      Sliding into the recently vacated space, he brought the coffee to his lips and inhaled the scent of it before sipping at the steaming brew. Nectar touched his tongue and slid sinuously down his throat. Coffee on an empty stomach wasn’t entirely a good thing, but hell, this was perfect caffeine. Fluffy eggs and biscuits were scooped onto a plate and passed to him, and before he knew it he was talking between mouthfuls about the wedding and his sister and the island. He couldn’t help but see the papers on the corner of the desk and his innate curiosity won out.

      “You’re selling Sapphire Cay?” he finally asked. The top sheet listing the island with an associated view from the air wasn’t exactly subtle. Nor was the seven-hundred-thousand-dollar price tag. It didn’t seem a lot for such a slice of beauty.

      “When we first purchased the Cay it cost us very little and had nothing much more than a shack at one end,” began Jeanie. Lucas idly wondered if that was Dylan’s shack she spoke of. “My father invested a little and we opened a year later.”

      “I was so young,” Antoine said. He shook his head. “And look at us now.” He laughed and Jeanie leaned into him. The show of support and affection sent a stab of jealousy through Lucas. He missed seeing his mom and dad being so naturally affectionate and it wasn’t likely he would ever be in a relationship where he could experience that same level of ease.

      “Getting too old,” Jeanie said softly.

      “You’re not old,” Lucas protested. Politeness dictated he say that, but he wasn’t lying. Her blonde hair was short and soft and her skin was not lined in the way a normal sixty-year-old might be.

      “We have to take the best chance at retiring now and we think it’s time to move on. Give someone else the chance to enjoy Sapphire Cay.”

      “Seven hundred doesn’t seem like a lot of money for all of this.” Lucas waved a hand to indicate the cabins and the main rooms and the beaches and pools. The whole island was stunning. Antoine tapped the pile of papers.

      “Expenses mount quickly. We break even every year but we have nothing in reserve. You know how it goes. Not only that, but there are repairs that need doing. Our son Jamie used to take care of that but he hasn’t been here for four years now, and getting someone in who knows what they’re doing is expensive. So we are not selling a money spinner that will make someone rich.” He shrugged like it wasn’t an important observation, but Lucas knew how difficult times had been to make money, let alone in the tourism industry.

      “Do you have any buyers?”

      Antoine looked at his wife briefly, for what reason Lucas couldn’t ascertain. Support? Understanding? Love?

      “We had one person we were hoping would…” He trailed off and shook his head. “Never mind. He said no and I don’t blame him. To live here on this island, to make it a place people like your sister want to get married, a stunning backdrop and making beautiful memories, it takes a special person, special people.”

      Lucas concentrated on his breakfast for a while. He wondered if he could manage to stay on an island, come thick or thin, for what must be well over thirty years like Antoine and Jeanie. There was internet here, albeit sketchy internet. Cell phones worked here. There was an office here. But... No. If he got out, then he had to find a way to make money, away from nebulous thoughts of paradise, otherwise he would have nothing for his future. As it stood, to leave Municipal with no immediate job to go to would dent his savings and investments. Idly, he rubbed his chest.

      “You had children on the island though?” he finally said and then felt uncomfortable when he realized that he had spoken that aloud and interrupted whatever they had been saying.

      “Two.” Jeanie smiled. She clearly hadn’t been worried about his blurted question. “A boy and a girl. Both were at school on the mainland.”

      “Neither of them want to take over?”

      “Sue is a doctor in Miami, happily married with two children. Jamie is in the military.”

      “He’s away in Afghanistan,” Antoine offered. There was pride in his voice. “He’s a Marine.”

      Lucas wondered how to respond to that one. “You must be very proud of them both,” he finally offered.

      “We are. Scared some about Jamie, though,” Jeanie added. She looked down at her coffee but not before Lucas caught a flash of fear in her eyes.

      “He’s gay you see,” Antoine said. “Doesn’t matter about DADT being repealed, it isn’t easy for him to be in Afghanistan, but the Marine Corps is like a family.” Lucas watched the expressions on Antoine’s face. He wasn’t entirely sure Antoine believed what he was saying—that the Corps was a family to replace the one that Jamie wouldn’t have because he was away from home. But whatever, it seemed to help Antoine some.

      “It isn’t easy for anyone over there,” Lucas said. He wasn’t going to be drawn into a heavy conversation on Don’t-Ask-Don’t-Tell or anything he really knew nothing about.

      “Would you like to see some photos?” Jeanie asked. She pushed herself up and away from the table, which interrupted Lucas’s automatic need to refuse. Pictures of other people’s kids, however cute, weren’t something he was an expert in looking at. He couldn’t wait to be an uncle, but that was different.
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