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When Amethyst Cove’s reigning drag queen is blackmailed, private investigator Ian Coulter searches to find the truth. He doesn’t believe his friend committed a murder and he won’t allow money to change hands. He gets support from his FBI lover Rick Mohr. 

Ian and Rick have conquered a long road to be together. Working together is easy. Keeping their relationship strong is more difficult. With their wedding day approaching, Ian questions if he can go through with the ceremony but not his love for Rick. 

When Ian is propositioned, Rick falls back into old ways. Ian’s guiltless but overcoming his jealousy isn’t easy for Rick. With time running out, they leave no avenue unexplored in their quest to find the truth and the blackmailer – before the honeymoon cruise.  
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KC Kendricks never disappoints!"—Fallen Angel Reviews

"..beautifully moving in all the right places...KC Kendricks gives us a well-crafted tale"- The Romance Studio

"Good to the last word...."- Sensual Reads

..."Seriously entertaining and totally engaging..."- Joyfully Reviewed

"...solidly written contemporary romance..."-Jessewave
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Chapter 1
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If a man lives long enough, and if he’s smart, he comes to realize the only constant in this life is change. All a person need do is look around to find something changed, improved, or completely new. Nothing has remained untouched, even the hearts of men. Therein lie the most profound changes. 

A few short years ago, the idea of marrying wasn’t something that crossed my mind. Gay men didn’t get married, not legally, anyway. Now the option was available for those brave enough to “take the plunge.” I looked around at a few of my married friends, straight and gay, and I wondered if marriage was a viable option for any person, much less for a man like me. 

I reached out in the dark and picked up my cell phone. Three-fifty-nine. The warm body sleeping against my back stirred. 

“Hey.”

I tucked the phone under my pillow and rolled over to face him. “Hey, yourself.”

“It’s raining, isn’t it?” Rick stretched, rubbing his toes over the tops of my feet. 

“Yeah, damn it. There goes a little surfing time.” That was a joke. I’d not been out on the water in weeks, and I wouldn’t go until he could join me. 

He buried his face in the soft skin where my neck flowed into my shoulder. I put my arm around him, mindful of his sore shoulder. He’d been shot recently, my FBI agent lover, but was well on his way back to normal. 

His lips tickled my skin as he spoke. “Ah, poor baby. What can I do to make it better?”

“No sex until we’re legal, remember?” It had me antsy, too. I wanted to jump all over him, but I had to prove to him I had a little willpower even if my balls turned blue. I rubbed against him, making sure my rigid dick slid over his. “Now look what you’ve done.”

Rick chuckled. “I’ve got something you can grab and shift gears with over here.”

I groaned and rolled away from him before my resolve crumbled. “Maybe we should get up and watch a movie or something.”

He rolled onto his back and gingerly scrunched his way up on the pillows. “Maybe we should talk.”

I sat up, laid my phone back on the stand, and beat my pillows into submission before settling beside him again. “That really depends on what you want to talk about, because if this is ‘gee, we’re making a mistake getting married’ I might agree with you.”

“Why ruin a good thing, huh?”

“Who needs a piece of paper to prove we’re in love, right?”

“Half of all marriages end in divorce. Why feed the lawyers?”

I snorted. “That’s a good one, but it’s not the one that scares me.”

“Ian. Darling, I know.” He struggled to get his injured arm around me. 

I glared at him in the dim light as I held up my hand. “Just stop forcing the shoulder, okay? Hold my hand instead.” 

He laced his fingers through mine. “You’re my best friend. You’re scared getting married will somehow change that.”

“That would be the one that bugs me more than financial issues.”

“We have financial issues?”

I raised our joined hands to kiss his knuckles. “Nope. And we won’t as long as we don’t screw with the arrangement or piss off your boss.”

“Wouldn’t dream of doing that. Hey, once we’re hitched, can I have a key to the ʼCuda?”

I leaned back and looked down my nose at him. “That’s it. The nuptials are off.”

Rick laughed again. I knew he didn’t actually want a set of keys to my prize possession - a 1974 Plymouth Barracuda. He relaxed against me.

“This is a little late to be having this conversation, but I get it, Ian. What if doing this changes us somehow? What if we suddenly look at each other differently? There’s always the chance we’ll find out that having isn’t as exciting as wanting.”

I stared up into the darkness. “When did you get so smart?”

“After I fucked up a few times. I just wish I could promise I won’t ever muck it up again.”

“You and me both, hon. If there’s one thing we’ve proven, stupidity can be contagious.” I stretched, purring as his big, warm hand caressed my side. 

“Oh, Ian, my love. Why the hell did we say no more sex until after the ceremony?”

“Fuck if I know. Oh, wait. I do know. It was before Saylor Blackwood said he’d need a week to get the party together.”

He sighed heavily. “Six more days. I can make it that long.”

Almost a week of pure torture. Six more nights of having the hottest stud on the west coast in my bed and not being able to do any number of deliciously wicked things to him. 

“I can’t. I’m going to have to jerk off in the shower.” Hell, I should confess I already had, but I wasn’t going to do that.

“We could, you know, wank off together but not touch each other.”

“You’re an evil man, Rick Mohr.”

He kicked off the covers and rolled onto his back. “Last man to come has to fix breakfast.”

It was too dark in the room to see his hand moving, but I felt the slight shaking through the mattress. I fisted my hard shaft and stroked. 

“This is cheating, and you know it.”

He grunted. “You’re cooking.”

I picked up the pace. “No, I’m not.”

Rick groaned and rolled toward me. He inhaled sharply and something hot and wet hit my side. He let out a relieved sigh and stilled. I stroked faster, reaching for the familiar bliss. It swelled to take me down into a still darkness before drifting away like mist. I felt a tissue wipe my belly as my lover’s voice whispered in my ear. 

“I’ll take two eggs, over easy, and toast.”

*    *    *
[image: image]


I had a long list of things to do before I dumped everything on my business partner and administrative assistant and took Rick on a ten-day honeymoon cruise. The first item on the list was making sure no one - and that meant no one - spilled the beans to Rick about the boat ride. It had been a bit of a tricky dance getting his team to arrange everything on his end without him knowing. 

Rick thought he was going back to work a couple of days after the ceremony, albeit only part-time. His director was happy to play along and his pleading to my lover not to take more time off sounded so authentic, Rick agreed. 

Saylor Blackwood, my friend and movie star client, did his part, too. The wedding ceremony and reception would take place at his King’s Road estate - on his dime. It was his gift to us. 

My business partner and our administrative assistant swore to me they’d hold down the fort. 

It was all good, so why was I having second thoughts? Maybe my unrest was nothing more than nerves. Marriage was a big step. Huge. A life changer. 

I kissed Rick goodbye and headed out for the morning. I left the breakfast dishes for him to wash, too. He needed something to do until I came back around one o’clock to pick him up. I unlocked the ʼCuda and started the engine. Before I could put the car in gear, my cell phone belted out my admin’s ringtone. 

“’Morning, Sheldon. What’s up?”

“Good morning back at ya. Have you ever heard of Steel Wheels?”

I paused to think for a moment before I replied. “I can’t say as I have. What and why are you asking?”

“Steel Wheels manufacture, market, and ride those old-fashioned bikes with the big wheel in the front and the little wheel in the rear. They’re called high wheel bikes or penny-farthing bikes. The owner sponsors a couple of riding clubs, sort of a self-promotion endeavor.”

“Thanks for the short history lesson. So why are we discussing bikes?”

“Steel Wheels bought the old Fairborne building about a month ago, and they’d like an estimate on a security system.”

That sounded straightforward enough. I put the ʼCuda in gear and eased out of the parking space. 

“I’m on the way, Sheldon. I’ll cruise past the Fairborne to refresh my memory. I’ll be in after that unless you’re about to send your employer on another errand.”

“Nope. I thought you would want to do a drive-by. That’s why I called you. Bye!”

The call disconnected. I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat. Drat that sexy little smartass. He knew me too well, which meant I was becoming predictable. I’d have to change it up on him. We genuinely liked each other, and while we never forgot about business, we made it a point to inject a lot of fun and humor into our day. 

The Fairborne building had housed a small manufacturing company in the heart of the warehouse district. The area was undergoing a bit of a revival, and Amethyst Cove Security & Investigations already had a handful of clients there. One more would take us to what I thought of as the magic number for a neighborhood - ten. Once an area, or street, had ten little ACSI stickers in the windows, things tended to really take off there, business-wise. 

If I had any doubts about which building was which, they were quickly put to rest. A metal sculpture of a high wheel bike adorned the rooftop over the main entrance. Two gentlemen in nineteenth-century garb loitered by the door, so I decided to stop and introduce myself. They were all interest as I parked the ʼCuda and got out.

I extended my hand to the nearest one. “Good morning. I’m Ian Coulter of Amethyst Cove Security & Investigations.” I handed each of them a business card. “Is the owner or manager available?”

He shook my hand, his warm palm pressing tightly to mine. “I’m the owner and he’s the manager, so it looks like you’ve hit pay dirt. I’m Bob Browne, and this is Will Hebb.”

I shook Will’s hand. “Please to meet you both. My admin said you left a message about an estimate for a security system.”

“I did,” Bob replied. “We have some expensive and specialized equipment. I’d like to keep it secure.”

God bless Sheldon for the short lesson. “Is there a big market for penny-farthing bicycles?”

Bob grinned as he held the door open for me. “It’s a global phenomenon. Of course, that’s not all we do. Come on in.”

I walked into a showroom full of all sorts of bikes and trikes and just about anything you could want that related to them. We chatted a bit more and then they showed me around the building. I snapped a few pictures of the windows on each of the three floors and all the doors. 

They seemed passionate about what they did. When I asked about their attire, they explained they were riding with a bike club in the afternoon. Privately, I thought they were crazy to dress in those heavy outfits to ride a bike in the California heat, but to each their own. 

Bob’s phone rang just as I was taking my leave and he excused himself.  

Will said he’d see me out. He held the door for me again and then motioned at the ʼCuda. “That’s a great car, Ian. Where did you find it?”

“I’m an east coast transplant. I bought it at an auction in Baltimore, Maryland, and drove it across the country about twenty years ago. It was my first car and I have no plans to ever get rid of it.”

“Cool. Does your wife like it?”

Honesty being the best policy, I was open with him. “My about-to-be husband sure does. He wants a set of keys for a wedding present, the poor misguided man.”

I saw him glance at the ring on my right hand. “Who wouldn’t want a set of keys to that car? So, you’re getting married? How long have you and he been together?”

My gaydar pinged. I looked at him a little closer. Was he? I wasn’t sure, but I strongly suspected if he wasn’t, he was curious enough to experiment. It wouldn’t be with me. 

“We’ve been together a little over a year. I never wanted to settle down until I met him.”

“You’re lucky, Ian. How about I take you out tonight for a drink to celebrate? Can you get an estimate worked up that quickly?”

I quickly weighed getting the job against upsetting Rick. We were on the cusp of what was for both of us a giant leap of faith. My lover wouldn’t be happy if I went for a drink with another man, but if it sealed the deal with a prospective client, he’d understand. 

This time I could honestly say I had other plans for the evening if it became necessary. 

“I’ll take a rain check on the drink, but yes, I can have an estimate to you later today. Do you have a business card with an email?”

Will reached into his pocket and withdrew a small leather compact. I accepted the card and slipped it into my back pocket. 

“It was great to meet you, Will. Thanks for giving Amethyst Cove Security & Investigations the opportunity to work with you. I’ll be in touch.”

I climbed in the car and keyed the ignition and looked at the pair of bicycles in the window. 

Maybe I should get Rick and me a couple of trail bikes. When the water was too choppy for novices like us to be surfing, we could take the bikes out of town to get away from our phones and responsibilities. It might do our relationship a ton of good to schedule regular fun time, not to mention exercise. 

It was just another “maybe” in my life. 
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The office was quiet when I arrived. Sheldon had left a note on his screen he was out on a supply run. I hoped that included dark roast coffee. 

I popped the last k-cup in the brewer and hit the button. A minute later I took the mug to my desk and got to work on the system for Steel Wheels. I had a nifty little computer program where I could input photos, dimensions, and myriad other details, and out would come the basic schematic for the job. It had been a huge expense, but the investment was paying off in a big way. I was able to get back to clients within hours with a comprehensive proposal. That prompt response sold jobs. 

Sheldon breezed in just as I downed the last of my coffee. He dropped an armload of bags on his desk.

“Hey, Ian. I’ve got a trunk full of stuff. Do you have a minute to help bring it in?”

I looked up at him. “You got coffee?”

He rolled his pretty azure blue eyes at me. “Of course, I did. You get surly if you don’t get enough caffeine. Oh, and I saw Rick riding shotgun with some chick in a black Crown Victoria about fifteen minutes ago.”

That got my undivided attention. Rick hadn’t mentioned he planned to go out this morning. “Oh? Where?”

“I was stopped at the light at Palisades and the Boulevard. He was headed into town. Miss Ramona called and asked me to stop and pick up an envelope for you which is why I was out that way.”

I snapped my fingers. “Where is it?”

He put his hand on his hip. “In the car with the rest of the stuff. If you want it, you’ll have to help me.”

“Damn, you drive a hard bargain.” I stood and motioned him out the door. 

Sheldon did indeed have a haul. In addition to office supplies, he had the new laser printer/scanner he’d been threatening to acquire. He was worth the indulgence and I whole-heartedly agreed that keeping the cash flow steady ranked high on my list. A professional invoice with a clean type made the company look good and expedited payment. 

I set the box on the counter and patted it. “Thank God I won’t have to listen to you whine about printing envelopes now.”

“And it was a hundred bucks off, too.” He reached into one of the bags and handed me a manila envelope. “This is what Miss Ramona sent.”

“Thanks. I’ll leave you to organize all your loot. Call me if you want help with the printer.” I knew he didn’t need my assistance, but it’s good to be supportive to your staff even when they roll their pretty eyes at you. I retreated to my office to see what Amethyst Cove’s reigning drag queen might need. 

I opened the envelope and slid the contents onto
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