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  Chapter one

“Come on then, Brixton. It’s just up this way.” 
Felix Brixton, recent arrival from London to the Californian seaside town of Carino Bay, followed a few steps behind his old school friend, Nicholas Sommers.
Well, friend was a mischaracterization. Nicholas and Felix had attended the same boarding school where Nicholas had been one of his most prolific and cruel bullies. As they traveled in the same high-society circles, they’d had cordial relations once they reached adulthood. He was the only person Felix knew in the entire state of California. Besides, going to a house party at a posh beach house seemed an ideal way to meet the local community.
“All right, Nicholas, all right. I’m coming.”
Felix’s stylish boat shoes didn’t handle the sandy pathway well. They could have taken the neat boardwalk up to the two-level house, but Nicholas, ever impatient, led them on the most direct route. Nothing about the way Felix was dressed—or the way he was as a human—was built for anything like rough terrain.
Felix was the absolute picture of a flamboyant English gentleman. Though not particularly tall, he was reasonably fit, well-proportioned, and well-suited for the high-end and colorful clothing he favored. His impressive coif of hair was not naturally blond, but the color suited him. It was, in fact, a very expensive dye job that blended ash-brown roots into cornsilk blond, which had the knock-on effect of hiding any gray hairs threatening to make their presence known. He was reasonably handsome, in a quirky, offbeat sort of way, with high expressive eyebrows and blue eyes set just a little bit too far apart.
He was the kind of man who was easy to remember and easy to pick out in a crowd, for better or for worse.
Nicholas Sommers, shorter, broader, with mouse-brown hair and prematurely balding, stood in sharp contrast to Felix. If Felix was the quintessential British gentleman, Nicholas was the banker or parliamentarian. He’d been handsome in his youth, but midlife had bitten him hard and fast. He looked closer to his fifties, even though both of them were in their early forties.
By the time they made it up to the stone walkway, sand caked Felix’s white linen pants around the cuffs. He paused to try to brush them off and empty his shoes.
“Get a move on,” said Nicholas in an impatient tone. “We’re already late as it is.”
Felix carried his shoes up the back porch, tapped the sand out of them, and popped them back on. He followed Nicholas into the packed party full of well-dressed people. A woman in a cocktail dress stepped past him, dropped something into one of the bowls at the table, and scooped up a name tag.
Nicholas grabbed Felix’s hand and dragged him over to the table. “Here. Give me your keys. Write your name on a sticker and stick it on the back. Oh, and wear a name tag.”
“Is this some kind of…don’t drink and drive thing? Because I wasn’t planning on having more than a drink or two, and it’s not that far of a walk if I…”
“Just do it, Brixton. Don’t be such a killjoy.” Nicholas grabbed the keys that Felix was holding, wrote his name on a sticker, and took a minute to examine the six different bowls sitting on the table.
Each was a different color, and each held different quantities of keys.
Nicholas looked him over with a sneering, cruel-edged expression Felix recognized from dozens of childhood pranks and dropped his keys into a baby-blue bowl. He pressed the adhesive name tag on the chest of Felix’s tailored pink flamingo button-up, smirked, and nodded toward the bar. “Let’s get a drink, ay?”
Nicholas’s interest in Felix vanished about ten minutes after they had their first drink. “Stay here. Mingle. I’ve got some people to say hello to.” He disappeared into the crowd, toward a cluster of well-dressed people in their thirties and forties.
Nicholas never came back. But Felix did spot the occasional glance and snickering look cast his way.
It was not lost on him that Nicholas wasn’t wearing a name tag, nor had he dropped his keys in a bowl. Roughly half the people at the party of various genders had name tags on, while the other half didn’t.
Felix sipped his drink of rum and pineapple juice and squeezed himself into a corner. He was usually an outgoing and personable man, but something about Nicholas turned him into a scared, bullied child again. He thought about leaving, but he didn’t want to earn a reputation as a killjoy days after arriving in town.
A moment later, Felix lost sight of Nicholas altogether. Some of the keys began disappearing from the bowls, and the party seemed to be thinning out. He looked down at his watch and sighed. “I should’ve known better.” He shot back the rest of his drink and moved back to the bowl that contained his keys.
Felix pawed around in it for a moment, but he couldn’t find his keys.
“The Jolly Rover, I presume?” came a voice from behind him.
Felix turned to find a tall, handsome man with rich brown skin made deeper and warmer by the sun, and dreadlocks that would have skimmed his shoulders if most of the locs hadn’t been pulled up into a high ponytail. Monochrome tattoos covered his arms, some of sea life, some of patterns and symbols Felix couldn’t place. A silver barbell pierced one of his eyebrows, and he wore silver hoops in both ears. His clothing—a black, loose-cropped tank top and dark-wash skinny jeans with a chain belt—had a biker edge to it. He looked to be either Felix’s age, or perhaps slightly younger.
“P-pardon?” Felix stammered. Something about the stranger was instantly magnetic, even though he and Felix couldn’t be more different in style and color palette.
The new arrival held up his keys and displayed the keychain, which read Jolly Rover Tours. He flipped it over, eyed Felix’s name tag, and then the sticker with the name written on the back. “Felix?”
“Yes, I am. Ah, I was looking for those…” Felix reached out for his keys.
The stranger caught Felix’s hand and shook it firmly as he made eye contact. “I’m Jay. Pleased to meet you. Would you like to have some fun?”
“I’m not sure what you mean?” asked Felix. He’d noticed that people all around the room had started to pair off or, in some cases, group in trios, and filter to the stairs or toward their cars. Not everyone did so, but the party was certainly less populated than when he’d arrived.
Slowly, everything clicked into place. Felix turned pink and swallowed, and his eyes got big. He leaned into Jay and whispered. “Is this…is this a key party? I didn’t know people actually did those.”
Jay grinned and shrugged, wobbling a little. “Well, yeah. Dinah has these once a… Hold on. Who brought you?”
“Ah, an old schoolmate of mine. Nicholas Sommers?”
Jay snorted. “That guy’s a dick. No offense.” He held up a hand.
“Oh, none taken. Especially since this all seems to have been a hilarious joke on me to trick me into coming to a sex party.” Felix sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s all a misunderstanding. He dragged me here and made me throw my keys in the bowl. I honestly didn’t know what I was in for.”
Jay tapped the keychain against his palm and considered it. He leaned in. “Listen. I think we can help each other out. There’s no one left that I wanna go home with. That dick, Sommers, will think he’s won if you leave alone. So why don’t we…go for a walk or something? And then, when no one’s looking, go our separate ways?”
Felix took a moment to hold Jay’s gaze. He had warm, kind brown eyes. There was something about him, despite the biker edge, that made Felix feel comfortable and at ease. “All right,” he murmured. “Can we steal a drink for the walk?”

      [image: ]The moon was high and full as the two men walked back toward town on the dark boardwalk along the beach. 
“So. What brings you to California?” Jay asked after taking a pull from the bottle of rum they’d nicked from the bar. He passed it over to Felix. “Or are you just new to Carino Bay?”
“Ah, new to the States. I’m originally from London,” said Felix as he took the bottle. He wasn’t very good at drinking straight alcohol, but he took a swig anyway, coughing as it burned on the way down. “I—” He coughed. “—I always wanted to own a tall ship. And one day I decided, ‘If not now, when?’”
Jay pulled Felix’s keys out of his pocket and read the keychain again. “Hence…Jolly Rover Tours?”
“Yes! I bought the tall ship docked in the harbor. The Freedom. My plan is to fix her up and do harbor tours and events, charters—that kind of thing.”
“I know that ship,” Jay rumbled. “She’s been for sale for a few years now. Didn’t realize she’d been sold.”
Felix got the sense there was something he wasn’t telling him, but he didn’t know Jay well enough to push. “The paperwork went through two days ago. The next step is to hire some workmen and a crew. And get the branding sorted.”
“It’s a tough business. I wish you luck with it.” Jay took the bottle from Felix and swallowed a mouthful.
“What about you? Lived here long?”
Jay shrugged. “My family came here from Miami when I was a teenager. I spent a couple of years here, then returned to live with my aunt and go to school. Then I traveled around a bit, including visiting my mom’s side of the family in the Dominican who I hadn’t met. But my mom was still here, so I found my way back. Been here, oh—” He hissed a breath. “—ten years now?”
“Ah, well, I’m fresh off the boat. Er, plane. Just got over the jet lag,” said Felix cheerfully.
By that point, they’d reached the main street of the town. The shape of the Freedom was up ahead, docked at the small pier. She was a beautiful old wooden barque, a type of tall ship with square sails and three masts. With the sun setting behind her and her sails unfurled, she looked every inch a pirate ship or something out of Horatio Hornblower.
Everything about the Freedom promised adventure and spoke of history. Just looking at it made Felix’s romantic heart happy.
Most of the town was asleep. The only lights in the immediate area were a few dots from houses amongst the palm trees and in the high-rise a half a block away. “Well, this is me.” Felix nodded to a seaside condo building.
“Me as well,” said Jay as he pointed to the bar down the street. The neon sign above it was dark, but Felix knew that it read Wreckers Roadhouse. A light glowed inside even though the parking lot was empty.
“You work at Wreckers?”
Jay tilted his head and grinned. “I guess you could say that.” He held out Felix’s keys. “Nice to meet you, Felix. Come by the bar for a drink sometime, yeah?”
Felix reached for the keys, their fingers brushing gently as he did. “I’ll do that.”
Jay turned his hand over and gripped Felix’s fingers briefly. They held each other’s gaze for a lingering moment.
As their eyes met, Felix’s skin tingled, and his cheeks flushed. He was grateful for the low light which hid the pinkening of his cheeks from Jay.
“Night,” Jay murmured and swaggered up the boardwalk, swigging the last of the rum before he dropped the bottle in a nearby bin.
Felix watched him go and smiled to himself. He touched his cheek with the back of his hand. It was warm. He cleared his throat, flicked his fingers, then swiveled on the spot to head to his building.
It seemed the evening hadn’t been a total waste after all.






  
  Chapter two

Felix hadn’t planned on taking up Jay’s invitation to visit the bar quite so soon. While returning from an appointment with his lawyer the next day, he happened to pass by Wreckers Roadhouse. He glanced down at his phone to check the time. 
The display revealed yet another missed call from Belle. She’d given up on text messages and had tried sending emails. When that didn’t work, she started calling periodically. Aside from a quick note a few weeks back to let her know he was alive, Felix hadn’t responded to any of them and marked each message read without reading their contents.
Felix’s escape to Carino Bay had actually come by way of Malibu, where Belle currently resided. Their home was in London, but they’d been living in the US for the past several months. It was a move meant to save their marriage. It hadn’t worked.
He clenched his jaw in guilt as he hovered over his wife’s number, and then he tapped into the settings, sending future calls directly to voicemail.
Felix looked from his phone up to the rustic roadhouse-style bar, festooned with a Pride flag. The flag’s rainbow, with a triangular insert, was the only splash of color on the bar’s black facade. He pushed the door open, which had a poster tacked to it advertising a monthly drag night.
The poster seemed made by someone with only a vague concept of composition or color theory, but the message was loud and clear.

Back by Popular Demand! Carino Bay’s Hottest Drag Night

SISTERS, MISTERS, and THEYSTERS

Featuring: Mack the Knife, Diamond Dogg, Angel Outfield, and more!

$5 cover. Drink specials. Dance party with DJ Rekt after the show.


The gray color scheme continued inside the roadhouse. In his coral Bermuda shorts and blue floral-patterned button-up, Felix immediately became the brightest thing in the room. He pushed his aviator glasses onto the top of his head.
“We’re closed,” came a voice from someone Felix couldn’t see as his eyes fought to adjust to the dim light inside.
Felix stepped in farther. “Apologies. I was walking by and came to say hello to Jay?”
Gradually, the interior came into focus—slightly rough, but rather charming in its own way. A large bar ran along the far wall, stacked high with cans of exotic beer from all over the world, photographs, license plates, and other memorabilia. T-shirts with the bar logo hung for sale over it, advertising two for forty dollars or 25 percent off with any food purchase. A small, low stage to the left seemed capable of holding a five-piece band at most. Staff members busily moved chairs and tables onto what had probably been the dance floor the night prior.
The source of the voice came from a short, muscular man with gray-black hair in his late forties or early fifties, wearing a black V-necked T-shirt that threatened to drop off one shoulder. “Come back at three. He might see you then.”
“Keir, don’t be a dick. You don’t want our town to get a reputation for being unfriendly to newcomers, do you?”
“Oh, hello, Jay.”
“Hi, Felix. Didn’t expect you to take me up on my invitation so soon. Drink?”
Felix found himself smiling a little dopily at Jay. “Well, if it’s no trouble? Your friend said you aren’t open yet? I’m sorry. I should have known…”
“We’re usually open for lunch, but Sunday mornings are pretty quiet, and we have a show on Saturday nights that can go late. What can I get you to drink?” Jay stood in front of Felix, weight on one foot. He swept his eyes down and then up again, taking in Felix’s outfit, gaze lingering on his calves.
“Gin and tonic?”
Jay nodded to Keir, who acknowledged the order with a puckered face.
Felix wondered if he should have ordered a bottle of something that the surly bartender couldn’t as easily spit in.
Jay motioned to a table by the window. “Don’t mind him. The band fucked up last night, and he had to spend half of it talking down pissed-off, drunk customers.” He sank into a seat and sat with his legs kicked out.
Felix noticed that the posture allowed for a slice of stomach to be visible between shirt and pants.
“Oh? What happened?” Felix asked as he sat down himself.
“Apparently, their gear had gotten caught in the rain the night before. Two of the three amps blew midway through their first set. By the time Keir dug our backups out of storage, we’d already had to comp half the cover charges from people pissed the show hadn’t started. Then a bunch of people took off to the club down the street.”
Keir walked over and set a highball in front of Felix and a pint of dark beer in front of Jay.
“Ah, thank you. Keir, is it?” Felix smiled at the bartender.
Keir grunted and sauntered off.
“Honestly, I’d be in a bad mood after that as well, so understood!” chirped Felix as he watched the man return to the bar. He returned his attention to Jay. “I, em, I wanted to thank you for last night. A lesser man would have left me to my own foolishness. A cruel man would’ve made things worse. Honestly, I probably would have deserved it. I’ve been told I can be quite naive.”
“Come on, now. You’re new in town, and an old school friend invited you to a party. How were you supposed to know it was a sex party?”
Felix’s eyebrows went up. “Well, for starters, I should have known better than to trust Nicholas Sommers.”
Jay snorted and lifted his glass in a salute. “Damned right.” He leaned forward and looked Felix in the eye, pondering something.
Felix fidgeted under the attention. “What?” he asked with a little half grin.
“Nothing. Just wondering what made Nicholas put your keys in the blue bowl.”
Felix blushed. “Do I want to know?”
Jay’s eyes twinkled. “I kind of do,” he husked.
Felix suddenly realized he was being flirted with and that the Pride flag in the window was no mere show of allyship. He swallowed a mouthful of his drink, which turned out to be very strong. He nearly choked on it.
“Good lord! I think half the glass is gin.” He laughed and wiped a dribble of liquid from his chin. “Gin with a suggestion of tonic, more like.”
Jay smiled in return and glanced toward the bar, but Keir had disappeared into the back. “Yeah, sorry about that. He’s like an irritable house cat. He’ll come around.”
“Is this…your place, then?” asked Felix as he took in the space.
“Yeah, it’s mine.” Jay followed his gaze and sighed.
“Is business not good?” Felix took another very small sip of his big glass of gin.
“Oh, it’s not that,” said Jay. “It’s fine. It’s always the same though. Same festivals. Same batches of tourists. Same regulars. Been the same old thing for the last couple of years. I’m starting to get a bit bored of it all.”
“I can understand that. I mean, I did just pick up and move my entire life.”
“Good for you, man.” Jay reached across the table to tap his glass against Felix’s.
“Boss, hey, boss…” A man emerged from the back room. Tall and solid and dressed in a similar biker vibe to Jay, he seemed to be about the same age as Keir. His bushy brown-gray beard, ponytail and tattoos cut an intimidating figure, though his voice was unusually high and soft.
“Axel, this is Felix. New in town.” Jay motioned to Felix. “And Felix, this is Axel. He works security.”
“Oh. Well, I do hope people behave themselves. Generally,” said Felix as he examined the rather intimidating character who regarded at Jay with deference and perhaps a tiny hint of fear.
Did that mean that Jay was a harsh boss? Felix hadn’t gotten that impression so far. Perhaps Axel was just a meek man in spite of his imposing presence?
Axel lifted a hand, waving hello, and dropped his eyes with discordant shyness. “Generally,” he murmured. Then he looked up at Jay for a moment, then flicked his eyes away. “The delivery guy is here, and he’s still arguing that he dropped off half the boxes of burgers last week when it wasn’t on the packing slip.”
Jay sighed dramatically and melted in his chair. His ass almost ended up on the floor before he got his limbs under him. “Right, I’m coming. Apologies,” he said to Felix. “Come back early in the evening sometime? That’s usually the best time. I’m done doing manager stuff at that point, and the evening won’t be busy.”
“Will do!” said Felix cheerfully. “Thanks for the drink.”

      [image: ]A few hours later, Jay sat in his office, a cramped, windowless affair just behind the bar. 
Keir rapped on the door frame, entered, and closed the door behind him, blocking the handful of patrons that had begun to filter in. “I’ve finished my research into the new owner,” he rumbled. “I’m afraid we won’t be able to get rid of this one with the same strategy as the others. He has deep pockets. Real deep.” He tossed a folder in front of Jay.
Jay hesitated, then flipped it open to find pages printed off from news sites, blogs, social media screenshots, and paperwork that contained business information. The first article, a scan of a newspaper, showed Felix dedicating a new museum collection.
“How much are we talking?” asked Jay as he pawed through the papers.
“His family owns Brixton’s Textiles. It’s a two-hundred-year-old import business with clients all over the world. I’m talking about the kind of fabrics high-end fashion houses and rich assholes buy. He could lose money running your ship for decades and barely even feel it.” Keir pointed to the dossier.
Jay studied the next picture, which showed Felix with his arm around a dark-haired woman, both in formal attire. The piece covered his philanthropic efforts, and the caption noted him as the Chair of the Brixton Trust. It seemed to be the closest thing the man had to an actual job.
“Well,” said Jay. “I suppose we have to think up a new strategy to get him out of the picture.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Keir murmured. “I’ll make some calls.” He excused himself and left the room.
Jay spent a moment studying the photo. “Sorry, Felix,” he mumbled. “It’s nothing personal.”






  
  Chapter three

Felix was something of a lightweight when it came to alcohol. So, between consuming a very strong drink at Wreckers and the afternoon heat, he was a little bit dizzy by the time he made his way to the docks. 
As it was Sunday, work on restoring the ship had halted, but he enjoyed spending time on it just the same.
He clambered up the ladder and flopped over onto the deck, then straightened even though there was no one around to see him being a klutz.
The beautiful deck, with its wide, old planks, was in the process of being refinished, and piles of lumber and other supplies lay strewn about. Scattered boxes held equipment waiting to be installed.
Although Felix wanted to use the sails as much as possible, he realized that, in order for the business to be viable, he still needed to run tours when there was no wind. That would entail repairing the ship’s diesel-fueled engine and replacing several expensive components.
He picked his way over the deck toward the masthead. The hand-carved stag was in good shape structurally, but he needed to hire a local artist to repaint it as the finish was more than a little worse for wear. He reached out to slap the stag’s hindquarters and smiled.
It wasn’t just the ship, or the gin, or the hot afternoon sun that made Felix’s skin tingle. He glanced over his shoulder toward Wreckers Roadhouse and chuckled at the thought of Jay and their brief interactions.
So deep in his own little imagined world where he and Jay took another stroll along the boardwalk, Felix missed someone calling his name.
“Mr. Brixton? Down here.”
A sharp whistle followed.
Felix turned to two people standing on the deck below—one of them, a tall Black woman with an athletic build, shaved head, and strikingly lovely features, and the other, short and slight, with curly brown hair and medium-dark skin. The second of the two had their fingers up to their mouth.
“Yes? What can I do for you?” Felix asked.
“Mr. Brixton, my name is Faye Abara,” said the Black woman. “And this is my friend Willie. Can we come aboard? We have some business to discuss.”

      [image: ]Felix sat across from the two strangers who had come to meet with him. “How did you know to find me here?” he asked. 
Faye shrugged. “It’s a small town. And your apartment is right next door, so we figured you’d have to come back this way eventually.”
Felix shifted uncomfortably and glanced sidelong at Faye’s companion. They wore their dark hair shaved at the sides and full on top, and had sparse facial hair. As they slouched in their chair, they flicked a knife around with surprising skill.
“You do realize—” Felix eyed the knife as it spun. “—that sounds threatening. A little bit?”
Faye glanced at her friend.
Willie sighed and sat up, flipping the knife back into the holster on their waist. “We’re not the ones you have to worry about, Brixton.”
“How do you mean?”
“Did you read about the history of this ship before you bought it?” Willie asked.
“I did. Sort of. I know this has been its port of call for over two decades, but it hasn’t run tours for seven years. I know it’s been sold and resold, but honestly, that’s not unusual. Ships are notorious money pits, after all.” Felix knew it would cost a fortune to fix it up, but he had several fortunes to burn.
Faye exchanged looks with Willie. “Listen, you need help. We can give it to you. There are people in this town who never want this ship to sail again and will go to great lengths to ensure that it doesn’t.”
Felix stared at them. “I… Pardon? That doesn’t make very much sense. It’s just a tour boat.”
“One with a ton of history and baggage.” Willie tapped their heel against the deck as they leaned on the railing. “We can offer you protection. Insight into the politics of this town. That sort of thing.”
Felix scrunched his nose up. “I don’t suppose you’d do this out of the goodness of your hearts?”
Willie barked a laugh.
Faye shot them another look. “We’d need to get paid, of course. Consider us…private security. We can make sure no one messes with this ship. Or you.”
Felix sat up a little straighter. “And how do I know you’re not having me on? That this isn’t some scam, and you’re just trying to startle someone you see as an easy mark.”
“You don’t,” drawled Willie.
“Willie…” said Faye with a long-suffering sigh. “Look. Mr. Brixton. We really do want to help. The people who are going to put pressure on you are no friends of ours. Do we need work? Yes, but honestly, we don’t actually need to get caught up in all of this. We’re sticking our necks out.”
Felix considered them both, lips pressed into a thin line. He didn’t want to believe them, but he didn’t know the town’s history or the Freedom’s full background. Having allies, even if he paid them, would probably be useful. He lifted his chin and eyed them. “I’ll have to have my assistant check your backgrounds.”
Willie clucked their tongue and snorted. “Well, that’s not going to come back clean.”
Faye facepalmed.
“I see,” said Felix.
“Look, Mr. B. Faye and I? We’re criminals. We’re not bad people, but we’re criminals. Why do you think we rolled up here, offering to protect you from other criminals?”
“You’re saying you’ve been in the slammer?” asked Felix.
Willie bit their lip and tried not to laugh. “Yeah, yeah. The slammer. We’ve both been in.”
“Nothing serious,” said Faye. “Just…robbery, fraud, that kind of thing. Nothing where anyone got hurt. But we’ve done what we needed to in order to survive.”
Felix turned his attention to her. Willie, he didn’t know if he trusted. But there was something earnest about Faye that made him like her. And well, Willie might have been a bit shifty, but they’d also been very honest as far as he could tell.
“Look,” said Felix after a long pause. “I’m going to have my assistant check in, not to check if you’re criminals—” He held up a finger. “You’ve made that clear. Far be it from me to begrudge someone a means of survival. But just to make sure you’re telling me the whole truth. If that checks out, I’ll hire you on a trial basis.”
He glanced around the area that would be the captain’s quarters and office once it was completed. “And I do have a lot of expensive stuff sitting around that should probably be watched over.”

      [image: ]Felix stood on the balcony of his seaside condo. He had a corner unit, which afforded him a view of both the Freedom and Wreckers across the street. As he sipped a glass of rosé, he considered all that had happened in the short time he’d been in Carino Bay.
His phone chirruped, and he tensed as he expected Belle’s name to show on the screen. Instead, he’d received a message from his assistant.
Tessa: 
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