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When Robin decides to spend his vacation at a gays-only
resort on a beautiful island to escape from his suffocating hometown, falling
in love wasn’t on the agenda. John is handsome and unashamed and Robin finds
himself swept away. However, the enigmatic Scotsman harbors a dangerous secret.


Their island affair explodes with a passion neither man
expected. As they realize something stronger is blossoming between them, events
conspire to separate them and both men are irrevocably changed. Robin returns
home to pick up the pieces of his life, slipping back into the small-town
closet and putting the island behind him. John has other ideas, but staying
together might be the least of their worries.


Reality has a way of making you work for your happily ever
after.
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Chapter One


 


He was a god.


Ever since his neighbor arrived a couple of days ago, John
hadn’t been able to take his eyes off the man. He certainly wasn’t the kind of
guy who usually drew John, with his slim athletic body, boy-next-door face and
light-brown hair. Normally he went for bigger, more muscled, hairier guys. The
kind of man who couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than a man when they
were under you. Or on top of you. John wasn’t fussy about position, sex was sex
and it was all good. Not that his neighbor could be mistaken for a woman, not
with that body. Today he wore a semi-transparent white shirt, open to display a
smooth, tanned, hair-free chest and ridged abdomen. A pair of baggy khaki
shorts instead of his usual black swim trunks sat low on his hips. His short,
wavy brown hair was covered with a navy-blue baseball cap and his feet were
bare. He carried a pair of flip-flops in one hand.


John let his eyes caress the length of him. He suspected he
was only a couple of inches short of his own six-two height. His gut knotted as
an image flashed into his head of those sleekly muscled arms wrapped around
him, the hair-roughened legs entwined with his. Hard cocks brushing against
each other. John would drop to his knees on the hot sand, press his face
against the damp Lycra and breathe in the musky scent of the other man’s
arousal. He could slide the trunks down those lean thighs and take the
straining erection into his mouth.


John groaned and shifted his stance to ease the pressure of
his hard-on. Oblivious to the lust-filled thoughts directed at him, the man
walked slowly along the white sand on the edge of the ocean. His head tilted to
the warm sun in silent worship until he reached the path through the trees that
led back to the center of the resort. Making the kind of impulsive decision
that had landed him here in the first place, John jumped off the shaded deck of
the cottage and followed him.


Great, John, just great. Here you are in paradise and
you’re passing your time by stalkin’ some innocent man. What the bloody hell
are you doin’?


He willed his heated body into submission, concentrating on
the beautiful surroundings in an effort to calm himself. The name Paradise
wasn’t far wrong—the small island where he had spent the last three weeks had
it all. It was hard to believe he was located somewhere off the southwestern
shore of the United States and not somewhere in the Caribbean. Sunshine, blue
skies, palm trees, white sandy beaches, a warm, clear ocean and just enough
people to keep you from feeling bored or lonely. But bored and lonely was
exactly how he had felt. Despite the fact that nowadays he was technically
never alone. Even now he was aware of the eyes on him and now and again he
caught the rattle of static from a handheld radio, though they did their best to
give him the illusion of privacy. What is it they say? No man is an island? He
smiled to himself ruefully, very fitting.


During the first week he knew he had driven his bodyguards
crazy, pacing and twitching like an addict coming off a high, only John’s drug
of choice had been work. And it had gotten him into trouble just as surely.
After two weeks he had finally gotten used to the inactivity but his brain was
screaming for some kind of occupation. He hadn’t wanted to have anything much
to do with the activities taking place in the main resort and so he had kept
mainly to his cottage. He told himself that a distraction was all his handsome
neighbor was to him. The fact that the man also seemed to have little interest
in leaving their little stretch of beach intrigued him, but part of him knew
there was more to his attraction than that.


If only he hadn’t let his customary impatience overrule him
that day. If he’d waited for the elevator instead of taking the stairs he’d
still be back in New York, listening to Carol, his secretary, nag him about how
he needed to get a life. He wouldn’t have found himself embroiled in a murder
case and separated from everything that mattered in his life. And if he had
taken care of his reservations instead of letting Carol handle it then he
wouldn’t have found himself hiding away on a resort for gay couples and
singles. He could have been in Scotland, visiting relatives and fending off
aunties who wanted to know why he hadn’t married a nice American girl yet. He
should have known his secretary would seize the chance to interfere. On top of
that, it was largely his overprotective mother’s fault he was surrounded by
bodyguards. His life was full of interfering women, was it any wonder he swung
the other way?


He smiled with grim humor. His secretary would hardly
recognize him now without his sober suit and tie. In its place he wore a bright
Hawaiian shirt and knee-length khaki shorts. It had been days since he last
shaved. His jaw sported a fair crop of bristly red-blond whiskers and his
sensible haircut had grown out to hang over his shirt collar and blow in his
blue eyes. What use did he have for business suits on a tropical island? And no
one here gave a damn whether he shaved or cut his hair, himself included.


John rounded a corner in the path at a trot, catching sight
of his neighbor just ahead. He slowed his pace, keeping his distance as his
neighbor wandered through the pool complex, gaze fixed on the horizon. He
caught his breath when the man stumbled over a bag and nearly fell into the
heavily chlorinated water. John quickened his pace, reaching him just as he
stepped on a pair of sandals and lost his balance again, teetering over the
edge of the pool. As he reached out to clutch the man’s shirt, gravity won the
battle. John had time to grab a quick breath of air before they splashed into
the shallow water in a confusion of limbs. John’s head hit the tiled edge with
a thud that reverberated through his skull and brought with it a wave of
darkness.


* * * * *


Life filtered back with unmerciful speed. Sound came first,
echoing then sharpening until he could make out a jumble of voices.


“Is he all right?”


“Someone get the doctor.”


“Step back, sir.”


Sensation flooded his body. He was wet and lying on a warm,
hard surface. Pain throbbed from his temple building up to the kind of headache
he had in university after his one and only two-day bender. His chest ached as
if an elephant was sitting on it. What the hell happened? A groan turned
into a racking cough that made the throb increase to a pound and he lifted his
hand to grope for the axe that must be sticking in his head. A lump the size of
a golf ball graced his hairline. No wonder his head was killing him.


“Welcome back. Take it easy, you fell in the pool and hit
your head.”


The gentle American voice made John reluctantly squint his
eyes open. Intelligent greenish-brown eyes smiled at him and memory came
flowing back. His neighbor, his wet neighbor, hair slicked back, shirt
clinging to the muscular planes of his chest. John closed his eyes and groaned
again as he realized that instead of saving his neighbor, he had ended
up rescuing John.


“Sir, step back please. We’ll take care of him now.”


John’s eyes snapped open at the intrusive growl and he
turned his head to see one of his four shadows frowning at them while two more
tried to break up the ring of curious onlookers. All three were dressed
casually but he knew the long shirts concealed holstered guns and two of the
three carried small handheld radios. Ignoring his rescuer’s look of concern, he
pushed himself upright and tried not to wince at the increased pressure in his
skull.


“It’s all right, Dan, Ah’m all right.” His voice was
hoarse. Dan Sanders only shook his head and turned to help the other two men.
“Don’t move. Just sit right there until the doctor checks you out.” John
scowled and looked back at his neighbor. The man had turned to frown at Dan’s
back but John hadn’t missed that blink of surprise at his broad Scottish
accent. Ten years working in the States and it hadn’t faded any. His friend and
colleague, Max, called it “a date magnet” and John couldn’t deny that he might
have taken advantage of that a time or two. Mind you, he wasn’t usually in
serious need of a shave and a haircut—not to mention a fashion consultant—when he
spoke to men he was interested in. He forced a smile onto his face and
discovered even that hurt as he offered a hand.


“John. I believe we’re neighbors. You have no idea how
pleased I am to meet you. Thanks for haulin’ my arse out of there.” He coughed
again, easier this time, but his throat still burned like fire from the
chlorine. His rescuer looked away from the guards and smiled at him, shaking
John’s hand briefly.


“Robin Grant. It was nothing. I think it was my fault
anyway, I should have been watching where I was going.” He nodded at Dan.
“Maybe you should listen to him, John. You hit your head pretty hard. Not to
mention you swallowed a lot of the pool water.” He ran his fingertips over the
tender lump on John’s forehead, frowning in concern. Despite the pain even that
gentle caress brought, a thrill of awareness shot though him and his cock tried
valiantly to respond. When the hand dropped John wanted to ask to be touched
again, but pushed the thought from his mind. Too soon, far too soon.


“Och, it’ll be fine. I’ve got a hard head.” One that
feels as if it is going to explode any minute.


Robin smiled again and rolled his eyes, skepticism clear,
but let it go. “Thanks for trying to stop me from falling in.”


“It was a daft thing to do, I didn’t even think about it. I
think it’s me who owes you now,” John said ruefully.


He shook his head. “Let’s just say we’re even then.” He
quirked a brow. “Not to state the obvious but, you’re Scottish?”


“Technically, yes.”


Robin’s smile grew wider. “That sounds like a pretty big
technicality.”


John shot a glance at Dan, who had finally succeeded in
getting rid of their audience and now stood alert, eyes traveling restlessly
over the poolside vacationers. “I haven’t lived in Scotland for ten years.”
Robin followed his gaze and curiosity shone from his eyes.


“Who are these guys?”


Now that was something he wasn’t ready to explain. What if
they frightened Robin away? Besides, he had sworn not to tell anyone the who or
whys of it, they felt he was safer that way. Deliberately John let his gaze
roam the length of Robin’s body from his water-slick hair to equally wet
shorts, which now outlined the bulge of what looked like the start of a very
impressive erection, and let his interest show in his face. “Bodyguards,” he
said dismissively. Surprisingly, instead of responding in kind Robin blushed
and looked away, clearly uncomfortable with his appraisal.


What was Robin doing here if he was uncomfortable with
another man’s interest? Intrigued John leaned closer, catching the scent of coconut
and soap from Robin’s honey-gold skin. A drop of water from his wet hair
trickled down his face to his neck. Robin’s hand lifted to brush it away and
John dragged his eyes back to his face.


“Bodyguards?” he asked, doubt clear in his tone as he took
in John’s disheveled and obviously fit appearance.


John shrugged and smiled ruefully. “It’s a long story.” He
caught sight of his fourth shadow over Robin’s shoulder and grimaced. The guard
was weaving his way through the sun-worshippers with a short, portly man in
tow. His black bag marked him clearly as a doctor and made John frown harder.
Robin followed his glare and a tension he hadn’t noticed relaxed out of the
man’s shoulders. He rose smoothly to his feet, the friendly impersonal smile
back on his face.


“Well, it looks as though the cavalry has arrived. It was
nice to meet you Mr…uh, John.” Robin searched the concrete around him, not
meeting his eyes, and John realized he was looking for his belongings.


Knowing he planned to leave, John made another rash
decision.


“Have dinner with me,” John blurted.


“I don’t even know you.” He blushed again and John knew that
he wanted to find out what else made the man flush with color, wanted to see
him again with an uncomfortable longing. It made no sense and he gave in to it
anyway.


“You know me well enough to drag me out of the pool. I owe
you dinner for that at least.”


“You don’t owe me anything. I really don’t think it’s a good
idea.”


“A drink then,” John coaxed, smiling at him. “What harm
could it do? Please, let me buy you a drink at least.”


He smiled back. “All right, a drink.”


“In the hotel bar, at nine. I’ll look forward to it.”


Robin nodded and turned away, bending to pick up his shirt,
flip-flops and soggy baseball cap. John admired the taut curve of his backside
through the damp fabric. Oh, I am definitely looking forward to it.









Chapter Two


 


Robin swirled the ice in the bottom of his second double
whiskey and debated whether to order a third. What on earth had possessed him
to get here early? He looked around, taking in the bamboo furniture and the
open patio leading to the lit pool. It was quiet; there were only a handful of
couples sitting at secluded tables. The bartender was polishing glasses at the
far end of the bar where he perched on a stool. Robin absently admired that
slender body whenever the man wasn’t looking. He was pretty, no doubt, but
Robin found himself wanting blue eyes, not brown, and a Scottish accent instead
of the lyrical Spanish the bartender was emphasizing for him.


He had told Robin that there was a beach party tonight and
most of the hotel’s guests were attending it. Robin should have been there too
but he’d missed the announcement and he ignored the server’s subtle hints that
said he would be happy to take him. Truth was, Robin probably wouldn’t have
gone anyway. As beautiful as the resort was, he was a little uncomfortable.
He’d thought that being in an environment where everyone was batting for the
same side would be liberating but instead he felt even more isolated. All the
guys here seemed entirely at ease with their sexuality and Rob hadn’t reached
that point yet. So he’d spent the day perusing the island’s gift shops trying
to decide whether to meet an enigmatic Scotsman and hoping the man’s headache
wasn’t too bad.


What on earth possessed him to come at all?


Yes, John was attractive, even with his jaw unshaven and
eyes blurry with pain. His long, leanly muscled frame had been clearly defined
by his soaked clothes. And Rob had run his hands over most of it to check where
he was injured. But this island was full of attractive men and he hadn’t
accepted any of their offers. Perhaps it was just gratitude. He
shuddered to think how different things could have turned out. Why had the damn
fool tried to grab him? It was only water, he wouldn’t have melted. And only
four feet deep too, so Robin wouldn’t have drowned even if he couldn’t swim
like a fish.


John nearly had, though. His heart gave a foolish little
flutter at the thought. It was a dumb thing to do in retrospect, but to be fair
he probably hadn’t expected Robin to actually pull him in with him. I at
least owe him for his misplaced chivalry, he told himself. It had very
little to do with how Rob’s cock had begun to get hard in his shorts as he’d
run his hands over that firm, hair-roughened body.


So, instead of attending the party he was sitting in a bar
waiting for a man who probably wouldn’t show up. He caught the barman’s eye and
pointed to his drink. The man raised a brow in an “are you sure?” gesture.
Great, even the barman felt the need to baby-sit him. It was apparently obvious
to every man here that he was all but a virgin. The fact that it was true made
him want to squirm in his seat like a teenage girl on a first date.


Except John. He hadn’t looked as if he wanted to baby-sit
him today. The look he had given Rob had made heat sweep through his body. That
was the reason he was here, he admitted. This vacation was supposed to be all
about leaving the smothering cocoon of the small town where he was a swimming
coach and experiencing things he never had before. Things Robin couldn’t do
under the watchful eyes of the town. He just wasn’t sure he was ready for all
of Barretts Cross to know he was gay. And every single one of them would know
within half an hour of his first glance at another man. That was the beauty of
living in a small town. As much as he loved his home he knew they weren’t ready
to accept a gay swimming coach. The minute they learned about his sexual
preferences he could kiss his job goodbye. Just like Dominic York, an English
tutor, had last year. He had made the mistake of coming out and gradually lost
almost every one of his students until he had been forced to look elsewhere for
work.


No.


Coming out was not a good idea.


But here, here he was free to look all he wanted. John
appeared as though he could show him all sorts of things and not one of them
could be described as “nice”. Delicious, hot, maybe even forbidden. That’s what
he wanted. He gulped down the last of his ice-cold drink in a vain attempt to
cool the fire the thoughts raised in his body. How was he going to tell John
that he wanted to do all the wicked things his eyes hinted at?


“Feashar math, Robin.”


He turned quickly toward the gravelly masculine voice behind
him and had to grab the edge of the bar to steady himself. He shivered. John
could have been reciting a menu to him in that voice and it would still turn
him on.


“Wha—” he cleared his throat and started again. “What did
you just say to me?”


The eyes he had been dreaming about a few moments ago smiled
at him, warming from a winter to a summer sky as they swept over him.


“I said good evenin’ but I should have added that you look eireachdail.
Handsome.”


The short-sleeved, black silk T-shirt outlined every inch of
Robin’s chest and his tight jeans might as well have been painted on. There
were ragged holes ripped in the denim in strategic places. It was just the sort
of outfit he would never have worn at home lest he gave himself away. He almost
hadn’t worn it tonight. One glance, one word from this man and he forgot all
his reservations.


“Uh… Thank you…was that Gaelic?”


“Yes, but don’t be too impressed, those are just about the
only words I know. And I was taught them by an American friend to pick up guys.
Did they work?”


Robin rolled his eyes and chuckled. “How’s your head?”


John ran a hand through his strawberry-blond hair. “The
doctor said I’d be fine after a night in bed…”


John’s eyes again drifted over his body in a slow, teasing
perusal and Rob’s voice quavered in reaction. “Bet you he also said no
alcohol.”


“What can I say? I don’t follow orders very well.”


His nipples tightened when John’s gaze lingered there,
pressing against the front of the silk shirt. What was it about this man
that made Rob want to do anything if he would just touch him? A warm,
ocean-scented breeze blew softly through the open front of the bar and caressed
his heated skin. Every cell in Robin’s body reached toward John, and he felt
himself leaning closer. Wondering what it would feel like to have John’s lips
on his, his arms around him. Wondering if he would… “Kiss me.” Rob pressed his
lips together and winced, Ah shit! Did I say that out loud? A blush
heated his cheeks as he watched a grin form on John’s face, his eyes twinkling
with amusement. Yep, I did.


“Well then. It appears I owe the man who sold me this
aftershave an apology. It really does make me irresistible. And here I thought
he was comin’ on to me.”


As John stepped closer to him, Rob caught scent of the
aftershave in question, a light, sandalwood fragrance. It smelled expensive.
“I, uh…didn’t…”


John pressed his finger lightly to his mouth, halting his
words, and whispered in that deliciously husky Scottish accent, “Oh no, you
don’t get to take it back. But I think I should tell you, lad, that I’m not
that kind of guy.” He smiled slowly, “I don’t put out on the first date.”


Robin moistened suddenly dry lips, the tip of his tongue
brushing John’s finger. Heat flared in John’s eyes and he shivered. His grin
slid from amused to rueful. “But…if you do that again, I might be tempted.”


He stepped away from Robin with visible reluctance and
turned to order as the bartender set Rob’s fresh drink down, giving Robin time
to regain his composure. Or try to anyway. John certainly didn’t look as if he
was any the worse for wear from this afternoon’s events except for the bruised
bump on his forehead. Robin looked him over unobtrusively. The strawberry-blond
hair was damp and mussed as though John had just finger combed it and his
square jaw was clean-shaven. He was wearing faded blue jeans and another
Hawaiian shirt. The shirt was a little more subdued than this afternoon’s, in
dusky blues and soft green. The image didn’t fit with expensive aftershave.
Robin’s usual inhibitions overcome by whiskey, he decided to satisfy his curiosity.


“What do you do?”


John turned back to him, one golden eyebrow crooked in
question. “Do?”


“Yes. I mean here you are staying in this resort…and believe
me, I know how expensive it is. You have bodyguards…and yet you look…” Robin
waved a hand at his scruffy attire. John turned to pay for his bottled beer and
for a moment Rob didn’t think he was going to answer him. When the other man
looked at him he saw the evasiveness in his eyes.


“I’m between projects at the moment. I’m…getting away from
it all.” His mouth curved as though at some secret joke. He tipped his bottle
toward Robin and then lifted it to his lips and took a long swallow.


Rob frowned. “And when you aren’t between projects?”


“I work in an accounting firm, for my father. Nothing
exciting.” John put his bottle down and moved closer, again surrounding him
with his heat and masculine scent. “What about you, Robin, what do you do when
you’re not rescuin’ drowning men?” It was an obvious way to change the subject
but when Robin looked into his warm eyes he decided to let himself be diverted.


“I teach kids to swim. I’m a coach in a small town in
Texas.”


John chuckled and stroked his fingertips over Robin’s hand
where it rested on the bar. He had long, elegant fingers, piano-player’s hands.
“Now why didn’t any of my teachers ever look like you?” His lips crooked into
that delicious half smile again. “I never thought a plain black swimsuit could
be such a turn-on.”


“Um, thanks. Me either.”


Robin flushed and resisted the urge to look around and see
who was watching them. No one here cared whether another man was coming on to
him; he was only touching his hand. Hell, John could probably run his hands
over Robin’s whole body and it would only attract a few smirks and raised
eyebrows as long as no one was actually naked. His cock twitched at the
thought. Rob squirmed on his stool and nearly fell off backward, only John’s
quick reflexes preventing it as he threw his arm around Rob’s waist.


“Whoa! Look out, it’s a long way down.” He took the drink
from his hands. “Maybe you’d better not have that.”


Mortified, he dropped his head into his hands and groaned.
“Aw man! I’m not drunk, honestly… This shit happens to me with no alcohol
involved. The incident by the pool? Not unusual.” He lifted his head again and
shrugged. “I think you should know before we spend any more time together that
I’m a klutz, always have been.” Robin ran his hands through his hair and rolled
his eyes. “It’s how I ended up on the swim team at school instead of basketball
or football…or track for that matter. Though I did try that one…it only lasted
‘til I tripped over my own feet and broke my wrist on landing.”


John grinned at him and passed his drink back. “Thanks for
the warnin’, I think I’ll take the risk. But let’s do it where there’s less height.”
He picked up his drink and led the way to a booth in the corner. As he slid in
beside him, Rob relished the heat of John’s body along the length of his. John
ran his fingers along his arm in a gentle caress, drawing Robin’s attention
from his drink back to his face. The spacious bar suddenly felt about the size
of a shoebox.


“So what brings you to Paradise, Robin? Aren’t you tired of
water, doing what you do?”


John had such a natural self-confidence and was so relaxed
that Robin found it easy to follow his lead. Forgetting for once in his life
that he was different. Feeling comfortable for the first time in the presence
of a man he was attracted to. And so it began. Small talk and small touches so
innocent that it was impossible to find offense in them. And yet each touch
inflamed his skin until Robin was torn between asking John to stop and begging
for more. His jeans got tighter and he began to worry about the location of one
of those strategic tears as his cock pressed against soft cotton of his underwear.
They talked of his job and Paradise while Rob became more and more distracted.
He no longer noticed that John avoided questions about himself with all the
skill of a politician dodging a scandal. When the bartender began sweeping the
floor around them John drew him to his feet and out into the night.


The pool terrace was deserted and but for the laughter he
heard in the distance he and John might have been alone on the resort. A warm,
sweetly scented breeze flirted with the edges of John’s shirt. Swished through
the flowering bushes bordering the path and rippled through the tops of the
palm trees high above them. Behind this, the advance and retreat of the ocean,
the ever-present beat of the island’s heart. John kept Rob’s hand in his as
they walked in silent accord across the cool sand toward the softly lit porch
of his cabin.


“So, where are your bodyguards tonight?”


“They’re around. Don’t worry, they won’t bother us.”


“I’m not worried.” And he wasn’t, Rob realized. It should
bother him that there were strangers who were watching their every move but it
didn’t. It’s not as if he was having sex in front of them after all. Though the
thought caused a shiver of arousal, he didn’t think he would ever be ready for
that.


Rob flushed and smiled guiltily as John stepped closer,
sheltering him from the ocean breeze. It was odd to find himself in the role of
the protected instead of the other way ‘round. And enjoying it. The few
liaisons he had had in college had been all about sex. A release and nothing
more. Always behind closed doors since he hadn’t been out and occasionally
neither had his partner. He had only ever dated women and had naturally taken
the lead. But it felt good, right, to let John take that position. Rob wasn’t
sure he liked what that said about him. Did it make him weak? He frowned and
John cocked his head in question.


“What are you thinking about?”


Robin looked into John’s eyes and forgot his momentary
discomfort. “Nothing.”


“Really?” He raised his brows in disbelief. “Well then,
let’s see what I can do to change that.”


John drew him into his arms and Rob tipped his face to up in
anticipation of his kiss. But instead of meeting John’s lips with his own, John
bent his head and pressed a butterfly-soft kiss to his collarbone. He followed
it with another and another, working his way along its length until he reached
the sensitive hollow at the base of Rob’s throat. He nipped him gently and
Robin gasped and tilted his chin to give him better access. John ran his tongue
along the outer edge of his ear and whispered something Gaelic in that gravelly
voice. Rob’s fingers tightened on his shoulders and John continued his gentle
exploration. Nuzzling Robin’s hair before kissing his way along his jaw and
finally, finally his lips.


“This is crazy. I don’t even know your last name.”


“MacAllister.” He pulled him closer, gripping his buttocks
and rubbing the heat of his erection against Robin’s own hardened shaft.


Rob gasped. “Okay, pleased to meet you.” Helplessly
Rob rocked his hips against the other man’s and opened his mouth to allow him
entry. John’s tongue slipped along the length of his, Robin sucked him deeper
and they both moaned. He withdrew and Robin followed, exploring his mouth.
Savoring the intimacy of being inside someone else’s body before drawing him
back into his own. They parted reluctantly, both breathing heavily, both
trembling.


“Wow.”


“Aye.” John stroked his hand down Rob’s back and shifted his
body away slightly.


Robin fought the urge to press himself back up against him.


“So…now what?”


John chuckled wryly. “Now you go inside before I forget I’m
not that kind of guy.”


“And what if I am that kind of guy?”


“Then I’m definitely lookin’ forward to tomorrow.”


Robin frowned at him. “Sure I can’t convince you?”


“Oh, I’m sure you could. Which is why I’m leaving now.”


John kissed him again, soft and quick, and stepped away,
waiting for him to go into the cottage before waving and turning to walk away.
Robin closed the door behind him and leaned back against it, the surface cool
against his heated skin. He kicked off his shoes, hoping the cold floor against
his feet would help. His body was alive with sexual excitement, throbbing with
the need for release. And you let him walk away. He scowled. So much for
experiencing the forbidden. Come on, Robin, for once in your damn life do
something you shouldn’t! Excitement and nerves sparkling through his veins,
he turned back to open the door.






Chapter Three


 


John cursed under his breath and forced himself to keep
walking away. Every inch of his body was screaming at him to run back to
Robin’s door and follow him inside. He knew he would be welcome. The man made
him feel things he had never felt before, things John was afraid to put a name
to. For once in his life he would do it right.


Just that thought alone told him Robin could be his
downfall. He shouldn’t be pursuing Robin in the first place, had told himself
again and again not to go to the bar tonight. But the thought of never seeing
him again, or having to watch from a distance… His guardians didn’t want John
to see him either, preferring John not to make any unnecessary contacts in case
they proved to be a danger to him. But the background check they had done
turned up nothing suspicious and John had been insistent. He already knew Robin
was going to mean more to him than a one-night stand.


He watched Dan step from the trees ahead of him and anger
surged. Anger at his parents, at Dan and anger at himself for getting into this
position. When he stumbled over two men being held at gunpoint in the stairwell
that night he should never have interfered. Especially when he had heard the
thug with his back to him say that Mr. Armstrong wanted them dead. Hearing a
threat like that, any sane person would have stepped back through the door and
called the police. But then he had seen the gunman shoot one of the men and
turn his gun on the other and he had just reacted. Forcing the hand holding the
gun up so that the bullet slammed harmlessly into the ceiling.


That had been his first mistake. It had been harder than he
had expected to disarm the guy. The movies always made it look so easy. He was
smaller than John but he was desperate. They had wrestled in the stairway for a
few terrifying moments until he had managed to get the upper hand. By the time
he had him on the ground and restrained, John was shaking from fear and
adrenaline while his prisoner kicked and swore beneath him. The surviving
victim was standing with his back against the wall staring in frozen horror at
his dead friend. It had taken John an eternity to convince him to call the
emergency services.


He spent the rest of that night at the police station
repeating the events over and over again until they were satisfied. Apparently,
Mr. Frank Armstrong was a very dangerous man, running a major criminal organization.
He had been using two of the junior employees of MacAllister Accounting to help
him hide money. He was now under arrest and, thanks to his lawyer, he was aware
of John’s involvement in the night’s events.


Which apparently put John on the endangered list.


Since he owned the company, John’s father had inevitably
been informed and through him, his mother. When she had decided her only son
was at risk she had wanted him to move back to their palatial home immediately.
John hadn’t lived with his parents since before they had moved to the United
States and there was no way he was changing that now, security or not. But he
loved his mother and she was worried so he agreed to a compromise.


That was his second mistake.


So here he was on a small island resort near Hawaii with a
team of bodyguards, pretending he had no place better to be.


Behind him John heard Robin call out his name and his body
reacted instantly, causing his recently calmed heart rate to soar. Why now? Why
this man? He saw Dan move back into the shadows as he turned to face his date.
Robin had stepped down off the porch and stood barefoot in the sand,
uncertainty warring with arousal on his face. Fingers toying with the top
button of his jeans, making John’s mouth water in anticipation of the hard
bulge straining against the zipper. Helplessly John walked back to stand in
front of him and with Robin’s three softly spoken words his resolve was broken.


“Stay with me.”


Robin took his hand and he followed him into the cool
darkness of the cottage before pulling him into his arms. John buried his face
in Rob’s hair, breathing the clean scent of him. His fingers itched to touch
him, uncover his body and feel Robin hard and naked against him. John’s cock
pressed against his fly, pulsing with the need to be gripped inside the other
man. On a shuddering breath, he met Robin’s gaze and spoke.


“I wanted to do this right, treat you the way you deserve.”


“This is what I deserve.” Robin nipped his ear, a quick
sharp pain. He pulled off his shirt and let it drop to the ground. “You.”


Rob kissed him, thrusting his tongue into John’s mouth with
a slow, languorous carnality. John’s pulse pounded in his ears when Robin’s
hand moved down his body to cup his balls and squeeze gently.


“Make love to me. Fuck me.”


John kicked the door shut behind them. Clutching Robin’s
firm ass in his hands, he brought their bodies together. Robin’s hard cock
pulsed against his own straining erection and he rocked his hips. John groaned
at the delicious friction and took them the few steps into the bedroom. Rob lay
down, hair tousled, the golden skin of his muscled torso glowing against the
white sheets. Desire warred with uncertainty in his eyes and John knew he
wasn’t anywhere near as confident as he pretended to be.


“Are you sure this is what you want, leannan?”


Their eyes met and Robin nodded and pointed at John’s jeans.
A mischievous smile quirked his lips, all traces of uncertainty hidden.


“Take them off.”


John grinned and did as he asked, easing the zipper over the
taut bulge of his hard-on, hissing in relief as it sprang free of his
underwear. He stepped out of the jeans and briefs and closer to the bed, only
to be stopped by Rob’s foot on his thigh.


“Not yet. Show me how you like to be touched.”


Had he really thought Rob was unsure of himself? Right now
he looked anything but. Robin slid his bare foot along his thigh until his toes
were perilously close to John’s balls. John swallowed, throat suddenly dry. He
could easily develop a foot fetish in the next few minutes if Robin would only
move another inch. Shutting his eyes briefly, John gathered the ragged threads
of his control and shook his head.


“You first.”


Robin frowned at him and withdrew his foot and he thought he
had blown it. He opened his mouth to take it back. Tell Rob he would do
whatever he asked as long as he let him inside his body. But Robin’s hands
moved to his jeans and he began to slowly unfasten them. John almost whimpered
when the material parted to reveal white briefs. The tight fabric did nothing
to conceal the hard shaft pushing against it.


After a few seconds hesitation, Robin trailed his fingers
back up the smooth skin of his abdomen. Watching John carefully, he caressed
his nipples, stimulating them, then rolled the hard peaks between his
fingertips.


“Your turn.”


Almost against his will John’s hand went to his balls to cup
the sensitive flesh, to roll and massage gently. He parted his legs and stroked
the skin behind with a featherlight touch that sent a hard tremor through his
body. Robin stared at him with rapt attention as John grasped his cock,
smoothing his thumb over the head. Spreading glistening pre-cum over the
dark-red flesh. Rob looked like every fantasy he’d ever had, a centerfold
spread come to life. A hectic flush of arousal colored the other man’s
cheekbones and he ran the tip of his tongue along his lips.


John groaned, imagining those moist lips parting over him
and slowly pumped his fist from root to tip. Once…twice…three times. He gritted
his teeth against the need to come, his knees shook. Robin’s chest rose and
fell in agitated breaths, his hand drifted toward his own arousal.


“Enough!” John growled. “No more games, leannan. I
hope you meant it when you said you wanted to be fucked.” He crawled onto the
bed, following Robin as he retreated against the cane headboard. With a low
growl he claimed Robin’s mouth, plunging his tongue into its warm depths.
Nearly blind with the need to be inside him, he tore the jeans and cotton
briefs down and off. Grasping Robin’s cock, he gave it two hard strokes causing
the other man’s hips to thrust off the bed. John let go, his fingers straying
down to cup Rob’s sac before trailing lightly over his perineum and the
entrance to his body.


“Wait,” Robin growled against his lips.


John froze, shaking, and pulled back enough to look into his
eyes. “Ahh, jeezus. Have you ever seen a grown man weep?” Rob laughed
breathlessly and fumbled one-handedly on the bedside cabinet, uncaring when the
bedside lamp crashed to the floor. With a triumphant cry, he grasped a condom
and a tube of lubricant.


Relief flooded him. John laid his forehead on Rob’s in
silent apology and took them from him, smoothing the latex sheath on with quick
strokes.


“Come inside me, John.”


John popped the cap on the tube and coated his fingers and
cock in the slick liquid. He nudged Robin’s legs apart and knelt between his
raised knees, leaning forward to kiss him again. His heart pounded at the trust
shining in the man’s eyes as John’s fingers once again smoothed over his hole.
Robin moaned and sucked his tongue into the warm cavern of his mouth as John’s
finger slipped past the taut ring of muscle. Moving slowly, he waited ‘til the
muscles loosened a little then added another finger, then a third, probing
gently until he located Robin’s prostate. Robin cried out, hands clutching at
John’s shoulders, eyes tightly closed as he fought not to come.


John’s cock throbbed. “Are you ready?”


“Yes, god, yes. Do it,” Robin hissed. “I want your dick
inside me when I come.”


John eased his fingers free and worked the head of his cock
into the warm clasp of Robin’s body, teeth gritted against the tight fit.


“God, you feel so good, Rob!”


John forced himself to move slowly, rocking, impaling Robin
an inch at a time until his full length was inside him. Rob wrapped his legs around
John’s thighs and his internal muscles tightened around him, making John’s head
spin. He pulled out almost all the way and thrust back inside, wringing a moan
from them both. John buried his face in his lover’s neck.


“Again,” Robin ground out.


John reached between them, gripping Robin’s cock, stroking
it in rhythm with their bodies. Spreading the sticky wetness of pre-cum down
the length of his shaft. Slowly and then with increasing urgency the rhythm
built. The room around them vibrated with energy, an almost palpable tension.
Robin began rocking his hips, meeting John’s thrusts with his own. Each time
John’s cock filled him, he cried out in ecstasy. Until suddenly his cock pulsed
in John’s hand and he came, silently. As though orgasm had stolen his breath.
Robin’s body clenched around John, milking John’s climax from him in a powerful
rush. John shouted, his whole body stiffening from the force of it before he
collapsed into Robin’s arms, spent.


 


John summoned enough strength to shift to one side so that
he didn’t crush his partner. Robin lay silent, stroking John’s back with his
fingertips. The room was hot and they were both gleaming with sweat. A welcome
breeze blew through the open shutters, cooling their bodies. He rolled to his
back, taking Robin with him so that the other man lay along his side, head on
John’s shoulder, leg hooked over his thighs. John glanced down at Robin’s warm,
golden skin against the paler tones of his. He loved the contrast. Impossible
though it may seem John might even love him.


Love at first sight. Was it even possible?


The skeptical side of him immediately yelled No way!
One thing he knew for certain, he wanted to find out.


“Wish I could stay here forever,” he whispered.


Robin tunneled his fingers through his chest hair, running a
fingernail lightly over his nipple. “For what it’s worth, so do I but we have
to go home sometime. Vacations can’t last forever.” He lifted his head and
looked at John. “Where is home anyway? You said you don’t live in Scotland
anymore.”


“New York.” He sighed. “It’s a long way from Texas.”


“Yes.”


John hated the look of sadness he had put on Robin’s face.
It was a look that mirrored his own feelings. But at the same time part of him
was thrilled that the other man cared enough to be upset that they lived so far
apart. Robin turned onto his side, out of his embrace, expression pensive.
Recognizing his need to have a few minutes alone, John rose and went into the
bathroom and took a warm washcloth out to Robin before returning to clean
himself up.


When he returned he found Robin sitting back against the
headboard, sheet pulled up under his folded arms. His hair was a tousled mess,
a blush warmed his cheeks, his lips were kiss swollen and he had a whisker burn
on his jaw. He looked absolutely gorgeous. John’s heart leaped in his chest. He
wanted nothing more than to join him but his body language screamed “don’t
touch”. What was he thinking? There was no regret in his eyes but there was
embarrassment. Banished was the man who had demanded that he fuck him.


His gaze traveled the length of John’s body and he flushed a
deeper shade of red. Against all odds John’s cock began to respond. Robin made
him feel like a horny teenager again. Ignoring his wayward body parts, he sat
on the edge of the bed.


“What’s wrong, leannan?”


Robin closed his eyes for a moment. “Nothing. It’s
just…contrary to what my behavior tonight might suggest… I just want to let you
know that I don’t usually jump into bed with men I’ve just met.”


“I know.”


“Oh… Well… Okay… Good.” He sighed. “Look, it’s obvious I
don’t know how to play these games so I’m just gonna come right out and say it.
I like you, John, and I think you like me. I’d like to spend more time with
you.” John opened his mouth to respond but he hurried on before he could utter a
word. “Of course, if you don’t then that’s okay too. I know we’ve just met and
you probably have loads of plans—”


John almost grinned at the games comment. There were
definitely some games he’d like to show him. “Robin.” He put his finger to
Robin’s lips and the other man halted mid-sentence. “I’d love to spend more
time with you. You’re a beautiful, fascinatin’ man and I’m going to show you
just how much I like you.” John leaned over and kissed him deeply, smiling as
Rob shivered in response. “Startin’ right now.”






Chapter Four


 


Robin woke to the sound of the sea washing over the sand.
How would he ever again get used to the noises of cars and voices and dogs
barking? The sun shone through the open window and a gentle breeze brought the
scent of the ocean with it. He stretched luxuriously and ran his fingertips
over the mattress where John had slept. He had roused Rob with a gentle goodbye
kiss a couple of hours ago. He could still smell John, his musky male essence
and the lingering trace of his aftershave. Robin was sore in places he hadn’t
been sore in for a long time but the thought of seeing John again this morning
still had his body tingling in anticipation.


With a happy sigh he rose from the bed and pulled on his
cotton robe. In the kitchen his heart gave a foolish little bump when he saw
the vivid pink flower next to the coffeepot. Robin brought the bloom to his
nose and smiled at the unexpected romance of it, then forced himself to place
it to one side. He still knew very little about the man. Except that his voice
made him shiver and his hands made him burn. This could be nothing more than an
affair but he couldn’t help but wish they had more than a week to spend
together. The fact that they wouldn’t caused an ache in his heart that he could
not afford to feel. Quickly Rob placed the flower in a glass of water, put on
the coffee and went to shower.


 


By the time he was dressed in a pair of shorts and a white
T-shirt, the cottage was filled with the scent of freshly brewed coffee. Rob
poured himself a cup and took it out to sit on the shaded deck. His gaze
drifted over the calm, flat expanse of blue ocean and was drawn inexorably to
the cottage a hundred yards or so down the sand. The shutters were closed and
there was no sign of life. He had noticed the group of men staying there the
day he arrived but had assumed they were a group of friends vacationing
together and put it out of his mind. Who would have guessed that a few days
later he would be intimately acquainted with one of them? But why did John need
the men he had dismissed so casually as bodyguards?


Before he could analyze any further, movement on the path
caught his eye and John stepped out onto the white sand. He wore another
hideous Hawaiian-style shirt, this one green with white and pink flowers on it
and a pair of cut-off jeans. His hair was damp, turning it a darker shade of
red, and looked as though he’d done little more than run his hands through it.
He had shaved again, the smooth line of his jaw making him appear younger. A
small part of Robin had worried that he might feel awkward when he saw John
again but as Robin watched him walk up the steps toward him he realized he was
more than glad.


“Hi.”


John bent and kissed him, a brief press of his smiling lips
and Rob breathed in the clean masculine scent of him. No aftershave today, just
soap and his own skin.


“Hi, yourself. You look great.” He perched on a chair,
picked up Robin’s coffee and drank.


Rob looked around at the empty beach. “Where are your
shadows?”


“They’re around. So are you ready to explore?”


He frowned at John’s easy dismissal and glanced at the trees
again. They hadn’t been far from him yesterday so he suspected they must be
there, out of sight. “John, why do you need bodyguards?”


John’s eyes found the tree line and hesitated briefly before
returning to his face. His easy expression sobered. “They’re no’ going to be
happy I told you this but to hell with them, I don’t want to lie to you.” His
gaze flicked again toward the trees then met Rob’s. “This is too important for
that.”


Robin opened his mouth to protest that it couldn’t be that
important, they’d just met. But John was right. There was something bigger than
just a hot attraction between them. Something Robin wasn’t ready to put a name
to yet.


“They really are here to protect me.” John rolled his eyes.
“My parents insisted.” He told Robin about the events in the stairwell and what
had followed. Skimming matter-of-factly over the fact that he had saved a man’s
life. Again Robin saw the determined, strong man beneath the beach bum image
John had adopted. He knew that whatever John did, he was successful at it,
probably very successful. And he had been forced to leave it all and come here.


“I knew there was more to you than bad Hawaiian shirts.”


He gave him a mock wounded expression. “You don’t like ma
shirts?”


Rob smiled and attempted to imitate the Scots burr, “I think
probably you don’t like your shirts.”


John grinned, “Then you’d be wrong. I’ve actually got quite
attached to them. I’m thinkin’ of wearing them to work when I get back but it
might give my secretary heart failure.” His smile faded. “If I get back to
work.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Armstrong is a very well-connected man
and he knows who I am. I could be called back at any time to testify against
him. Even if he’s convicted I don’t know what kind of life I’m going to have, I
might never be safe again.” He closed his eyes briefly. “And despite all that
I’m askin’ you to come with me, be with me…for however long we have here.”


He held out his hand and stood. Robin hesitated, feeling as
though he was about to step off a cliff. “All right.” He put his hand in John’s
and hoped the fall wouldn’t shatter him.


 


John’s heart thundered in his ears as his lover took his
hand. That brief hesitation had felt like an eternity. This was probably—no,
definitely—a mistake. But he still pulled Robin into his arms, knowing he could
not bear to let him go. And yet, he might not have any choice. As though
sensing the bleak direction of his thoughts, Robin raised his head from his
shoulder and stroked his fingertips along John’s jaw.


“Did I tell you why I came on this trip?” A mischievous
smile banished the trace of sadness from his eyes.


John shook his head and couldn’t help but smile in return.


“Well, back home I am your typical ‘boy next door’. It’s a
small town and I’ve lived there all my life. So I’ve never done or said
anything I shouldn’t. No one but my sister Joanne has any idea I’m gay so I
never date. I smile at the girls friends try to set me up with and sometimes
even take them out but every night I am home in my own bed. Alone.”


He nipped John’s chin with a boldness that belied his words.


“I love my home but I needed to get away from that, live up
to my own expectations for a while. So here I am and here you are…and
let me tell you, John, I am not thinking boy-next-door thoughts at all.”


“So essentially you want me to help you free your inner bad
boy.” John sent his gaze skyward. “I feel so used.” He grinned as a wash of
pink warmed Robin’s cheeks. The man was such a wonderful combination of
innocence and seduction. John found it unbelievably sexy and his cock twitched
at the picture Robin made. Pushing the thoughts of the future out of his mind,
he kissed Robin and took his hand to lead him down the steps. Halfway down Robin
missed his footing, almost falling, and John caught him in his arms, laughing.


“I warned you, I am a klutz. It’s a miracle I made it to my
twenty-sixth birthday.”


“I’ll take my chances.” John set him on his feet. “Besides,
I have bodyguards, remember?” He ducked Robin’s punch and took his hand again,
leading him along the shore.


* * * * *


The days passed more quickly than either of them would like.
They had spent almost every moment of them together but as the sun began to set
again, Robin suspected that it wouldn’t be enough. He sighed and John’s arms
tightened around him in silent understanding. They lay on a blanket on the sand
in front of his cabin and watched the blazing orange-and-pink horizon darken
toward twilight. Robin thought of his job and his hometown and how much he
loved them. Right now they seemed very far away.


“John?”


“Mmm?”


“Do you miss your work? New York?”


“Yes, I do. Though not as much, now, as I did to begin with.
You should have seen me when I first got here.” He chuckled softly. “I was so
used to the fast pace and the challenge of keeping up with it mentally and
physically that I didn’t know what to do with myself.” He ran his fingers along
Robin’s bare thigh in a gentle caress, skimming along the bottom of his trunks.
“What about you, do you miss the wee ones you teach?”


“Yes. It’s what I always wanted to do, work with kids.
Though one day I would like to do more than just teach them to swim. Maybe go
back to college.” He shifted to look at John’s face. “If you could do anything,
what would it be?”


His lips quirked in a lopsided smile. “Believe it or not I
like what I do. I love working with numbers. I was that geeky lad in class who
always got As in math. But I also used to love working with my hands. My
granddad taught me carpentry when I was younger. Back in Scotland I had a small
workshop but there isn’t much space for that in a New York apartment. No time
either.” He paused, sighed. “MacAllister Accounting is my father’s company,
it’s everything to him and I know he wants me to take it over but he’s never
forced me to work there. I enjoy it…but I don’t want it to mean so much to me
that I miss out on other things. Don’t get me wrong. My parents have always
been there for me but a lot of the time I had to go to the office to find my
father. If nothing else, this holiday has shown me that’s the way I was
heading. This is a wake-up call, telling me I need to get a life.”


“Maybe going back to carpentry is a good start. Finding
something else you love.”


“Maybe.” John stared at him intently for a moment and there
was something in his eyes that made Robin shiver. A moment later it was gone.
“But for now why don’t I show you what else I can do with my hands?”


He grinned and bobbed his eyebrows, making Rob laugh at his
lascivious expression. Then he kissed him and his laughter was forgotten.


John turned him in his arms until they faced each other.
Legs entwined, bodies pressed close. Robin could feel the hard heat of John’s
erection through their shorts, rubbing with delicious friction against his own.
A shiver of arousal ran through him and his nipples beaded in response.
Deliberately he ran his hands over the warm skin of his lover’s back, gripped
that tight ass and rocked his hips. Making John moan hungrily into his mouth
and slide his hand under the leg of Robin’s shorts and between the cleft of his
buttocks. Robin whimpered and broke their kiss to nip the other man’s
stubble-roughened chin. John’s hand whispered over his anus and his body
clenched with the need to be filled.


The intimate caress brought Rob to his senses enough to
think about the bodyguards. He might find the idea of having someone watch
exciting but he wasn’t ready to do it. Besides, there were places that sand
should never be introduced.


“Let’s go inside,” he gasped.


“Inside,” John echoed and gave another brief kiss before
climbing to his feet and leading Rob up the steps and into the cool air of the
cottage. John’s erection tented the front of his shorts. Robin smiled at him
and beckoned him toward the sofa, pushing him back onto the soft cushions.


“Let me take care of that for you.”


Their eyes met and held as he knelt between John’s knees and
grasped the waistband of John’s shorts. Waiting for him to lift his hips so Rob
could pull them down and off, freeing the stiff cock from its restriction.
Long, gloriously hard flesh with enough girth that he thanked God for lube. He
had seen it before of course, but this time Rob wanted to savor it. It bobbed
in time with John’s heartbeat, the crown flushed dark crimson, the slit weeping
pre-cum. Rob leaned forward, bracing himself on the other man’s thighs,
catching the salty fluid with his tongue. Brushing his cheek against the
velvety-smooth skin. Breathing the scent of John’s arousal deep into his lungs.


“You smell so good, love.”


John moaned and Rob felt the tremor as his lover fought to
stay still. He nuzzled the crisp hair at the base of the shaft and ran his
tongue over the soft sac, drawing each side into his mouth and tugging gently.


Robin’s own erection throbbed against his shorts and he
reached down to free it with one hand, firmly grasping John’s cock with the
other and drawing his tongue back up along the length of him. John was panting
now, his hands clenched in the soft cushions of the sofa. When Robin at last
took him in his mouth he cried out and thrust forward helplessly. Robin drew
back slightly, enough that he didn’t choke, waiting until John grasped control
again and subsided back onto the seat. Loving the fast throb of his lover’s
heartbeat against his tongue, he slowly worked John’s cock into his mouth,
swallowing when he felt it nudging the back of his throat and then sucking as
he pulled back. Stroking his own cock in rhythm until he could feel the tension
in both their bodies that heralded their approaching release. John’s hands
threaded into his hair and he could feel them shaking. Almost…almost…


“Stop,” John gasped. “Ah, sweet Jesus. Stop.” He pulled
weakly at Robin’s hair. “I want to be inside you. Right. Now.”


Robin heard the need in John’s voice and reluctantly
released him.


“Tell me you have a condom,” he growled as the other man
joined him on the floor.


“Aye.” John reached down and drew a condom and a small
package of lube out of the pocket of his discarded shorts.


Robin took the packet from him. “Thank God, I don’t think I
can make it to the bedroom.” He leaned forward, bracing his arms on the seat as
John positioned himself behind him.


“Dinnae you dare move fae that spot.” John growled, his
accent thickened by his arousal as he smoothed on the thin latex sheath.


“Yes sir.”


“Laugh if you like, leannan, but you’re seconds away
from me spankin’ your arse.”


“Is that so?” Robin glanced over his shoulder, eyes wicked.
“Well, I think you and my ‘arse’ are gonna be too busy in just a minute.” He
hissed as he felt John’s fingers spread cold lubricant over his opening, into
him, pushing deep with a burning pressure. Robin’s cock pulsed with the need
for release but when he moved to stroke it John grabbed his hands and held them
firmly above his head.


The scratch of John’s stubble and the softness of his lips
made him shiver as his lover kissed his way up the nape of his neck to nip at
his earlobe. “Are you ready, Robin?”


“Fuck yes, I’m ready, I am beyond ready. Do it now,
John.”


The pressure from those fingers disappeared and Robin almost
whimpered at the loss. But the broad head of John’s cock soon nudged against
him in their place. The burning ache returned as John pressed forward. Robin
grunted as he felt the tight muscles give way.


John groaned. “Bloody hell!”


He eased his cock into Rob’s ass by slow increments. When
the man began to move his hips Robin cried out again at the friction and his
muscles tightened in response. John cursed softly and grasped Rob’s cock,
urging him to meet the thrusts with his own. Flesh met flesh until they were
both breathless, neither one capable of more than inarticulate sounds of
pleasure. Hands now free, Robin reached around and dug his nails into John’s
back as he came. John’s hips jerked against him in a final thrust and he too roared,
following Rob into oblivion.






Chapter Five


 


Robin stepped out of the bathroom and pulled on a clean pair
of shorts. For a moment he debated whether or not to go naked, then smiled at
the fact that he was even considering it. Just a week ago the thought would
never have even entered his mind. A week ago he wouldn’t have had bruises on
his knees from being thoroughly fucked over the sofa either. John was obviously
a terrible influence. Before he could decide, he heard the rumble of male
voices from the kitchen and realized they had a visitor. Reluctantly he slipped
on one of John’s god-awful Hawaiian shirts, smiling as the scent of his lover
surrounded him. Rob left it unfastened and went to investigate. As he entered
the lounge the tension in the voices became evident and their words clear. He
frowned and stopped, unwilling to interrupt.


“No.” John’s voice was vehement.


“Don’t push me on this, John. You knew it was a possibility.
This is the whole reason I’m here with your parents’ men. It’s my job to make
sure you get back when you’re needed. Everything is packed, do what you need to
do here.” An angry slam of the kitchen door punctuated the other man’s words.
For a moment there was silence and then a soft curse. Robin walked into the
kitchen, an awful anticipation making his steps slow.


John was leaning against the counter, fists clenched. His
heart ached at the realization of what the argument had been about. John’s
bowed head came up as he entered and Robin saw anger and misery in his eyes.


“Robin…”


“You’re leaving.” He wrapped his arms around himself in an
unconsciously self-protective gesture. Silently, John pulled him into his
embrace. The heat of his body surrounded Rob and his heart pounded beneath his
ear. John was shaking. Tears stung Rob’s eyes and he willed them away. John’s
bodyguard was right, they had both known this would happen. It was just
happening a little sooner than they had expected, that’s all.


John turned him in his arms and tilted Robin’s chin ‘til
their gazes met. “Come with me. Come back to New York. I don’t want to leave
you like this, Robin. I just found you.”


Robin’s heart shouted an exultant “Yes!” but it died
before it made it to his lips. He had known this man for less than a week. An
extraordinary five days where real life had rarely intruded. John’s life was in
turmoil. How could anything either of them might be feeling be trusted?


“I can’t, John.” He pulled away from him, not wanting to see
the hurt in his eyes. “I’m due back home in three days. I have a life, a
job…responsibilities. I can’t just abandon all that for a vacation romance.”


The heat of John’s body reached out to him as he stepped
behind him, close, but not touching. His breath stirred the hair on the nape of
Rob’s neck, making him shiver. He longed to lean back against his lover but
knew that if he did he would never be able to let him leave.


John’s gravelly voice roughened more by his emotions, his
accent deepened. “All right…I’ll come to you. As soon as I’ve testified.”


Robin turned to face him, heart pounding in his chest. He
wanted that, more than he could ever say. Tears burned behind his eyelids.


“No. I told you, no one but Joanne knows I’m gay. I live in
a small town, John. How long do you think I’d keep my job if I brought a male
lover home? They’re not going to want a gay man teaching their kids! I can’t
risk that for a vacation romance.”


“This is more than just a holiday fling! I love you, Robin.”


Rob shook his head in denial, not trusting his voice.


“Are you going to let what everyone else thinks of you
dictate how you live your life, Robin?” John snapped, anger sharpening the
mellow tone of his voice. “How long are you going to hide?”


“I told you what happened to the English tutor.”


“You don’t know that would happen to you. Hell, it might
have had nothing to do with the fact he was gay. Maybe there just wasn’t a
demand for tutors. Maybe he was a crappy teacher!”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m… I’m just… I can’t, John.”


He watched John’s retreat, heard the defeat in his voice.


“You said you came here to step out of your cocoon, Robin,
but all you did was invite someone inside for a while. Ah’m glad I was that
person, but how long are you going to live your life for everyone else? Aren’t
you allowed to have some happiness too?” He paused and Rob heard the tremor in
his voice. “Goodbye, leannan.”


 


The door closed behind John with a final click and Robin let
go of his tears. He was right to set him free, he had to be. Goodbyes
were almost always painful. He had expected that. He just hadn’t thought it
would feel as if his heart was being torn from his chest. Desperate for a
distraction, he wiped his face and began cleaning the already tidy kitchen, but
his thoughts kept swirling around in his head. Could John be right? Had he been
living for everyone else’s happiness? Robin thought about his hometown and the
life he was about to return to. He had blamed the people around him for the
fact that he was still in the closet but perhaps he just hadn’t found anything
that was worth the risk. It was easier to go along with what they all wanted
him to be but it didn’t make him happy. No matter how much he loved his job.


John was right. And with that realization came the certainty
that he had found something that was worth risking everything. He loved
John. He gazed out at the ocean and pulled on his baseball cap absently. He
needed to go to him, tell him he had changed his mind. It wouldn’t be easy but
that shouldn’t stop him from following his heart. And if people couldn’t accept
him as he was…they would deal with that too.


Barefoot and uncaring, he flew out of the door and across
the sand to John’s cottage. Breath coming in hard gasps, he raced up the steps
and pounded on the door but there was no answering noise from inside.
Frantically he dashed around to the back door and knocked again, only to
receive no response. Rob looked around the beach in the vain hope that they
might merely be out walking but the silence from the cottage and the closed
shutters gave him no choice but to accept it.


He was gone.


Rob headed for the path back to the hotel complex in the
hope that he might be able to catch up with them. As he stepped into the shadow
of the trees, he almost walked into the bodyguard John had called Dan. His
casual outfit had been replaced by a sober suit and tie. Before he could say a
word, the man held up his hand to silence him.


“You’re too late, they’re already gone. They’ll be boarding
a flight as soon as they get to the airport. There’s no way you’ll get there on
time.”


There had to be another way. He could not let this be
the end. Desperately Robin grasped the dark sleeve of the other man’s jacket.
“Then can you tell me where he’ll be? How to get in touch with him?”


Dan shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. He’ll be taken to a safe
place until after the trial. If you want to give me a message though, I can
make sure he gets it.”


Robin closed his eyes against the sympathy on Dan’s face.


Too late.


“Tell him…” Robin hesitated. “Tell him I was wrong. Tell him
I love him too.”


Heartbroken, he turned and walked away. His feet barely touched
the sun-warmed sand of the beach when something thudded into him. The force of
the blow to his chest knocked him from his feet and stole his breath. He landed
hard and found himself gazing up at the lush green canopy above him. For a
moment he was numb but pain soon burned its way through the ice and he lifted a
hand to his chest to find its cause. His fingers came away wet with blood. He
heard feet pounding toward him and someone calling his name. Robin tried to
answer but he still couldn’t catch his breath enough to shout. I’ve been
shot, he realized in amazement.


As though waiting for his acknowledgement the pain turned
into agony and he groaned softly. He started to turn to the sound of the
footsteps and something crashed into his head and took it all away.


* * * * *


John stared out at the rain-washed streets, the thick
bulletproof glass silencing the sounds of the traffic below. It inched past,
bumper to bumper in the gray afternoon. Pedestrians stood at the curbside,
briefcases and newspapers standing in for umbrellas as they tried to flag down
yellow cabs. The distant activity only served to emphasize the feeling of
isolation that had worsened the moment he left the little cabin on the beach.
Funny how he had felt lonely before meeting Robin. It was much, much worse now.
The door opened behind him and one of his guardians stuck his head around the
door.


“They’re ready.”


John followed him out of the bedroom and back into the
sitting room of the hotel suite. A half a dozen men in smart suits clustered in
front of the TV. They looked like a bunch of stockbrokers waiting for the close
of the stock exchange, nervous anticipation in every line of their bodies. John
knew that there were guns and in most cases badges concealed under those sober
jackets. Someone turned up the volume as the juror read out the verdict and
John turned to look.


“Guilty, Your Honor.”


The guards launched into backslapping congratulations,
drowning out the judge’s closing remarks. He didn’t join in. The verdict was
almost unimportant now since Frank Armstrong had suffered a massive stroke in
prison. Not even fit enough to understand the verdict, never mind be in court
to hear it. The man was no threat to anyone anymore. His organization collapsed
and those who weren’t arrested had taken the opportunity to disappear. It all
felt like a massive anticlimax.


After spending a good portion of the last six months waiting
to get back to his life, John should be ecstatic with the outcome. The problem
was…he left part of himself and his life on the island and he wasn’t sure just
what to do about it. He watched as Dan Sanders disengaged himself from his U.S.
Marshal colleagues and approached. There was an expression on his face that
caused John to automatically tense in anticipation.


“It’s over.”


He didn’t sit so John closed his computer and stood to offer
his hand. “So I heard.”


“What do you intend to do now, John?”


“I don’t know. Get back to my life I suppose.”


“Well, I have a message for you that might help you make up
your mind. Robin said to tell you he was wrong. And that he loved you.”


“What?”


“The guy, Robin Grant. I found him at the cottage the day we
left. He asked me to tell you.”


“Then why the hell didn’t you!?”


“You didn’t need the distraction.”


John’s spine stiffened as anger bubbled in his gut, sizzled
through his veins as the reality of the situation took root. Robin loved him.
Dan knew the truth all this time and the arsehole never told him. Not one
bloody word. Instead, he’d let him believe that they had no future together. Oh
god. Poor Robin. He probably thought John had changed his mind.


“You bastard!” John reacted without thought. He drew
his fist back and landed a punch packed with months of pent-up frustration and
unrequited love for the man who held his heart. Dan went down hard and within
seconds the other men surrounded him. Dan waved them off from his position on
the floor and accepted a handkerchief someone passed him to wipe the blood from
his mouth.


John shook off the restraining hands. “You’re fired! You
better pray that we can work this out or I will come after you and take it out
of your hide.”


The other man regarded him steadily. “You can’t fire me, I
don’t work for you.” John glared at him and Dan looked away, nodding almost
imperceptibly at the men on either side of him. “There’s something else you
should know.”


John’s heart beat harder. Something in the tone of the other
man’s voice alerted him that he would like this even less.


“The day you left Paradise, Robin was hurt. Someone shot
him.” John’s knees turned to water and the men on either side gripped his arms
as Dan continued. “We believe they thought he was you. You’re similar heights
and he was wearing your shirt. They saw him with me and put two and two
together.”


“Is…is he okay?”


“He’s recovered. But it was necessary to keep you apart. He
made you vulnerable. We needed you here.”


John stiffened and the hands supporting him became
restraining. Dan kept talking, justifying, but he barely heard him. Anger
warred with worry. He wanted to make Dan hurt the way he was hurting.
The way Robin had hurt. Robin. John needed to see him, speak to him.
Make sure he really was okay and tell him how sorry he was for putting him in
harm’s way and for not being there to help him heal. What must he be thinking?


He turned for the door, surprised the men released him.
Dimly he heard Dan calling after him but nothing mattered now but getting to
his lover’s side.


* * * * *


Robin watched the kids from the class scramble out of the
water and into the waiting arms of their parents. He missed them, being in the
water with them and watching the joy when they realized for the first time they
were floating unaided. He didn’t know when—or if—he would ever be able to do it
again. He understood the concerns about insurance and his safety in the water,
never mind the safety of the class, but it still hurt. They had framed it as a
promotion, giving him a supervisory role, but it was really just a desk job.


The kids chattered excitedly as his colleague led them to
the changing rooms. It was when they were gone that things became quiet and his
thoughts inevitably drifted to memories of John and the events on Paradise. He
had been shot once in the chest and once in the head. By luck or divine
intervention he’d turned his head at the critical moment and the bullet struck
him a glancing blow, minimizing its damage.


He had Dan to thank for keeping him alive until help
arrived. The bullet to his chest cracked a rib, punctured his lung and bled a
lot. The injury to his head had been of the most concern, making his brain
swell and causing some small bleeds inside. The hospital had fixed his chest
and induced a coma to let his brain mend and Robin was airlifted home from the
island, still unconscious. He had stayed that way for almost a week. When he
woke it had been a shock to find himself in a hospital with his family at his
bedside.


He told his sister about John as soon as he had been able.
He’d needed to. There was no way he could hide the way he was feeling from
Joanne. His parents knew most of the circumstances but as far as they knew,
John was just a friend. Only Jo knew the truth. At first she had been angry,
blaming John for Robin’s injuries. It took a long time for him to convince her
not to contact him and berate him for not being at Robin’s side. Robin hadn’t
wanted him there out of a sense of obligation. Besides, they were depending on
John to help take some very dangerous people off the streets and that was far
more important than holding Robin’s hand.


Joanne let him cry on her shoulder and gently scolded him
for missing his chance. She agreed with John and thought he was wasting his
life pretending to be something he wasn’t. You would think that almost dying
would be a catalyst to start living the way he wanted to and it was. Robin
swore that when he was better he would make a change.


But it took longer than he thought. Months of healing and
physical therapy to get to where he was now. As time passed, Rob’s
determination waned. People were already looking at him like some sort of
curiosity, he was already different. Did he really want to give them another
reason? He looked at his family and friends and his colleagues and imagined
their reactions and found he couldn’t do it. He found himself going through
them in his head trying to decide who would hate him and which ones would still
speak to him. His life had changed enough and he wasn’t ready to lose whatever
comfort familiarity provided.


Throughout it all, almost every other moment had been
focused on a certain trial, which made headline news constantly. It was big, in
the papers and on the news in regular updates, which kept even the locals in
the town curious of this trial’s outcome. Only Robin worried about the secret
witness. Lying in a hospital bed gave him too much time on his hands and he had
watched most of the TV coverage. Though he never heard from John before the
trial, he told himself that he might not have been allowed to contact anyone.
Then Armstrong had a stroke and Rob spent an agonizing few days waiting to see
if the phone would ring before he accepted that it wasn’t going to. When a
guilty verdict was returned, he was relieved, hoping it meant John could get
back to his life. Again, for days he waited for his lover to call, trying not
to build his hopes up.


Nothing.


But then why would he call then if he hadn’t called when Rob
had been shot? Wearily, he began gathering up swimming aids and returning them
to the basket to wheel back into the storeroom, keeping a wary distance from
the pool edge. So that was it. He didn’t know where to find John and even if he
did, his pride wouldn’t let him. He couldn’t blame the man. John offered him
his heart and Robin tossed it back at him because he didn’t want to believe
him. Didn’t want to make the choices that would force him to make.


He looked down at himself, seeing the body that was now
skinny instead of slim. Running his hand through hair that was growing back but
was still shorter than it had ever been. And that was just the surface. There
were other things that would take longer to heal, if they ever did. Would John
even want him now? Though Robin tried to shake it off as if it didn’t matter,
defeat swamped him. It would take time, a lot of time for his heart to heal
too. But what the hell, he went to Paradise for a wild sexual adventure and that
was what he got.


Oh god did he miss him.


On a heavy sigh, Rob threw the last float into the basket
and heard footsteps echo behind him. He forced a smile onto his face, thinking
one of the parents had returned to speak with him or one of his hovering colleagues
had come back to check he hadn’t fallen in the pool.


“Can I help y—” His breath caught in his throat and John
smiled at him.


“I got your message.” John stepped closer. “It was a bit
delayed or I would’ve contacted you sooner.”


Robin stared at him in silent disbelief. John’s eyes were
just as blue as he remembered but his red-gold hair was trimmed and neat.
Instead of the loud Hawaiian shirts he had gotten used to, he was dressed in
worn jeans and a white T-shirt.


“I told my parents I wouldn’t be coming back to work.” John
raised his brows in question. “Are you not going to say anything, leannan?”


For a moment his mind turned completely blank and he
wondered if his imagination played tricks on him. If this was some new symptom
of his brain injury to be medicated, scanned and examined. Or if he had simply
longed for his lover for so long that his mind conjured John up to taunt him.
Unexpectedly, anger rose through his skin like heat. He closed the distance
between himself and John and pushed him into the turquoise water. Rob watched
as he rose sputtering from the warm depths and wiped the water from his face.


“Leannan my ass!” Robin planted his fists on his hips
and glared at John as he treaded water. “All this time I worried about you. I
thought it was over and you just appear. Fuck that!”


He marched toward the employee exit, ignoring the whoosh of
the water as the other man hauled himself out of the pool. His anger had
already begun to fade, his temper as quick to die as it was to spark. John
caught up with him just before he reached the door, grabbing his arm and
hauling him into his embrace. There was no time to protest before John claimed
his lips in a possessive, if wet, kiss.


For a moment Robin let himself sink into it before he
remembered they weren’t back on the island and someone could walk in on them at
any time. He pushed John away and looked around quickly, relieved to find that
they were still alone.


“What the hell are you doing? We can’t do that here, what if
someone sees?” he hissed.


John took a step back and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
think. I just…I needed to feel you in my arms again. To know you were okay.”


“Why now? Why did it take you so long?” Robin glanced around
again and kept his voice low.


“I didn’t know. Dan didn’t give me your message until the
trial was over. He said I didn’t need the distraction.” He shook his head, his
aguish evident. “God, Rob. I didn’t even know you were hurt.”


Rob watched the emotion play across John’s face. “That
bastard!”


“I know.” He looked down at himself ruefully. “Now I wish
I’d hit him harder, or repeatedly.”


Robin felt his own temper begin to stir again as he thought
about how much heartache the bodyguard had caused him. He gritted his teeth. “I
wish you had too.”


“I am sorrier than you can ever know. Please, tell me it’s
not too late.”


He looked into the John’s eyes and wanted to say that no, it
wasn’t too late but then he thought again of having to face his family and
friends and hesitated. As though sensing his indecision, John reached out his
hand, not touching, just waiting. Robin looked at the other man as he stood
dripping on the tiles, eyes full of his heart. He reached out and squeezed
John’s hand before releasing it to open the door.


“Come on. You can take me home.”






Chapter Six


 


John winced as he climbed out of his rented SUV and the cold
evening air chilled the wet clothes sticking to him. Goose bumps rose on his
arms and he shivered. He spent far too much time in swimming pools
involuntarily around Robin.


Barretts Cross was every bit as small as Robin had told him
and as he’d followed Rob’s directions through the streets to his apartment
above the café, John began to understand why Robin opted to stay in the closet.
It was one of those “everyone knows everybody else and their business” kind of
places. The main street looked like it was the hub of life and in the
five-minute drive from the swimming pool to here, they had passed three
churches. There were a handful of tables in the window of the café and the
people who sat at them watched with avid curiosity as Robin led the way to his
door.


John took his bag from the trunk of the car and tried to
ignore his bedraggled state as the other man led him inside. His lover had
changed so much and it terrified John to see just how badly injured he must
have been. Robin could have died. Dan said he had recovered but it looked to
John as though it was still an ongoing process. He looked at the livid scars on
Rob’s head and his heart swooped toward his feet. The golden touch of the sun
from Paradise had long faded and Rob’s skin held the pallor of recent illness.
Dark shadows lay under his eyes and he was too thin. The other scrapes and
bruises visible on his arms and legs made John frown. Robin had confessed that
he was clumsy. Had his head injury somehow made it worse? It made his heart
hurt to think so.


They climbed up the short flight of stairs and through a
door into a small living room. It was bright and homey with cream walls and a
battered brown leather sofa and chairs on a colorful rug. Robin gestured at one
of the doors in the opposite wall.


“Bathroom’s through there. Would you like a drink?”


“Some water or juice would be great, thanks.”


John took his bag into the white- and pale-green-tiled room
and dried off and changed quickly. When he came back into the living area,
Robin was still rustling around in the kitchen. He took a seat on the sofa and
in a few minutes Robin returned with two glasses of ice water and sat at the
other end. John tried not to be discouraged by the amount of space he left between
them but at least he hadn’t sat in one of the armchairs. He hated this
awkwardness between them.


“So, they found him guilty?” Robin asked eventually.


John looked up from his study of his hands. “Yes, but he had
a massive stroke before the jury reached a verdict.”


“I saw that on the news. Does this mean you’re safe now?”
Robin looked at him, a hint of worry on his face. “I mean, it looks as if
you’ve lost your shadows.”


“They seem to think so. Armstrong’s network dissolved when
it became obvious the man wasn’t going to recover. It couldn’t hold up against
the arrests that had been made and the loss of its leader. If he had made it to
the end of the trial that might not have been the case…there was talk of
witness protection.”


Rob gasped softly. They both knew if that had happened
they’d certainly never have seen each other again.


“I would have refused it. If I had known. God, so many
things would have been different if I’d known.”


Robin smiled sadly. “Dan has a lot to answer for.”


“Aye, he does.” John felt the anger at all the agent caused
him to lose and shoved it away. “He was only doing his job but he’s still an
arsehole. There had to be another way.”


“He did save my life though. I suppose that earns him some
points.”


“Tell me what happened, Rob. I know the bare facts but I
need to hear it from you.”


There was a small silence. Robin took a sip of water and set
his glass down on the table. John saw his hands tremble. He slid over so that
their bodies were touching and hesitantly took the other man’s hand, relieved
when Robin’s fingers curled around his own. Robin matter-of-factly related what
had happened after he left the cottage until he got to the point when he
realized he had been shot. Here his voice broke and he stopped. John’s own eyes
welled with tears and he pulled Robin into his arms, holding him tightly while
he gathered the strength to go on.


“There was no moment when I thought this is it, I’m dead.
Just disbelief and then nothing. Lights out. It wasn’t until I woke up six days
later that I realized I might never have woken up at all.”


“When Dan told me you’d been shot I thought my heart would
stop beating.” John had to stop, swallowing down emotion. “I swear it never
started beating properly again ‘til I saw you standing at that pool. Please don’t
send me away. If it means we have to hide, I’ll do that. I can do anythin’ but
lose you again.”


Robin pulled away to look at him, wiping the wetness from
his face with gentle fingers. “It’s going to be a long road, John. I’m not a
hundred percent yet. I may never be.”


“I don’t care,” he said immediately.


“You don’t know that.”


He did. There was nothing that Robin could say that would
make him mean any less to him at this point but John was silent as the other
man continued.


“Physically I’m getting there but mentally… The bullet just
grazed me and they tell me that’s a good thing but it still did plenty of
damage.” Robin’s hand strayed to touch the scar on his temple. “I have memory
issues, short term mostly, it’s very frustrating…and that leads me to the mood
swings and nightmares. Part of recovering from a major trauma, the docs say.
They say that a lot.”


He smiled wryly. “I can deal with all of that, even if it
means my apartment is sometimes covered in yellow sticky notes. The biggest
issue is PTE. Posttraumatic epilepsy. They hoped it would get better in the
days after I woke up but it didn’t. Now they say it could be permanent or it
may get better in time. Bottom line is, they don’t know. I’m stuck with it for
now and if you stay with me then so are you.”


John opened his mouth to answer but Robin silenced him with
a gesture. “I have full grand mal seizures. It can be very frightening for
people watching.”


John had no doubt that it was but if Robin thought it would
scare him away he was mistaken. He shook his head and squeezed Rob’s hand. “It
doesn’t matter.”


Robin stood and started to pace angrily. “It does matter! I
hate it that I can lose control like that with very little warning. The first
time it happened in public I collapsed in the aisle of the grocery store. When
I came around my mother was crying, everyone was staring and I was lying in a
pool of my own piss.” He turned and glared at John. “Are you really ready for
that?”


John went to him. “I hate that you go through that and yes,
the thought does scare me a little, but only because I don’t know how to help
you.” He drew Robin into his arms. “Anything as long as you’re mine,
Rob.”


Robin trembled against him, wrapping his arms tightly around
him. John felt the hitches of his breath and knew he was crying. He stroked his
back soothingly.


“God, John, I missed you so much.”


“I missed you too.”


Robin nuzzled his cheek, stubble rasping against his own.
“Stay,” he whispered.


John’s heart surged. He knew things were still unresolved
but this was enough for now. His lover was in his arms again. He returned Rob’s
caress and kissed him, pouring all of his feelings into the brush of lips and
stroke of tongue.


Robin led him to the bedroom where they stripped quickly and
climbed onto the bed. John straddled the younger man, shuddering when their
hard cocks brushed together. It sent shock waves all the way to the base of his
spine. He ran his fingers over the short bristle of his hair and pressed his
lips gently to the scar on his temple and again to the one on the right side of
his chest. Robin grasped his head and pulled him back to kiss his lips and nip
at his chin.


“No pity.”


“Trust me, pity is no’ what I’m feeling right now.” John ran
his hands over the too-thin ribs and fisted the velvet-covered steel of Robin’s
cock. “Grateful.” He ran his thumb over the sensitive head. “Relieved.” He
pumped his fist down Rob’s shaft. “Happy.” Again. “Horny.” And once more.


Robin groaned and thrust his hips up to meet his hand. “Oh
fuck.” His fingers fumbled for John’s hip then settled around his cock, drawing
an answering groan from John’s throat. They worked each other, settling into a
rhythm of thrust and pull that made John’s head spin.


“Shit. John, I’m gonna…”


John barely heard him through the fog of his own impending
release. He threw back his head as hips pounded out his climax against Robin’s
hand. Their seed mingling on the soft, pale skin of his lover’s abdomen.


John eased down to lie against Rob’s side resting his hand
over his heart, feeling a thundering beat to match his own. He studied the
other man’s face as he lay dozing quietly and wished he could brush away the
shadows of exhaustion and worry. But only time would do that. He used a tissue
from the box on the nightstand to clean them both off and shut his own eyes. As
he started to drift off Robin’s quiet voice broke the silence.


“They never caught him, you know.”


John pressed a kiss to his shoulder, feeling the tension of
the smooth muscles. “I know.”


“Sometimes, I feel as though he’s out there, watching me, waiting
to finish what he started. There was a time when I would have welcomed it.”


John squeezed his eyes shut as a tremor shuddered through
him. He cursed Dan viciously for keeping this from him. For keeping him from
Rob’s side when he needed him most.


“I don’t want you to hide,” Rob whispered.


At first John wasn’t sure what he meant and then he
remembered his comment earlier. He lay still, eyes closed. “I’ll wait ‘til
you’re ready, Rob. You’ve got plenty to deal with.”


“I was ready at the resort. Guess I just needed something I
cared enough about.” Robin’s fingers threaded through his own. “I can do it, if
you’re here with me.”


John lifted his hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Go to
sleep, leannan. Tomorrow’s soon enough.”


Robin fell quiet again, breathing easing into sleep. Worry
settled over John as he too slid uneasily into slumber.


 


Robin woke with the sun shining in his eyes and wondered why
he’d forgotten to close the curtains last night. The events of the previous day
and night came flooding back and he sat up quickly. He was alone in the big bed
but a quick glance around revealed John’s bag sitting against the wall.


Robin glanced at the bedside clock and saw that he had slept
for about fifteen hours. Since his injury he couldn’t seem to get enough sleep.
Had he only slept, though? The sheets around him were dry and that alone was
enough to have him squeezing his eyes shut in relief. He didn’t often have a
bad enough fit to lose that much control anymore, thank god. How mortifying it
would have been to explain that? He should have warned his lover of the
possibility but in the heat of the moment he hadn’t thought of it.


A quick check of the rest of his body showed that he was
probably okay. He crawled out of the bed and pulled on his boxer shorts. The living
room was empty but the rich smell of coffee drifted out of the kitchen, making
his mouth water. After a quick pit stop in the bathroom, he headed in that
direction.


John was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee at his elbow,
newspaper spread in front of him.


“Good morning.”


He lifted his head. “Good morning.”


Robin saw he was wearing a pair of wire-framed spectacles.
They made him look more like the accountant he claimed to be, rather than the
beach bum he had looked like on the island. There were other differences
too—his shaggy hair was cut and styled and the awful Hawaiian shirts had been
replaced by a dark-green polo shirt and jeans. Robin smiled and John gave him a
puzzled smile back.


“What?”


“I was just wondering about the shirts.”


John grinned. “I have one in my bag.”


“Oh lord.” Robin rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “I
thought maybe they were part of your undercover disguise.”


“They were, but I got quite fond of them.”


Robin shook his head. “Wonderful.” He went to the counter
and poured himself a coffee, hissing as he spilled some on his fingers. He
licked them clean and brought the prescription bottle that sat next to the
coffeemaker back to the table with him. He forced himself to be nonchalant
about it, pretending it didn’t matter that the other man watched him. This was
a part of his life now and if John was too, they’d both need to get used to it.
He sat in the chair opposite John and swallowed the pills.


“I didn’t know you wore glasses.”


“Just for reading. I don’t use them much.” He gestured at
the pills. “How often do you take them?”


Robin picked up the bottle, turning it in his hands. “Twice
a day now, more often at the start. It was awful, I felt as if I was living in
a fog. They still make me a little fuzzy when I first take them but I’m used to
it now.” He set them down and picked up his coffee and plunged ahead. “The
seizures are a lot less but you should know what to expect. Stress and anxiety
can trigger them. So can tiredness or if I’m sick. Basically anything that puts
a strain on the body.”


“I’ve seen one before,” John said. “But it was a
stranger…not someone I care about.”


“Then you know there isn’t anything you can do except try to
keep me from hurting myself and let it pass.” That had been the hardest part
for his family to deal with. “I’m usually a bit disoriented when I come out of
it and usually want to sleep for a while.” He looked up and met the other man’s
eyes with difficulty. “Sometimes…there’s…a mess. But that’s gotten better too.”


John met his eyes, face calm, and reached across the table
to squeeze his hand in reassurance. “Thank you for telling me.”


Robin pulled away and swallowed the rest of his drink, more
than ready to change the subject. He only wished it could be to something a bit
less awkward. “I have the next couple of days off. I thought we could go to my
parents today. I’d like to introduce you to them.”


John’s eyebrows rose in question. “Introduce as in introduce.
As in meet your parents?”


Robin smiled at him and said gravely, “Yes, as in, ‘Hey Mom,
Dad, this is my boyfriend.’”


“You don’t have to do that, love. We have plenty of time.”


“I want to. I don’t want to waste any more of my second
chance looking at the inside of a closet door. It’s past time.” He walked away
from John, leaving him smiling at the kitchen table while he went to get
showered and dressed.


 


As they pulled up in front of his parents’ house an hour
later, the butterflies in Rob’s stomach turned into frogs and the bowl of
cereal he had eaten threatened to make a reappearance. If he had still been
allowed to drive he might have chickened out and driven past the little
wood-framed bungalow. Instead he sat frozen in the seat of John’s SUV and tried
to gather his wits before his mother came to find out what was going on.


He had called them to make sure they were home and there was
no doubt that she was watching for him. It was only a matter of time before
curiosity and worry brought her outside. Since his injury, she seemed to always
expect the worst and though he could understand why, it didn’t make it any less
annoying. When he was released from the hospital, it had taken all his energy
to convince her to let him go back to his own home. She had wanted him to move
back to the bungalow but by that time Rob just needed some space of his own
where no one hovered. The compromise in the end had been that Jo came back to
the apartment with him for the first week. He had accepted because he knew his
sister would understand and give him the distance he needed.


John touched his arm. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine. Come on, let’s go inside.”


Before they reached the front steps the door opened and his
mother stepped out to greet them. She was dressed in her customary blouse and
slacks and the sun caught the flickers of silver in her ash-blonde hair. She
smiled curiously at the man at his side.


“Mom, this is John MacAllister, the friend I met on
vacation.”


“Oh! Of course. Robin talked about you a little. We weren’t
very comfortable with him going on a singles trip so I’m glad you kept him
company.”


“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Grant.” They clasped hands briefly.
“It was my pleasure, honestly.”


Robin choked at John’s words and his mother frowned at him.
“Are you all right, dear?”


He resisted the urge to look at his lover. “I’m fine, Mom.”


She smiled again, reassured. “Come out back, both of you.
Your father is sitting on the deck. Are you hungry?”


She walked ahead of them into the house without waiting for
a reply. She would feed them whether they were hungry or not. Robin knew an
answer wasn’t required. They trailed behind her as she led the way through the
kitchen and to the back door. Robin’s father was sitting in the sun with the
newspaper. He folded it and set it aside as they approached. Pushing his
glasses up onto his thick salt-and-pepper hair, he stood to shake John’s hand.
Shrewd eyes measuring up his boyfriend with a glance.


Robin watched his father as he and John made small talk.
Studying the face that was so like his own, he wondered if he would soon see
disdain there. His hands shook and he folded them together to disguise it. His
mom emerged with a tray of lemonade and cookies and he took a sip of the icy
beverage to try to ease his dry throat. When they were all seated, he took a
deep breath to steel himself and interrupted.


“Mom, Dad. I have something I need to talk to you about.”
His voice shook and he felt John press his knee against his in a silent show of
support. His mom’s eyes became anxious again while his dad just watched him,
expressionless.


“I…” He closed his eyes, feeling the sun warm on his face and
his lover’s quiet strength beside him. Opening his eyes, he cleared his throat
and tried again. “I’m gay.”


His mother gasped, her hand flying up to cover her mouth.
“Oh, Robin!” Tears sprung into her eyes and she stood, walking quickly into the
house. Robin watched her go, feeling tears prick his own eyes. Her departure
caused an almost physical ache. He turned to his father and looked into eyes
that matched his own, fearing what he would see. But they only looked calmly
back at him.


“Dad?”


His father sighed. “I can’t pretend I’m happy about this,
Robin. Town like this…” He gestured vaguely. “It’s not going to be easy.”


“And what about you?”


“You’re my son, Robin, that’s never going to change.”


Tears spilled free from Robin’s eyes as his father
continued. “When you were hurt they called the house to make arrangements to
get you home. The paperwork had the resort details on it. I found out then it
was a gay singles resort.” He shook his head. “I didn’t tell anyone. I
was so angry, how could my son be gay? Then you came home and I saw you
in that hospital bed, hooked up to all those machines and not even able to
breathe on your own. And I realized it didn’t matter. I just wanted you to open
your eyes. I wanted to hear you call me Dad again and laugh when you fell over
your own feet. Whether you were gay or not made no difference as long as you
were alive.” He stood and drew Robin into his arms, rocking him as Robin hugged
him tightly and wept against his chest. The strong embrace and the familiar
scent of his cologne transported him back to the times his father had held him
after childhood scrapes.


He drew away slowly. “What about Mom?”


His dad smiled sadly. “Give her time, Rob. She just needs to
get used to the idea.” He thumbed the tears from Robin’s face. “So, why don’t
you introduce me to John again? Properly this time.”


Robin stepped away and took John’s hand, pulling him to his
feet. He could hardly believe he was doing this. The whole afternoon took on a
slightly surreal feeling. “Dad, this is John, my partner.”






Chapter Seven


 


The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur for Robin. They
didn’t stay long at his parents’ house. Every minute that passed when his mom
stayed away from him was painful. They bought sandwiches for lunch and he
directed John to the lake. It was a place he loved and one that also fell into
the “before I was injured” category, as so much else in his life did, since it
was too far to walk. They sat in the grass and talked about their childhoods,
laughing at the culture differences between Britain and small-town America. He
leaned back against his lover’s chest, feeling the vibrations of his Scottish
burr rolling through it as they spoke.


Robin still felt a little removed from everything, not yet
able to believe he had actually come out to his parents. He was still reeling
from emotions long suppressed. He tried not to think about his mother’s
reaction. All he could do was give her time as his father had asked and hope
she came around.


“Do you think my father’s right, John? That she’ll come
around?”


John stroked his arms with featherlight touches. “I don’t
know, love.” He sighed. “I was fifteen when I told my parents I was gay.” He
snorted. “Took me two weeks to work up the courage and when I did my mother
told me she already knew. Said the magazines the maid found under my bed gave
it away. My father looked at me over his newspaper and said, ‘Be careful, son.’
And that was it. I was so relieved I swore I’d never buy another nudie mag.”


Robin grinned. “How long did that last?”


“About as long as it took for me to convince them I needed a
lock for my door.”


“Figured as much.”


“Give her the time she needs, Rob, it’s all you can do.”


Melancholy threatened to overwhelm him again. What if she
never did? Would he change it if he could do it over? He felt the prickle of
beard stubble as John nuzzled his hair. No. No, he wouldn’t. He didn’t want to
lose his mother but he wouldn’t trade the love of this man or the freedom to
live as he was meant to in order to keep it. What about John? He had left behind
his career and his life in the city to come here.


“You’ve given up a lot to come here, John. Your job. Your
home.” He tilted his head up to study his partner’s face. “Do you regret it?”


John smiled at him softly. “It’s just a job. My father is
disappointed but he’ll get over it and my home is wherever you are. No, I don’t
regret it.”


“What will you do now?”


“I’m not sure, maybe set up a workshop. Try my hand at
carpentry again. I told you, I have enough money if that’s what’s worrying
you.”


Robin shook his head and relaxed back into his embrace. “I
just want you to be happy.”


“We will be, leannan, of that I have absolutely no
doubt.”


 


The afternoon grew cooler and with silent accord they packed
up the blanket and John drove them back to town. The peaceful interlude had
helped to settle Rob’s emotions enough that when John parked outside his
apartment he suggested that they eat out. He didn’t want to go back inside and
spend the night sitting staring at the TV and worrying.


The usual scattering of faces stared at them from the window
of the café, curiosity oozing from their pores. Defiantly, he met their eyes
and laced his fingers with John’s and if his palm was a little moist then only
his lover knew it. The other man followed his gaze and gave his hand a reassuring
squeeze.


Determined to keep the momentum going, they left their
fingers intertwined as they walked down Main Street to the Italian restaurant.
It had been impossible to ignore the whispers and stares they got, some more
open than others. By the time they were seated in a booth at the back of
Luigi’s, he felt as if his shoulders were up near his ears and his teeth were
clamped together against the words that wanted to escape.


Robin took his menu from the waitress who was still blushing
from the sight of their joined hands when they entered. She shifted from foot
to foot as she recited the specials, took their orders and quickly escaped.
Robin sighed and sank back against the leather seat.


“This is going to be worse than I thought, isn’t it?”


John looked around at the scattering of other diners, seeing
the whispers and stares. “I don’t know, Rob. Maybe some of it is just surprise.
After all, until yesterday you dated women, as far as they knew. It’s bound to
cause a reaction.”


Rob rubbed his forehead, trying to ease the incipient
headache. The waitress came back with their water, face composed again, and he
wished fleetingly that he’d ordered something stronger. John tried valiantly to
keep the conversation going but eventually even he gave in to the pressure of
the glances from the other tables and they ate quickly.


The sun was setting when they left, painting the sky with
glorious shades of orange and pink and lilac, a bright contrast to the dusky
autumn shadows of the street. Farther along, the streetlights began to blink
on. Robin watched as one followed the other in quick succession and he could
almost hear the plink, plink, plink as they lit up. He shook his head at the
odd thought and let John lead him across the road.


At first he thought the twin set of lights racing toward him
had somehow detached themselves from the decorative wrought iron stands and he
watched them dazedly. Then he became aware that John was tugging him, urging
him to move faster. John thrust him toward the pavement as the car whooshed by
with the stench of hot oil and diesel fumes. Robin stared after it stupidly,
not quite comprehending what had just happened.


“That bastard just missed us!” John snarled as he glared
after the disappearing taillights.


Robin fought against the cotton wool in his brain. He tasted
metal in his mouth and lights sparked around John’s head. Belatedly he
recognized the warning signs.


John.


 


John turned quickly as his lover wailed, reaching helplessly
as the other man collapsed, body rigid, back arched severely. He rushed to his
side, grateful for the jeans and long-sleeved shirt that would protect Rob’s
arms and legs from the unforgiving concrete. He took off his sweater and rolled
it up to put it under his head.


Around twenty seconds passed and he was beginning to grow
worried at the blue tinge of his partner’s face when he suddenly relaxed and
took a rasping breath. A few seconds passed before his muscles began to clench
and relax in rhythmic jerks accompanied by choking gasps. John waited
helplessly. A few people passed by on the other side of the road but they
either didn’t see them or didn’t want to be involved because they walked on
without pausing.


A few endless minutes later the seizing stopped and Robin’s
body became still and silent, his breathing taking on the more natural rhythm
of sleep. John wiped his face gently and turned him onto his side.


“Rob. Can you hear me, leannan?” He waited a moment
and gave Robin’s arm a gentle squeeze. “C’mon, Rob. Time to wake up.”


His own hands shook in reaction to the last few minutes.
Robin’s seizure had been more violent and distressing than he had thought. At
least he now knew where all the fresh bruises came from. Seeing a loved one go
through such a powerful event was hard and he tried to hold on to the knowledge
that Rob would be fine. Wouldn’t even remember it happening.


He pulled Robin’s head onto his lap and tucked his sweater
around him. Occasionally a car passed, driving slowly as the driver
rubbernecked. John thought with renewed anger about the one that had just
missed them. It came at them fast, but was it deliberate? Either way it needed
to be reported. He dug his cell phone out of his pocket and called the police.
Rob started to show signs of waking before they arrived. Something in John
relaxed as a little color returned to his face and he started to move
restlessly. He moaned and lifted a hand to his head.


“Rob?”


“Head hurts,” he mumbled.


“Open your eyes for me, babe.” Robin’s hazel eyes blinked
open obediently, face clouded with confusion. There was no recognition in his
eyes as Rob started to shake hard.


“Happened?”


“You had a seizure. Everything’s okay.” John stroked Robin’s
head. “Come on back to me, leannan.”


“John?” He lifted his head a bit and groaned. “Ah fuck.”


“Just lie still for a minute. How do you feel?”


“Sore. Christ.” He groaned softly. “Where are we? How long
was I out?”


“About ten minutes. We’re still in the street. Do you
remember the car?”


“No.” Robin frowned.


“It almost hit us. I called the police, they should be here
any minute.” As he spoke he saw the cruiser turn onto the road. This time when
Robin tried to sit up John didn’t stop him.


In typical small-town fashion the officers knew Robin and
hadn’t needed to ask many questions. Instead they offered him a warm place to
sit while they spoke to John. It only took a few minutes for them to take a
statement and assure him they would look out for the car. Unfortunately the
license plate number came back as stolen so there wasn’t much else they could
do. John thanked them for their time, and accepted their offer of a ride to
Robin’s apartment.


His partner was asleep again by the time they arrived but
this time he woke easily and stumbled upstairs to the apartment. John followed
him into the bedroom, getting his meds for him and putting him to bed. It was
nothing he could put his finger on but something made him uneasy about the
whole event. John shook it off. After the experiences of the last few months he
was bound to be a bit paranoid. He needed to let it go. The last thing Robin
deserved was to see him anxious. The man had enough to worry about. Things were
going to be difficult for the foreseeable future. Had he done the right thing
by encouraging Robin to live openly here?


The next couple of days seemed to suggest otherwise.


On the morning after Rob’s seizure when John went out to
collect the mail he found a biblical flyer with passages underlined in red. It
was done with such vehemence that there were small holes in the paper where the
pen had ripped through. John had still been staring at it when the phone rang.
He raced upstairs to grab it before Rob woke up and was greeted with a
suspicious female voice.


“Who the hell are you?”


“John MacAllister, I’m a friend of Robin’s.”


There was a short pause. “I know who you are, John. This is
Joanne, Rob’s sister. I’ve had eight phone calls this morning asking when my
brother ‘turned gay’ and ‘just letting me know’ he had a fit in the middle of
Main Street while walking hand in hand with another man and asking if I thought
that was God’s way of punishing him.” John heard her disgust loud and clear.
“How is he?”


He scowled. The people in this town sure worked fast. “Still
asleep.”


“Good. He’ll be sore when he gets up. Make sure he takes his
meds and some painkillers after he eats.”


“Yes ma’am.” John rolled his eyes but didn’t argue.


“Don’t ma’am me, it makes me feel like my mother.”


“Sorry, uh…”


She sighed. “Just call me Joanne.”


“Right, okay.”


“Don’t hurt my brother or I’ll be coming over there to cut
off your balls with a rusty knife.” John felt said balls try to crawl up into
his body at the steely determination in her voice. He didn’t doubt her. “Get
him to call me when he wakes up.” She hung up before he could reply and he was
left feeling as if he had been run over by Hurricane Joanne.


Robin woke up as sore and tired as his sister had warned but
seemed otherwise well. He called Joanne to update her and reassure her that he
was okay as soon as he had eaten and came off the phone cheerful and smiling.
Not wanting to upset him, John didn’t mention the flyer in the mailbox that
morning.


When they went to the park for some fresh air later that day
there were more stares and a few muttered insults but his lover seemed
undeterred. He kept John’s hand in his own, though he became visibly angrier.
John hated the skin-crawling sensation of eyes on him wherever they went. There
was nothing to be done about it, they couldn’t hide in the apartment. It would
maybe have been wiser to take things a bit more slowly but Rob seemed to have
adopted the Band-Aid theory. The quicker you did it, the less it would hurt.
Nothing John said made any impact, except to make him the target of
Rob’s anger.


The following day the phone calls started.


They ranged from concerned friends to vitriol interspersed
with a few hang-ups. Whenever Robin heard a familiar voice rebuking him he
seemed to shrink further into himself until finally John pulled the phone from
the wall. When he went out to collect the mail and found the word FAG
spray-painted on the door in lurid pink it was the final straw. He stomped back
upstairs and called the police. They arrived and shook their heads, tutted over
the vandalism and suggested they get caller ID on the phone but there wasn’t
much else they could, or would, do. It was their parting statement that had Rob
putting a restraining hand on John’s arm though.


“Maybe you gentlemen should try to be a little less
provoking?”


Provoking? Holding his partner’s hand in public was provoking?
Hell, they hadn’t even kissed. What would the good townsfolk do then? Burn
rainbow flags on the hood of his car? John seethed and paced until Robin pulled
him into his arms, halting his angry motion. They kissed languidly, hands
caressing until his body relaxed and his cock was pressing hard against the
zipper of his jeans. He moaned against Rob’s mouth and rubbed against his
matching hardness.


“Ah, what you do to me, leannan.”


“Let it be, John. I knew this wasn’t going to be fun.”


John reached for the button of Rob’s jeans. “We’ll make our
own fun. Fuck ‘em.”


Robin laughed. “No. Fuck me.”


John sank to his knees as his lover’s erection sprang free
from the confines of his jeans. He kissed his way down from Rob’s hip to nuzzle
at the base of the hard, straining flesh. Rob’s fingers threaded into his hair
and John took his cock into his mouth, the bitter taste of pre-cum painting his
tongue. The hands in his hair tightened as he worked his way down the shaft
until it nudged the back of his throat and Rob gasped, hips thrusting
involuntarily.


John gripped Rob’s buttocks tighter. He knew he’d be leaving
bruises on that pale flesh and the thought of seeing his mark there made his
own dick throb in his jeans. He groaned, stroking the underside of Rob’s shaft
with his tongue as he withdrew and the younger man shuddered. He repeated the motion,
shifting his grip to put one hand on the base of Rob’s cock, using the slick
moisture of his own saliva to work it in time with his mouth.


Rob began to moan, fingers gripping John’s hair, the sharp
pain of it helping John fight off the urgency of his own orgasm. He let his
teeth just graze the taut skin of Rob’s erection and he cried out, filling
John’s mouth with his thick, musky seed. John swallowed, licking and sucking
until his lover’s cock had softened completely. He stood and kissed Rob softly.
The other man met his eyes and began unfastening John’s pants, pushing them
down his hips.


“Your turn, love. I want you inside me. I want to feel you
with me when I hear what they think of me and know that it doesn’t matter
because I belong to you.”


Rob pulled out a condom and a packet of lubricant from his
pocket and turned to lean against the back of the sofa. With shaking hands John
quickly rolled on the latex sheath and coated himself with the lube. Hissing
when the touch of his hand threatened to bring him off. Rob watched over his
shoulder with hungry eyes, biting his lip when John slid fingers slick with the
cool liquid into his body.


“Do it, love.” He pushed back against him while John pushed
his dick slowly into his tight heat. John steadied them both, wrapping his arms
around his lover’s slender body, meeting his mouth in a kiss that was clumsy in
its eagerness. They began to move together, grunting as thrust met thrust. The
climax John had denied suddenly flooded him. He bit Rob’s shoulder and gave a
wordless cry. They slumped bonelessly, each enjoying the closeness of the
other’s body before the discomfort of their position forced them to move. John
pulled out gently and kissed the mark he had left on his lover’s shoulder,
making him shiver.


“Come on, leannan, let’s get cleaned up.”


 


Robin was quiet and visibly nervous when John dropped him at
work that afternoon. The parking lot was almost empty around them. John hoped
it wasn’t a sign of how Rob’s class was going to go.


“It’s going to be fine, Robin.”


The younger man grimaced. “I know. I just wish I could press
fast forward and get this part over with.”


John studied him. “We don’t have to stay here, you know.
There are other towns. We could make a fresh start. I have enough money until
we get settled.”


Robin closed his eyes briefly. “This is my home, John. It’s
far from perfect right now—”


“Very far,” John muttered.


“But I love it here. I’ve known most of these people my
whole life. I need to try.”


“I just hate seeing you like this.”


“I know, hon. I’m trying to be all noble and see myself as a
trailblazer for the gay community of Barretts Cross.” He smiled wryly. “I know
I’m not the only gay member of this community. Maybe I can help someone else.”


John smiled back. “I’ll be sure to bill them for the phone
cable I ripped out yesterday and the paint for the door. Are you sure you’ll be
okay?” He didn’t like that the shadows had deepened beneath his partner’s eyes.


“I’ll be fine. I’m never alone for long at work. Everyone
knows about my seizures.” Robin leaned across and kissed him quickly. “I have
to go.”


John watched as the other man walked into the building with
a quick wave. He knew Robin meant it as a reassurance but it didn’t make him
feel better that everyone knew about his condition. If anything it made him
more anxious. Some of the threats they had received had been pretty serious and
the whole damn town knew that Robin had a vulnerability. Like it or not, when
Rob had a fit he was helpless and John didn’t like it. He knew the other man
would be pissed off to hear it though, so he forced himself to drive away. On
impulse he turned in the opposite direction from town, needing to get away from
the prying eyes for a while.


In a few moments he had left the outskirts of the small
community behind him. The hills and trees around him on the deserted country
road made him feel lighter. The weight of the disapproval of Barretts Cross
lifted from his shoulders for a while. He could understand Robin’s attachment
to his hometown; it was where he had grown up after all. Where his family was.
It was also familiar to him. John had spent a little time the other night while
Rob slept reading up on brain injury and it made him understand why that
familiar environment was important. After those kinds of injuries being in a
familiar place helped with recovery, making the person feel secure and
providing the mental cues the brain needed to recover. They would stay as long
as Rob needed to but so far there was little about the town he would miss.


He glanced in the rearview mirror noticing a car that was
just a little too close and pulled as near to the side as he could, slowing a
little to let the impatient driver pass. Instead of pulling ahead the other car
moved closer. It was a moment before John recognized the silver paint and
tinted windows from the other night. This looked like the car that almost ran
them over.


“Juvenile delinquents my arse.”


Realizing the other car had no intention of passing him, he
put his foot back on the gas pedal and let the speedometer climb to just over
the speed limit. The other car stayed on his tail for an instant before the
driver sped up and nudged the SUV’s back bumper. John gritted his teeth and
fought his own car’s steering until the silver car backed off again. He pulled
out his cell phone, intent on calling the police but before he finished dialing
the other driver pulled into the oncoming lane and accelerated aggressively.
The nose of the other vehicle came level with John’s rear panel and swerved
into him with a jolt that knocked the phone out of his hand before braking to a
safe distance.


John’s SUV fishtailed and he fought for control as he
skidded and careened toward the side of the road. The heavy vehicle barreled on
despite his efforts, crashing into the drainage ditch and coming to rest almost
gently against the base of a tree. Metal ticked as it cooled and a quiet
hissing emerged from somewhere in the engine as steam escaped the radiator.
About six inches of water filled the passenger side of the car. John cursed and
fought his way out of his seat belt, clambering half out of the driver-side
door. The other car was idling in the road a hundred yards away and as he
watched, the passenger window rolled down. John squinted to see the driver but
the sun was low in the sky behind the car, making it impossible. He heard the
pop of the gun at the same time the side mirror exploded beside him, sending
glittering shards of glass into the air, stinging his face.


“Shit!” John ducked back into the car and heard another two
bullets slam into the metal chassis. He dropped down to lie in the dirty water
against the passenger side door and hoped he was below the level of the ditch.
He was a sitting duck. John eyed the still-intact window and wondered how hard
it would be to break it out. Before he could attempt it, the eerie silence was
broken by the sound of another engine. Tires squealed from the direction of his
assailant and he heard the car accelerate away. Cautiously he hauled himself
back up and peered over the door. The silver car was gone and a tractor rumbled
slowly up the road toward him from the opposite direction. John dropped his
forehead against the door in silent thanks and climbed up to wave. The tractor
pulled to a halt beside him and an old man climbed down. His plaid shirt and jeans
were stained with dirt and damp with sweat.


“You get in an accident, son?”


He resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he clambered out of
the wrecked car. “Yes sir. Hit and run. I’ll need to report it to the police.”


The man squinted at him from a weathered and sun-browned
face as though assessing the truth of his words. He fished a battered cell
phone from his pocket and offered it silently. John quickly called the police
and turned to look at the SUV. The old man joined him, handing him a clean handkerchief.
“You’re bleedin’ some.” He gestured at John’s face where the glass had caught
him. John took it gratefully and gently wiped the cuts.


“That a rental?”


“Yes sir.”


“They’re gonna be mighty pissed.”


“Yes sir, they are.”


“Sheriff’s gonna be pissed too, when he sees those bullet
holes.”


 


The sheriff was indeed pissed. Mostly because the report
about John’s and Rob’s near miss from a few days ago hadn’t been passed on and
no one outside Barretts Cross had been looking for the car. It was going to be
embarrassing all around that the same car had now been involved in another,
more serious incident. John didn’t give a shit how embarrassing it was. Someone
just tried to fucking shoot him. What the hell?


Night was falling by the time they finished asking him questions,
the farmer had long since climbed back on his tractor and left. John looked
anxiously at his watch while he waited for the deputy to drive him back to
town. He called Rob at the pool and told him the car had broken down. It took a
lot of convincing to persuade Rob to get a taxi home. There was no way he was
going to tell him what had happened over the phone. The other man had sounded
subdued and unhappy, work had obviously not gone well and John didn’t want to
upset him more.


He sat in the back of the patrol car and watched while the
recovery vehicle hauled his SUV out of the ditch. The sheriff’s officers looked
on, talking in low voices while the familiar sound of radio chatter filled the
air around them. Every now and then one of them would glance at him
surreptitiously, leaving him in no doubt of the subject of their discussion.
They still believed that some homophobic arsehole was to blame for this but
John was beginning to get other ideas. He had phone calls of his own to make
when they got home. This was beyond threats and intimidation. Besides, he and
Robin had barely been in public together before the first attempt. There was
little time for someone to see them, get hold of stolen license plates and try
to run them down. Not impossible, but highly unlikely. He didn’t share his
theory with the sheriff though. There was no way he was going to draw that kind
of attention from them unless he had some solid proof. It would be bad enough
to have to call Dan.


Eventually the SUV was loaded up and they were satisfied
that there was nothing else to learn from the scene of the accident. One of the
officers climbed into the car and drove John home. Neither one of them were
inclined to make conversation so after checking his address they fell into an
uncomfortable silence for the short drive. The lights of Robin’s apartment
glowed a warm welcome into the darkness and John stepped gratefully inside. Rob
was sitting on the sofa watching TV but he looked up when John entered and
smiled.


“Hey.”


John sat down beside him, taking him into his arms and
sighed as the other man relaxed against him. “Hey yourself.” He kissed the top
of Rob’s head. “How was work?”


“It was okay. Only half the class turned up though. And
someone stuck condoms and HIV pamphlets all over my locker.”


“Bastards.”


“If that’s the worst they can do then I can live with it.
How’s the car?” He ran his fingers over a streak of dried mud on John’s face.
“And why are you covered in dirt?”


When John hesitated Rob pulled out of his arms to face him.
“What happened?”


By the time he finished explaining the evening’s events the
younger man was on his feet, anger and fear coming off him in waves.


“Do you really think it’s related to the case?”


John reached up and caught Rob’s hand as he passed, easing
him back onto the couch and into his embrace. “I don’t know. It seems likely.”


“Then make your phone call.”


 


“Sanders.” Dan answered brusquely on the first ring and just
the sound of his voice was enough to make John frown. The sound of a football
match was audible in the background and he realized he must have caught him at
home. John hated to ask this man for anything but it was the fastest and safest
way to get the information he needed. As the agent responsible for John’s
safety he would have the most up-to-date information on the Armstrong case.


Reluctance colored his tone as he greeted the agent. “Dan.”


“John. What’s wrong?”


“We’ve had some problems here. I need to ask about the
case.”


The other man was immediately alert and the background noise
disappeared. “What kind of problems?”


John explained the events of the last few days, concluding
with the attempt on his life that evening. Dan listened intently, interrupting
occasionally to ask a question. There was no evidence of their altercation in
the agent’s calm voice as he reassured John there had been no movement among
the people involved in the Armstrong case. His concern was immediately evident
when John told him someone had taken shots at him.


“As far as I know there’s no one left who cares about your
involvement in that case, John. I think you’re right to be concerned though. I
need you to lay low while I look into it.”


There would be no argument there. He and Robin had only just
found each other again. John wasn’t going to risk anything happening to either of
them. They went to bed tense, neither one in the mood to do much more than hold
each other. In the middle of the night John was woken by his lover’s jerking
movements as he was gripped in the jaws of another seizure. When it was over he
cleaned them both up and changed the bed. Tucking Robin back into his arms and
murmuring soft reassurances while his partner wept with humiliation, John raged
at the situation and the person who had caused such irrevocable damage.






Chapter Eight


 


Robin watched from the apartment window as Linda Shaw, the
mother of one of his students, flirted with the two officers in the patrol car
across the street. The officers had shown up this morning to ferry John to the
police department to answer more questions about the “evidence he had
withheld”. It was apparent that Dan Sanders had been burning up the phone lines
to the Barretts Cross PD. He wondered how long it would be before the man
himself showed up.


Rob was almost glad the police interrupted them this
morning. The atmosphere between them was awkward and strained. Mostly his fault
he knew. He felt unbearably embarrassed about the fact he’d had another seizure
during the night. John seemed to be fine with it, which made him feel worse
because Robin was the one having a problem accepting it.


By early afternoon John still wasn’t back and Robin was
getting impatient. He needed to get to work. The short interview the police had
promised evidently turned into a long one. He tried calling the department but
no one would help him. They wouldn’t even admit that his partner was there.
After talking with Agent Sanders last night John had planned to go with Rob to
work but that obviously wasn’t going to happen now. Frowning, Robin called a
cab instead and jotted a quick note, leaving it on the kitchen table for John.
He would be annoyed, no doubt, but his job might be hanging from a thread as it
was and he didn’t want to give them any more ammunition.


The parking lot was disappointingly empty again when he
arrived and as he walked up to the entrance he saw why. There was a sign on the
glass announcing that the swimming lessons were canceled today. The door was
locked, in case anyone didn’t get the message. Scowling Rob fished out his keys
and unlocked them. Was this his colleagues’ way of telling him he wasn’t needed
anymore? Anger flooded him as he ripped the sign off the glass door and marched
inside. He was almost to the office door when he realized how quiet it was. It
had been a long time since Rob had been alone in this building and he’d forgotten
how eerie it could be. Distantly he heard the hum of the pumps that filtered
the pool but otherwise it was silent. He carried on to the office, finding it
empty and dark. His footsteps sounded loud on the concrete floors. He stuck his
head into the public changing rooms and called out.


“Hello?”


The pool itself was calm and still as glass. Rob was walking
around it when he heard the slam of a door in the staff changing area. He
quickened his pace and pushed open the swinging door. There were short rows of
cubicles down the middle with lockers on either side. At the far end were the
restrooms and a shower area. He called out again, thinking perhaps someone was
in the bathroom.


“Hello?”


Scuffling noises answered him and the back of his neck
tightened. He walked down the length of the cubicles toward the sound. A pair
of boot-clad feet stuck out from under the shower stall doors, tied at the
ankles. Robin froze for an instant. He recognized those boots. He’d fallen over
them just this morning. The feet moved again. This time the scuffling was
accompanied by muffled moans.


“John!”


He rushed forward and reached for the door. Something hit
him hard in the back of the head and he fell to his knees, the world grayed
around the edges. He was pushed, throwing him face first onto the heated tile.
Rob’s cheek throbbed painfully where it connected with the roughened surface.
Before he could make sense of what had happened his hands were yanked behind
his back and secured. Shit!


Robin squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again, blinking
until the world came back into focus. He turned his head to see a pair of small
white sneakers and looked up at the petite figure of Linda Shaw. She was
dressed in a fitted white T-shirt and pink shorts, blonde hair tied back in a perky
ponytail, looking every inch the pretty single mom. The image just didn’t
compute with the situation he now found himself in.


“Linda? What the hell?”


He didn’t know her well, except that she had recently gone
through a bitter divorce. Her husband Kyle moved to the next town and took
Shelly, their daughter, every second weekend. Linda and Kyle were high school
sweethearts who had gotten married straight after school. Shelly came along
soon after and the town had been split on whether they’d married out of love or
necessity. It hadn’t mattered either way to Rob, they had never been in his
circle of friends. He gaped up at her stupidly, completely astonished.


“Robin. Just so you know, Shelly won’t be attending lessons
again,” she said with a smile as she walked around him. He slowly rolled to his
back and sat up. Keeping her in his line of vision, like she was a viper risen
out of the grass, poised to strike. “I just don’t feel that you are the correct
influence on her.” She continued in that same reasonable tone, “The last thing
she needs in her life is another queer!” She slapped her hand against
the shower stall door, slamming it back against the wall. John sat against the
back, hands cuffed to the pipe above his head. There was duct tape over his
mouth and dried blood on his head.


“Do you know why Kyle left me?” Robin shook his head but she
continued on without waiting for his reply. “He left me because he woke up one
morning and decided he wanted to fuck men. Who knows what diseases he brought
into our marriage?” She sneered. “Six months later I meet another nice guy.
He’s sweet and cute, and so nice to me. Loves kids.” Belatedly Rob realized she
was talking about him. “So I stay late after my daughter’s swimming class to
ask him out and what do I find? Another fucking FAG!” She kicked John’s leg and
he grunted.


Robin gasped and tried to draw her attention back to him.
“What do you want, Linda?”


“What I want is for all the damn gays in this country
to learn their place!” She paced as she ranted, pointing at him, voice gaining
volume with her passion. “You’re an abomination! I don’t want to see it or hear
about it. You should all be sent to those camps.” She leaned down, getting into
his face. Spittle flew from her lips. “They should lock you all up!”


She straightened, face composed again, arms spread wide. “I
mean, how could you turn down this?”


How indeed? Robin didn’t know what was scarier, the
screaming maniac or this relaxed, calm person who was so familiar. He’d like to
say that he saw madness in her eyes but she looked just as sane as she always
had. It was clear, though, that Linda Shaw had left sanity far behind.


“It’s your own fault, you know. I’d have been happy if you
just left. I did my best to make you leave. But still you’re prancing
around town holding hands and I hear people talking. They think it’s nice. That
you aren’t doing any harm. That maybe we should be more tolerant. Next thing we
know there will be more of you people coming out of the woodwork. I won’t
have my daughter raised in that kind of environment.”


“So you are just going to kill us?” he gasped
incredulously. “Linda, please, don’t do this. Think about Shelly.”


She whirled on him, putting the full weight of her body
behind the backhanded blow. Rob’s lip split with the force of it. John growled
and struggled against his bonds.


“SHUT UP! Don’t you even say her name! This town needs a
strong example and since you couldn’t take the hint, you’re it.”


She drew a small black gun from under the back of her
T-shirt and pointed it at him. “Stand up and turn ‘round.”


Robin did as she asked, struggling awkwardly to his feet. He
had beaten the odds once against a bullet, he had no desire to try his luck a
second time. If he let himself, he could still remember the burning agony that
had spread through him when the numbness had worn off. She stepped behind him.
The light, floral scent of her perfume drifted around him as she unfastened the
handcuff from one hand. He thought about it. Even with the memory of that pain
fresh in his mind he could see himself turning, grabbing for the gun. He raised
his eyes to John’s and knew that he saw it too. The other man flicked his gaze
over Rob’s shoulder and shook his head infinitesimally. Linda stepped away and
the moment was gone. She prodded him in the back with the barrel of the gun.


“Now go and get nice and cozy with your friend. Cuff
yourself to the pipe.”


Robin obediently did as she ordered, taking his place on the
floor beside his partner. Linda watched, gun in hand, until he clicked the
handcuffs shut. Satisfied, she tucked the gun back into her waistband. Though
he knew it was fruitless he tried once more to reason with her.


“Linda, please don’t do this. We’ll leave right now if you
want. You can’t possibly get away with this.”


“Talk, talk, talk! Why are you all so obsessed with
talking?” A pink gym bag lay by the privacy wall shielding the showers from the
door that led back to the main hallway. She rummaged in it, taking out the roll
of silver duct tape and tearing off a strip. “For weeks now all I’ve heard from
Kyle is ‘you’ve got to talk to someone, Linda’.” She made a face, mimicking a
whiny voice, and covered Rob’s mouth with the tape roughly, knocking his head
back against the wall. He winced at the fresh burst of pain from the bruised
area. “Then I get a letter from him saying he’s suing me for custody of my
daughter. I wasn’t worried. After all, what judge in his right mind would give
custody to a fag in this town?” She grabbed Rob’s chin in her hand,
manicured nails digging in painfully. “Can’t be sure of that now? Can we?”


Linda stood, wiping her hands on her shorts with an
expression of distaste. “I have to go now. There’s a nice policeman waiting for
me fast asleep in my bed. Wouldn’t want him to wake up all alone now, would
we?” She picked up her bag and paused at the exit to smile back at them, making
a show of looking around the room.


“You know, it’s a shame they never found the money to
install the sprinkler system. It can be so expensive to maintain older
buildings. In a little while it’s going to get very hot in here. If you’re
lucky the smoke will get you first. I’ve heard it’s a very peaceful way to go.
Just like drowning.” She turned on her heel and left, footsteps cut off as the
door swung shut behind her.


 


Robin waited, half expecting her to come back but there was
only silence. Her words sank into his mind and panic flooded his veins. She
intended to set fire to the building! He pulled frantically at his handcuffs,
trying to slip them over his hands but succeeding only in giving himself more
bruises. He turned to his knees and leaned close to his hands so that he could
grab the duct tape and peel it off, while his lover did the same.


“John, are you all right?”


“I’m fine. She was waiting outside the station for me, told
me you were here and had had a seizure. When we got here she hit me with
something.” He shrugged. “When I came to I was tied up and she had lost it.
How’s your head, love?”


“It hurts but I’ll live. We need to get out of here.” It was
probably his imagination but it felt hotter in here. He looked around at the
tiled room with the metal lockers and cubicles. Someone would see the flames
and come eventually but it was going to be too late. The firefighters would
find their bodies roasted in here like in a giant oven. How ironic to burn to
death in a building filled with water.


He watched as John yanked futilely at his own handcuffs. He
turned back to the piping and Robin watched as he inspected the joint, pausing
where it was bolted to the wall. “I think we might be able to get this loose,
help me, Robin.” Together they grabbed the sturdy metal and pulled. It moved
slightly, just a fraction of an inch. Rob stood to get better leverage. On the
third attempt something shifted and the bolts felt looser.


The acrid smell of fire began to fill the room and Rob
looked around to see a heavy gray layer of smoke descending from the ceiling.
The fire alarm screamed to life, deafening them. He saw the banked fear in
John’s eyes and together they turned back to their task. Rob planted his foot
against the wall and with one last heave the bolts gave way. The pipe separated
from the wall with a screech and he lost his balance, hanging precariously by
his wrists. He scrambled to his feet and they quickly freed themselves.


The smoke was getting thicker, blotting out the overhead
lights. It squeezed his chest and scratched his throat. John grabbed his hand
and pulled him into the next stall, turning on the shower. He had to shout to
be heard above the noise.


“Get under the water and let it soak you, stay low, beneath
the smoke!” Robin followed his lead, shivering as the cold water seeped through
the cloth, sticking it to his skin. When they were wet John pulled the collar
of his T-shirt up over his nose and mouth, waiting while Rob did the same.


“Come on!”


They dropped to their hands and knees and crawled to the
door that Linda had used. Cuffed hands made him clumsy, the metal biting into
his wrists painfully every time he moved. Smoke oozed around the door’s edges.
Rob put the back of his hand against it, feeling heat radiate back at him. He
shook his head.


“No good. We’ll have to try the other door.”


It felt as if it took an eternity to make it to the door at
the other end of the changing room. By the time they reached it the smoke was
pressing down on their shoulders. This time the wood was cool to the touch.
Robin pulled the door open and they crawled into the large, airy room that held
the swimming pool. Smoke was just beginning to gather under the high ceiling.
The skylights taunted them with afternoon sunlight shining through the
yellowish murk. They stood and Rob led John around the edge of the pool to the
door at the far side. It opened onto a corridor with equipment stores at either
side. It was reassuringly smoke free. Coughing, they dashed to the fire door at
the end. John pushed on the bar, cursing when the door opened about an inch and
stopped.


“It’s jammed.” He stepped back and slammed his foot against
it, putting his weight behind it but it didn’t budge.


“Fuck. FUCK!” Robin threw a kick of his own at it. He forced
himself to calm down as panic threatened to overwhelm him again. His legs were
shaking with fear and exhaustion and adrenaline. “Okay. Can you see what’s
blocking it?”


He watched as John pressed his head against the door. “I
can’t see anything.” Gingerly he stuck his fingers into the gap, feeling around
the edges of the door. Finally he reached up to examine the spring-loaded arm
at the top that was designed to pull the door shut. “Here! This has been
tampered with. Try it now.”


Rob pushed the bar again and this time the door opened,
letting in a gust of smoke-tainted air. He blinked against the sunlight and
they stumbled toward the parking lot. Black smoke poured from the front of the
building and he could see flames dancing behind the soot-blackened glass of the
door. His chest felt tight and his ears were ringing with the sounds of the
fire alarm but they were alive.


Rob felt John’s solid warm presence at his back just before
the other man looped his arms around him. The autumn afternoon was filled with
the wailing of sirens as a fire truck and two police cars pulled into the
parking lot. The firemen flew into immediate action. Rob watched wearily as
they each performed their own task. One of them ran over, unhindered by his
bulky, fireproof gear, to ask if anyone else was inside. They told him that the
building was empty as far as they knew. Hot on his heels came a policeman. With
one glance he took in their sodden appearance and the handcuffs on their
wrists. Shortly after that Rob and John found themselves seated in the back of
one of the patrol cars and on the way to the station.


 


“You know, Mr. Grant, these are pretty serious accusations
you’re making.”


Robin didn’t bother to lift his head this time, leaving it
cradled on his arms on the Formica tabletop. He turned his head enough to look
at the silver-haired man sitting across from him. “Yes. I know.” He had been
answering the same questions over and over for what felt like hours. “It
doesn’t matter how many different ways you ask me the questions, Detective, my
answers will be the same. I really hope you’ve picked up Linda Shaw ‘cause I’m
going to be really pissed if she’s waiting in my apartment for me when I get
home.”


Rob’s head was throbbing. His wrists sported a matching set
of purple bracelets and all he could smell was smoke. They had removed the
handcuffs long ago but he still felt the ghost of their presence. He wished for
a moment that he had let the doctor who had looked them over admit him to the
hospital after all. As much as he hated the thought of it, at least he would
have been in a bed by now. He needed to go home, shower and climb into bed with
his partner. He could only assume that John was stuck in the same cycle.


“You have to understand where we’re coming from, Mr. Grant.
You and Mr. MacAllister were the only ones in the vicinity of a public building
that was badly damaged in a clear case of arson. Mrs. Shaw on the other hand
has an alibi provided by a sworn officer of the law who says she was with him
all night.” He squinted at Rob. “Mr. MacAllister already showed us he can be
less than honest.”


“Why the hell would we handcuff ourselves inside a burning
building? Why would we want to set the damn place on fire in the first place?”
Robin forced himself to lower his voice. “I don’t know what to tell you,
Detective. She was there. She even told me the guy was asleep in her bed. Have
you checked him for drugs?”


The man frowned at him. “As a matter of fact we did. At your
friend’s insistence.”


“Partner. He’s my partner.” Robin lifted his head and
pinned the man with a glare. “It’s not a difficult word, why can’t anyone say
it? If it makes you feel better you can call him my boyfriend, or my
significant other.”


The detective cleared his throat and looked away. “I apologize.
I wasn’t sure how you’d like to be addressed.”


Rob sighed. “No, I’m sorry, Detective. I might be a bit
touchy right now. Partner is fine.”


The other man nodded his acknowledgement before continuing.
“By all accounts Linda Shaw is a quiet, well-liked member of the community. Why
would she suddenly start behaving in a way that is totally uncharacteristic of
her?”


“Hell, I don’t know. ‘Who knows what evil lurks in the
hearts of men’ and all that crap. You must have seen good people snap before. I
told you what she said, she’s obviously responsible for a lot of the other
stuff we’ve been dealing with this week.”


“All right, Mr. Grant, let’s go through this one more time.”


Rob let his head drop back down with a heartfelt groan.
Eventually the endless questions stopped and they left him alone. He woke
sometime later to the smell of coffee. He rubbed his gritty eyes and focused on
the plastic cup steaming gently about six inches in front of his nose.


“Good morning, leannan.”


“John?” He cleared his throat and sat up gingerly, wincing
as his neck crunched in protest and a whole new set of aches made themselves
known. They were alone in the tiny room. John was dirty and unshaven, dark
circles shadowed his eyes but he was smiling.


“Ready to go home?”


“Seriously? I thought we were prime suspects?”


“They did as I asked and took a blood sample from the guy
giving her an alibi. When the seed was planted he got suspicious of the fact he
had slept so long. Apparently that’s unusual for him. I got the feeling they
wouldn’t have bothered otherwise. It came back positive for a sedative. They
also found pink paint in her garage that matches the stuff used to paint your
door and her phone records show several calls to you. They still have to match
up her gun to the shots fired at me and find the silver car but they charged
Linda Shaw this morning. Not even her lawyer could stop her homophobic tirade
after that. She confessed to arson and attempted murder, though I’m sure those
aren’t her words.”


Relief washed over him, lifting some of his exhaustion.
“Well, thank god for insomnia.” Rob stood, stretched and stepped into John’s
embrace. He smelled like sweat and stale smoke but Robin knew he didn’t exactly
smell like a rose either. It didn’t matter, all that mattered was the comfort
of each other’s arms. They kissed, uncaring of the red glare of the
surveillance camera in the corner.


“Let’s get out of here.”


 


The early morning light was just beginning to soften the
peaks of the rooftops and steal back the shadowy corners. John breathed in the
fresh cool air, smiling as he heard Rob do the same. He shrugged off the
oppressive atmosphere of the police station and wished he could shake off the
weariness as easily. Robin looked exhausted and he forced away the worry over
his health, knowing his partner wouldn’t appreciate it.


He put his arm around the slender shoulders and the younger
man leaned into his embrace. The police had offered to take them home but he
hadn’t wanted to spend any more time in their company. They were just doing their
jobs but he’d had more than enough of it. Instead John had called and arranged
another rental car to be dropped off. He hadn’t even winced at the price of the
insurance. Much. He guided Robin toward the dark-blue sedan and they climbed
into the buttery leather seats with a mutual sigh. Robin glanced at him with an
amused smile before tipping his head back and closing his eyes.


“We could just sleep right here.”


“Tempting, but I need to hold you and I can’t do that here.”


“You’re right. Home, James, and don’t spare the horses.”


John rolled his eyes and eased the car out of the parking
lot and into the quiet street. The drive was short and uneventful but tension
crept back into his shoulders and he found himself looking into the rearview
mirror a bit too often. He glanced at his lover. Rob was the picture of
relaxation with his head back and eyes closed but the white knuckles of the
hand clenched against his thigh gave him away. Too much had happened for them
to forget it easily. It wasn’t until they were inside the apartment and the
lock snicked shut that they could relax again.


In the bathroom they stripped off their clothes and dropped
them on the floor, climbing under the shower together. Hot water sluiced over
them and John stood passively while Robin ran the washcloth over his skin,
murmuring softly over each bruise and pressing soft kisses to the small grazes.
When he was done, he surrendered the cloth to John and stood silently in turn.
There was nothing sexual in the contact, more a reassurance that each was
unharmed. John lingered over the scars on Robin’s head, feeling a rush of
renewed anger. If that woman had hit him any harder Rob might not have been
standing here. He knew how dangerous it was for someone who’d had such a severe
head injury to have a repeat blow. With the anger came the fear he had been
suppressing and he began to shake. The washcloth dropped from his fingers and
he wrapped his arms around his partner, feeling Rob return his fierce embrace.


“Shh. It’s okay. I’m all right.”


“God. Rob. I’m so s—”


“No!” Rob grasped his hair, tugging his head back to look
into his eyes. “No apologies. I wanted this as much as you. I love you, John.”


John’s knees wobbled at the long-awaited words. He’d begun
to wonder if Robin would ever say them again or if he’d lost his chance when
he’d left him on the island. He smoothed his knuckles over the stubble of
Robin’s jaw, rubbing his thumb over his parted lips.


“I love you too.”


He leaned in to kiss the moist softness and shivered at the
warmth of their shared breath as the water began to cool. Robin turned and shut
the shower off and they got dried quickly. With the curtains drawn the bedroom
was dim, though as tired as they were it probably wouldn’t have mattered if the
lights were on and a full brass band were playing. They crawled beneath the
quilt and he waited until Robin swallowed his medication before pulling him
into his arms. As Rob’s hand drifted down his chest and across his stomach his
cock gave a twitch of interest but before he could do more than acknowledge it
sleep dragged him under.


John’s Scottish accent rumbled in his ear, familiar and
comforting. “You know what we need?”


Robin lifted his head to look into John’s eyes and raised
his brow in question.


“A nice holiday.”


Robin snorted inelegantly and buried his head against John’s
shoulder. “Just promise me one thing?” He laughed. “No swimming pools.”






Epilogue


 


Robin lay back on the towel on the soft sand of the private
beach. Relaxed and drowsy, eyes closed. His mother had absolutely no concept of
time zones and she had telephoned at stupid o’clock this morning and woken him
to chat. He hadn’t had the heart to tell her to call back at a more reasonable
hour. Lulled by the peace of his surroundings, he let his tiredness take over
and drifted. His skin was by turns hot from the warm sun and cooled by a gentle
breeze soughing through the dried grass atop the dunes. His shirt lay discarded
by his side with a bottle of sun lotion and a textbook on child education. A
calm ocean lapped at the sand some distance from his feet and only the
occasional cry of a seagull disturbed the peace. Secure in his solitude, he
drifted slowly to sleep.


He woke to see John on his knees by his side. He smoothed
sun-warmed lotion onto Rob’s strong shoulders, his broad golden chest blocking
the light as he bent to his task. A lock of hair fell over eyes as blue as the
summer sky above and was ignored while the firm strokes continued down Robin’s
arms to his hands and fingers and back to his shoulders. Rob’s eyes closed once
more as the work-roughened hands continued on down his sides and back up over
his flat stomach to his chest. John lingered there for a while, working until
Rob’s nipples beaded, butterflies fluttered in his stomach and he gave a low,
throaty moan. His breathing became shallower and quicker.


Robin opened his mouth to protest as John shifted his
attention to his feet. The words didn’t make it past his lips when his lover
began massaging the soles with his thumbs and paying attention to each of his
toes before moving up to his ankles. Pausing only to reach for the bottle of
lotion, the coconut scent of it drifted around them bringing memories of a
different beach. John straddled Rob’s legs, and he felt the coarseness of the
hair on his calves as they pressed alongside his own and John’s whole body
moved back and forward with the motion of his hands. As the long firm strokes
took him up the length of Robin’s legs and closer to his shorts, his breathing
quickened and Rob’s cock pressed insistently against the soft fabric.


The hands reached the tops of Rob’s legs and John began
smoothing the lotion around to the inside of Rob’s thighs. So close he could
feel the brush of the backs of John’s hands on his balls, but his fingers never
touched where he wanted them most. Robin began to pant softly, making soft,
needy sounds, squirming on the blanket. Trying to work himself closer to those
clever fingers. Robin’s whole body pulsed with need while his skin felt flushed
and hot. A small, wet spot soaked into the fabric of his shorts. The smell of
their arousal mingled with the smell of coconut and he knew he would forever
associate it with this. Rob lifted his hips as John hooked his fingers into the
back of his waistband, shifting briefly to pull them down and off.


John resumed his teasing massage once again, hands moving to
Rob’s hips and around. Robin whimpered as John’s fingers dipped into the cleft
of his buttocks, teasing his anus before moving back to Rob’s sides then up to
his shoulders. He urged Robin’s legs open with his knee and settled his body
between them, John’s muscular chest came to rest above his own as he sank to
his elbows. Erections rubbed together, making them both hiss in pleasure. Their
lips met and Robin opened his mouth to receive the thrust of John’s tongue.


The heat and weight of John’s body was comforting. As he
felt the tremors of his lover’s arousal, Robin opened his eyes and found
himself meeting John’s intense gaze. John smiled at him and slid down Robin’s
body to nuzzle the sparse hair at the base of his cock. He gasped as the other
man cupped his balls and rolled them gently in their soft sac and tongued his
way along his shaft. Warm, wet heat suddenly engulfed the crown and Rob dug his
fingers into the blanket, searching for control and groaned. John teased the
sensitive underside of his cock with light strokes of his tongue before
swallowing him. Taking almost his whole length and drawing back with hard
suction.


Robin’s hips jerked as they tried to follow the retreat but
almost before he had time to pull back John was on him again. He slipped his
fingers into John’s hair, whole body trembling with the effort to hold, not
pull. Lips forming silent curses. John gripped his hips with bruising force and
hummed his pleasure, the vibrations making Rob’s own fingers tighten their
grasp.


Again and again John advanced and withdrew so slowly Robin
felt he might stay on the razor edge between pleasure and release forever.
Until finally John stroked a finger down his perineum and pressed gently
against his asshole. Robin grunted and felt his climax roar through him,
explode from him as John swallowed. John slithered back up his body and their
mouths met again, the taste of Robin’s seed salting the kiss. John’s cock
nudged against him and drew a sticky wet circle on Rob’s belly.


Robin smoothed his hand down John’s chest and abdomen until
he reached the hard shaft. Grasping it firmly in his hand, he stroked in time
with the play of their tongues, loving the small whimpers of pleasure John made
into his mouth. Robin felt his partner’s orgasm approach in the fine tension of
his muscles and the quickening of his breaths and squeezed John’s cock a little
harder. John clutched at him and shouted as his release shot from him, painting
Rob’s belly with his musky essence. The two lovers collapsed together, hearts
pounding.


Gradually Rob became aware of his surroundings once more.
The heat and weight of John’s body wrapped around his as the sun warmed them
and the breeze cooled them. The sea still lapped at the shore and the gulls
still cried out. John raised himself to his elbow and with a gentle, intimate
smile moved to lie by his side. Taking Robin’s hand in his and interlacing
their fingers, he brought their hands to his mouth to kiss the matching gold
bands.
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